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For Biljana,

and for our daughters, Ana and Eva,

and for their generation,
and the seventh generation,

and the seven-hundredth generation,

and for all the other-and-more-than-human beings of Earth,
without whom,

naught.



on·to·lo·gy n. The study of being or existence.
(From Greek, on-, ont-, present participle of eninai–“to be, to exist”)

e·co·lo·gy n. The study of relationships between organisms and their environments.
(From Greek, oikos–“house, home, habitation, dwelling place”)

lim·no·lo·gy n. The study of ponds, lakes, and other bodies of fresh water.
(From Greek, limne–“standing water, tidal pool, marsh, lake, pond”)



It is for the ocean that the tempest is made. 
Ponds, when they are stirred up, give off only unhealthy odors. 

I must love you to tell you these things. 
Forget me.

—Gustave Flaubert

The great difficulty of limnology is that 
many quite disparate things 

must be done at once.

—G. Evelyn Hutchinson
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It was nearly ten years ago that I had the idea to write a short essay about a 
pond in the woods. Thank you, Mr. Thoreau. It is not short, but it is still an 
essay. Merci, M. de Montaigne. If in the end it turned out to be a whole book 
about the Earth and the world, I could not have written it without the pond. I 
will be forever grateful for that bit of still water in the woods. Needless to say, 
a lot of people have come along for this walk along the water’s edge, friends, 
family, colleagues, and mentors. 

Roger Parrott (1930–2008) set me firmly on the ecological path. His teach-
ings in agronomy and forestry and conservation changed my life, both its 
trajectory and its goal. I can still conjure Roger’s crow’s-footed squint as we 
crouched together to look at the ground, and then at the pasture, and then at 
the line of trees along its edge, and then at the forest beyond; I can still hear 
the patient cadence of his voice as he talked about the relations among the 
fields and the forests and the processes unfolding within and between them 
and the patterns that emerge from it all. Roger taught me to see the Earth in a 
single blade of grass and the world in a meadow. No small lesson. I can only 
hope he would approve of this book.

I blame James P. Carse for my abiding fascination with Sartre’s thought 
and manner of thinking, among other things. Though I had read Nausea, No 
Exit, and The Flies by the time I became Jim’s student in my sophomore 
year of college, it was he who helped me to safely navigate my first foray 
into Being and Nothingness. His inimitable ability to make seemingly incom-
prehensible ideas at least seem comprehensible, his boundless enthusiasm in 
the classroom, his personal and intellectual generosity during office hours, 
and his willingness to read unconventionally structured hand-written student 
essays passed to him by befuddled graduate teaching assistants, convinced 
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A life develops in spirals; it passes again and again by the same points 
but at different levels of integration and complexity.

—Jean-Paul Sartre1

 HAndS in tHE mud

One of my earliest memories is of a pond. It was down a long gravel driveway 
near a stand of hemlocks. It was the east-green limit of my childhood world. 
Across from the apple orchard, between the well house and the barn, no 
more than a minute’s rush from the kitchen door, when I was little the pond 
seemed far away. Far from everything. In the springtime as I made my way 
to it I would pick honeysuckle flowers from the stone wall that ran along the 
drive. I would pinch their bottoms and pull out the pistils and suck off the tiny 
halfdrops of clear sweet viscous nectar. The slower you pull, the more you 
get, and it’s never quite enough and always just enough to keep you there. A 
delicious whisper of sweetness. You close your eyes to taste it better. And 
sometimes there isn’t any at all, so you have to try again, and again. I never 
left the honeysuckle wall satisfied, or dissatisfied, for that matter. I knew it 
would always be there. Or so I thought. Anyway, I always came back for 
more. 

I would run the rest of the way to the pond and drop to my knees and slap 
my hands in the mud and touch my nose to the glassy surface to see what I 
could see. As plentiful as the honeysuckle flowers at the right time of year 
were the lobes of frogs’ eggs, dozens and dozens of them, black speckled 
translucent jelly, a nectar too in its way, quivering patiently in the still-frigid 
waters. Some of them drifted near enough to the edge of the pond to be gently 
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gathered toward me with my hand, if I could reach them, and if I couldn’t, 
then with the help of a branch cracked innocently from the prostrate birch 
that had never quite recovered its poise after the ice storm on that magical 
creaky diamond twinkly day, when I was even younger. There was a bit of 
that same magic in the frogs’ eggs, too, as myriads of tadpoles proved each 
year beyond a reasonable doubt. And there were the goldfish, always visible 
in their refracted opacity, radiant orange in springtime, diaphanous sundrops 
under the ice in winter, always out of reach, forever together with no apparent 
goal. And there was the waterfall that dropped from just higher than I could 
ever reach before I got tired of trying, where the pond water flowed out and 
down and onward into the swampy flats below. It was there in the swamp 
that my father taught me, amidst tufts of plaited grass and soupy rivulets, 
that spring officially begins, heralded by the scent of skunk cabbage and a 
cacophony of bird talk. 

HEAd in tHE CloudS

From that pond I could walk to another. It was quite a bit smaller. Just a few 
hundred yards away, through the orchard and across a broad strip of mani-
cured grass, under another stand of hemlocks, my westernmost borderline, 
was a moss- and lichen-covered rock. It was about the size of my sister’s 
red vinyl beanbag chair, half buried in the earth, half exposed to the needle-
filtered shade. In the thick of springtime little sprouts would grow in the soft 
moss, an inch or so tall. With only a little imagination of the sort so easily 
mustered at that time in life, and so soon wrung out of us, the surface of that 
rock became a new world, a vast tree- and scrub-covered land; the lichen 
around its circumference the threshold of a savanna or a desert or the edge of 
the world; the wetter parts a spreading swamp; and the cupful of rainwater 
that settled into the cranny in the midst of it all, a pond or a lake or a sea, 
according to the scale of the moment. Sometimes there wasn’t any water at 
all, so I would go and get some.

There in that secret deep green world I would walk for miles, for days and 
for years, barely surviving the attack of a giant black ant, riding to safety on 
a congenial centipede with a heroic-sounding name like Tor or Thunder, or 
Maximilian, when my dog Max was with me. Skirting the swamp lest I get 
sucked in by the quicksand, standing at a precipice to gaze across the impossi-
ble distance from me to the other side of the world. Exhausted from the jour-
ney again, I would build a little hut of twigs and grass in a glade by the side 
of the pond where I could live on fishes and berries and roots in the warmth 
of a fire, dressed in scratchy wool undergarments and wrapped in skins, my 
alligator boots made by a good Indian friend, my best friend a talking bear. A 
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small bit of bark would be my canoe and I would drift and doze in the center 
of the pond while my Indian friend shuffled through the nearby underbrush 
and my bear friend rested at the door of our hut and I waited for the fish to 
bite, all my needs and wants and desires utterly and exquisitely met. And then 
my stomach would rumble and my grandmother would call me for dinner and 
I would run as fast as I could and eat even faster lest I miss the next episode 
of Grizzly Adams or Star Trek. Mountain man. Starship captain. You can 
imagine my confusion.

noSE to tHE glASS

Years passed. Things changed. Beyond the hemlocks, not so far from home, 
was a nature preserve and bird sanctuary. In the main building were exhibits 
of reptiles and fishes and insects and plants, all tucked behind glass, like the 
dioramas I loved so much at the natural history museum, but small and wet 
and smelly and alive. The displays were arranged and tended by a few young 
biologists and a good number of older volunteers, and by me for a time. I 
was the youngest and only unofficial volunteer, coddled by elders, tolerated 
by the rest. At the back of the building was a sawdust-strewn compound of 
cages and cribs where small mammals and large birds waited and watched 
from within, all of them rescued, most of them injured or ill or old or all three. 
They lived there for a time, eating well and much, before being freed in one 
way or another from the gift of captivity. One day, my pet skunk would even 
become a guest there. He got very fat. But that’s another story. 

Beyond the convalescent enclosure was the preserve and sanctuary. A 
wooded area of many acres, seemingly limitless to me, it was flanked on all 
sides by property lines and suburban homes, and crisscrossed throughout by 
well-mapped, well-marked, and well-maintained trails. Some of the trails 
were quite luxurious, raised zigzagging wide-board catwalks with hand-
rails—and even benches—to carry nature lovers with impunity across a brook 
or through a marsh in the midst of which they could stop and lean—or even 
sit—to bird watch and otherwise watch and read the little informational plac-
ards and watch some more and walk on in dry shoes. I never read the little 
placards. I figured they were rules. 

Deep in the sanctuary was a pond. Various sorts and sizes of birdhouses 
hung from tree trunks along the pond’s edge and a few bird mansions stood 
atop mudsunken posts near its dark center. It was a quiet place. Calm and 
safe. Far from everything. If I sat still enough long enough something inter-
esting was bound to arrive or flitter by or emerge from the background with 
which it had so perfectly blended just until I looked away. And when the birds 
didn’t satisfy, and I confess, for me they didn’t, there was always the water. 
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I loved the water. The frogs and minnows and damselflies and whirligigs all 
spinning and hovering and darting and hopping. The silvery dark snake glid-
ing among the lilies, winding through the drifting grasses, sliding effortlessly 
across buoyant clumps of spongy iridescent green algae, eliciting simultane-
ously a cool pang of fright and the warm pinch of an irresistible curiosity that 
kept me coming back for more. 

As it turns out, there was a rule at the sanctuary pond, simple and clear and 
unwritten: Look, but don’t touch. Look carefully. Listen well. Taste the air, if 
you like. But always and only from a distance. It was as if the woods and the 
pond and all the magical critters were corralled, caged too behind dimension-
less glass, like the bullfrogs and garter snakes back at the nature center, like 
the raccoons in the cribs and the goshawks in the cages, like beets in vinegar, 
all of it saved for some other inscrutable day. I passed many impatient hours 
seated on the damp grass at the bank of that pond, eating a packed lunch from 
my knapsack, willing the glass wall into existence against my better judg-
ment, trying only to look, never to touch. And all for the sake of something 
very important which I had apparently hardly glimpsed. All for the sake of 
Nature, I was told. I obeyed the rule of the sanctuary pond for the most part. 
But I was a volunteer, even if unofficially, a status which came with certain 
rights and privileges. Or so I liked to think. I could touch at least a little, I 
thought, as long as no one was looking. And no one ever was.

EyE to tHE lEnS

More time passed. More things changed. A bit older now, but not much, I had 
wound up in the mountains and there was another pond. We swam in it naked, 
teenagers all of us, boys and girls, each acting as if we weren’t looking, 
against our better judgment. My biology class visited that pond more than 
once between those unsupervised lessons in aquatic adolescent endocrinol-
ogy, and we fledgling biologists would take the pond’s temperature and gather 
samples of water and mud and plants and amphibians and insects, visible and 
invisible. We would bring it all back to the laboratory and dip litmus strips 
into the water to learn its pH and mix chemicals into it to learn its oxygen 
content or its salinity. We would weigh an empty beaker on an analogue scale 
and fill the beaker with pond water and boil it away and weigh the beaker 
again; and it always weighed the same even though it wasn’t supposed to 
so there was nothing to add or subtract; so we would scrape out the crust of 
pondy stuff on the bottom and weigh that too but it never weighed anything 
either so we’d just forget about it. And we would put a drop of the pond on 
a slide and flatten the drop with a razor-thin sheet of glass and have a closer 
look at it under the microscope, counting tiny squigglies, estimating quanti-
ties of things, assessing the dead and the living, and naming as many of them 
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as we could with the help of some pictures in a book. And we would smile at 
their dance. We would slice off little slivers of algal leaves and look at those 
too under the glass. We would put the visible critters in fish tanks with some 
of the mud and some of the pond water and a rock and a stick, and we would 
name them with unheroic sounding names like Spot or Lumpy or Jaws, and 
we would try against our better judgment to imagine that they couldn’t tell 
the difference between the tank and the pond. We would look at them, and 
they would sit there still as stone looking back at us, right in the eye. And 
we would wonder what they were thinking. Most of us thought they weren’t 
thinking anything at all and some of us were sure they had to be thinking 
something. Something, surely. And the bell would ring and we would take off 
our lab coats and I would tap on the glass on the way out of class and promise 
to take all of them back to the pond, no matter what they were thinking. 

FEEling For pAttErnS

The next year, having graduated from biology class to ecology class, we visited 
the pond again. This time we didn’t take anything. Not a drop. Not even its tem-
perature. We just stood there and wondered, albeit systematically. We wondered 
where things fit into the pond and how the pond fit into things. We wondered 
how it all fit together, the things and the pond and the field and the forest, and 
us, too. We wondered whether and how it was all connected, if not why. As I 
recall, skinnydipping never quite found a proper niche in our ecological wonder-
ing, though it was so often on our minds and so surely deserved a place in the 
story of how things fit together. That much we knew, without even knowing it. 

Biology class and ecology class had a lasting impact, and English class, too. 
There we learned of Thoreau’s lost dog and horse and turtle-dove, and his pond, 
of course. I remember liking it when he said he went to the pond to “live delib-
erately,” as I had done in the rock-top pond of my boyish imaginings. I remem-
ber not liking it when he whispered somewhere in his journal that “nature does 
not satisfy,” as I had learned in my own way back at the sanctuary pond. So I 
decided to become an ecologist and find out for myself how it all fits together 
and whether nature satisfies, if not what it means to live a deliberate life.

Adding tHingS up

After an aborted attempt to do ecology in the rainforests of the Pacific North-
west, and an abortive year abroad passed in quite unecological wandering and 
wondering, I committed myself again to the field. I was back in the familiar 
temperate forests of the intemperate Northeast and pondless for the first time 
in my life. I found myself happy in the woods for hours at a stretch unhappily 
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identifying trees and counting them, standing and fallen, and measuring girth 
and taking core samples and counting growth rings and trying to make sense 
of all the measuring and taking and counting with the help of a fat red ecology 
textbook that still haunts my bookshelves, daunting and outdated. Naming 
and measuring and plotting. Collating, correlating, extrapolating. Counting, 
counting, counting. 

I didn’t count very well, as it turns out, but that too is another story. And 
whether nature satisfies, I still could not say. But the science of ecology, such 
as I was coming to know it, certainly did not. Not yet, anyway. An unsup-
portive professor and a creeping fondness for things metropolitan probably 
didn’t help. Disillusioned and apparently innumerate I distanced myself once 
again from ecological studies, a little less in my heart than in my mind, and 
quite deliberately on my course registration card. 

pASSing By

At about the same time as I started a first course in philosophy, I also started 
climbing a small mountain most days of the week. It was a two-hour transit 
more or less. Less if I hurried, which I rarely did; more if I tarried, which I did 
as often as I could. It was hiking or homework, after all, not a difficult choice 
for one leaving science for philosophy, or so it seemed. Gladly, there was a 
pond on the mountainside. I passed it twice each trip, on the way up and on the 
way down. I first encountered that pond in mid-autumn; saw it through an icy 
winter; and left it for good sometime in the spring. Technically this pond was 
a woodland pool, according to accepted limnological nomenclature. It waxed 
and it waned depending on conditions, rising with snowmelt or rain, falling 
under dry winds, sometimes desiccated in high summer, and just as often 
turned to little more than dank mud under crispy leaves. I knew this much, 
though I never witnessed its passing or its rebirth. It was a good year that year. 

It was just a passing relation. On the way up and on the way down, I would 
pass by. That is all. I might pause to look the pond over for a moment, to 
make note of its current state, perhaps to recall something of yesterday’s ver-
sion or imagine something of tomorrow’s, or not, as the case may be. To see 
if I could see the frog I could hear. To wait for the frog I could see to speak. 
This pond was a waypoint, really, a stop on a walk, just halfway either way; 
an unremarkable index of consistency and flux, restlessness and restfulness, 
even of life and death when I was feeling philosophical. Remembered with 
each approach. Forgotten with each passing, but for the last. I remember it 
well now, for some reason. I even remember the croak of a particular frog on 
a particular day. I remember thinking I’d never heard that kind of croak there. 
I remember asking, Who are you? 
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Around And Around 

A good idea and some bad weather plucked me from the mountaintop and 
landed me in New York City for a weekend. Love and fascination have kept 
me there for all but a few of the past thirty years. Little woods, few trails, no 
pond. Nothing and everything. Though I discovered much else in the mean-
time, it would be late in my city time before I got to know another bit of still 
water. This city pond, my penultimate pond, was in Central Park. But it’s not 
really a pond. Technically, it’s a reservoir, in the nomenclature of civil engi-
neering and human need. I have run around the Central Park Reservoir more 
times than I can count, at a distance and out of sight when running what the 
Central Park savvy call the “big loop”; in view now and again when running 
the “Bridle Path”; restful and open respite from tight spaces and crowded 
places when running the pebbled path that encircles its perimeter. For the first 
several years, I thought very little about the reservoir, its water fountain, its 
reeds and waterfowl. Hardly at all, in fact, until recently. It was just there, the 
watery hub of a useful circuit. Just another passing relation. It could as easily 
have been a paved square, stonescaped refuge for some pigeon-headed statue 
of some dead civil servant. It could have been, but it wasn’t. The Central 
Park Reservoir, erstwhile York Hill Receiving Reservoir, sometime Croton 
Reservoir, now officially Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir, turns up in 
the story I tell in the following pages, right in the thick of it, in fact, albeit 
obliquely. The story starts with the United States Geological Survey.

A SmAll BluE Egg

One evening a few years ago I was poring over a map of the area around the 
Hudson Valley town to which my daughters and wife and I had temporarily 
moved. I was comparing the mapped and remembered contours of a favorite 
walk in the woods when I spied a small blue egg-shaped mark. The blue, of 
course, meant water. The smallness of it meant pond. Though I had passed 
within a few hundred paces of it a dozen times or more I had never noticed the 
pond before, on the map or in the woods. Not so surprising. It was off a trail 
from which I rarely strayed, due perhaps to a slightly dogmatic commitment 
to a leave-no-trace wilderness ethic, or due to inertia. And just as likely due 
to a bit of both. Who knows what keeps one on the path? In any case, I had 
discovered a little pond on my map and I found this very exciting. 

Finding something new on a map is quite unlike finding other sorts of 
things in the world. You get to have all the fun of finding the mapped thing 
all over again, in the world, which is neither flat nor grid-marked nor color-
coded nor cross-checked nor transparent in any other mappy way. To say 
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nothing of all the fun of finding all the things that are on the map along the 
way, and all the things that aren’t. I thought a bit about the small blue egg 
and I got this idea that a pond in the woods might have something important 
to say about how it all fits together and how we fit in and what really matters, 
that it might even have something to say about a way forward for us, if only 
I could figure out what it was saying. So I decided to go to the pond in the 
morning and ask. I studied the map a bit more to bide the night. 

According to the 1:24,000 scale of the map, I concluded that it couldn’t be 
much of a pond. Perhaps a hundred feet across, and probably less. But there 
it was, at least in 1957 when the West Point Quadrangle had last been field 
checked; and presumably even in 1981, the date of the most recent airborne 
photo-revision according to the purple promise at the map’s bottom right-
hand corner. With a protractor and ruler I plotted a bearing line from a turn 
in the trail to the little blue egg’s center and went to bed to dream of all that 
the pond would tell me.

I was on the trail just after sunrise. Two minutes or so from our doorstep 
to the trailhead, and a little under an hour’s steady walk from there, I arrived 
at the turn. I laid the partially unfolded map on an old stone wall and oriented 
it with a compass and noted the bearing on the rose. 012°. Nearly due north. 
It was easy to see on the map what lay along the line. A short rise. A sharp 
ridge. Down the other side. Across a narrow ravine. Up again and across a 
broader crest. Down again to a level area and the pond. I made my way from 
tree to tree along the bearing and verified the mapped contours against the 
walked ones. Everything fit. The rise. The ridge. The ravine. The crest. But 
the pond was not where it was supposed to be. It wasn’t anywhere at all.

I double-checked and triple-checked what was on the map and what was 
around me and what was underfoot. As I looked down and around and down 
again, I noticed a padding of slightly grayed, slightly decayed leaves right 
about where the pond should be. This suggested the occasional though not 
too recent presence of standing water. I dug with my fingers a few inches 
under the surface to expose a layer of still further decayed leaf matter, damp 
and musty and riddled with fungal veins. And just under that, a bit more dig-
ging revealed a darker, denser layer more like half-parched clay than like the 
moist and airy blackbrown hummus of a temperate forest floor. And it struck 
me. The pond was there after all. I was standing in it. A woodland pool as 
limnologists call it, it was all dried up. Born of the springtime deluge only to 
perish in the high heat of summer, reincarnating again and again, some years 
several times, though even at its fullest, it was a small pond I surmised, now 
much smaller than it was when first encountered by the errant cartographers 
of the USGS, a pond in the wane, for reasons eutrophic, if not heroic.

This all seemed plausible enough, doing what any good theory has to do: it 
explained what I saw as well as it could. And the theorizing was all well and 
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good to do, and it felt good to understand. But I must admit, it was not exciting. 
I sat on a nearby fallen tree to mope and curse the gods. That helped a little.

Soon enough the mounting ambiguity of it all nudged me back to the trans-
parent simplicity of the map. If this dried up little pond was so tight-lipped, 
maybe I had asked the wrong pond. I would just have to find another one, a 
talkative one, and ask it why we’re here and where we fit in and what really 
matters and what we ought to do. I glanced at the map and there it was, less 
than a mile away from my fallen tree. It was much bigger than the small blue 
egg, too much bigger I feared, maybe even a lake. Which explains why I had 
ignored it for so long. I don’t have anything against lakes, but a lake is not a 
pond. One thing was clear: whatever it was, it was so much bigger than the 
small blue egg that it had to be there still. And off I went. 

A pond iS A pond 

As it turns out it was there, and it was a pond, though it was far from the sort 
of pond I had set out to find, and its story is far from the sort of story I had 
imagined a pond having to tell. Its story was so different, in fact, that the short 
essay I had it in mind to write in a month or so turned into several years and a 
long book. This book tells the story of this most recent of my pondy friends. 
It’s only a pond, I know. And yet to know a pond, to understand a pond, is to 
know and understand a great many things, as I hope to convince you.

In a sense, it is a complicated story, a story of familiarity and mystery, 
of needs and wants and desires, of wildness and civilization. It is a story of 
observation and experience, of reconnaissance and remembrance, and even 
a story of unintentional clairvoyance in its way. It is a story of philosophy 
and science and history; and of freedom and responsibility; necessity and 
sufficiency and possibility; of origins and means and ends. Above all, it is a 
story about nature and culture, fact and value, reality and imagination, and 
Earth and world. But all of that makes it sound more complicated than it is, 
more like a saga or an epic than a yarn. It’s just a simple tale told by a bit of 
still water in the woods. Perhaps best to keep it simple, then, and begin at the 
beginning.

Once upon a time there was a pond. . . .

notE

1. Jean-Paul Sartre, Search for a Method, trans. Hazel Barnes (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1963), 106.
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In philosophy, to need a notion is to have a premonition of it.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, The War Diaries (1939)1

. . . it is my aim to stimulate, not to satisfy, curiosity, and it is no part 
of my object to save my readers the labor of observation or of thought.

—George Perkins Marsh, Man and Nature (1874)2

 tHE StAtE oF tHE EArtH And tHE FAtE oF tHE World

The planetary crisis unfolds, unabated and intensifying. And still, environ-
mental awareness remains in its youth. We know enough to know that we 
must change our worldly ways. And still, social action to turn away from the 
path of ecological destruction remains sadly wanting. True, we are not sure 
what we are in for. But like youth itself, come what may, it is sure to involve 
much growth and change. We know that it will not be easy, and that some of 
it will be terrible. And that the longer we wait the more likely the direr straits 
become. Of this we can be certain. Still, we may hope, as we hope for our 
young, that some of it will be joyful, that there will be good news along the 
way as we struggle toward the far side of the great earthly and worldly crisis 
of our time. This remains to be seen. 

The public conversation about the Great Crisis is also young, not chrono-
logically, but developmentally. Like environmental awareness, and no doubt 
a reflection of it, the various domains of relevant inquiry—the environmental 
sciences and humanities, sustainability studies, development studies, policy 
studies, and their many disciplinary kith and sub-disciplinary kin—are all 
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relative newcomers to the field of human understanding. The science of ecol-
ogy, arguably the first-born of the new clan, is hardly more than a century 
old. As for the rest—climatology and conservation biology perhaps most 
important among the environmental sciences—we still count their ages in 
decades. True, our understanding grows in spades, and every day. But we 
must be honest with ourselves. We know so little, we have so much to learn, 
and there is so little time. And some say too little time. We do not like to hear 
these things. We like to think we know it all, and that an eternity lies before 
us, which just proves that we are young in our ways.

The point of these observations is not to belittle the extraordinary richness 
of our ecological explanations and environmental understanding. Far from it. 
We are right to celebrate all that we have learned in such a short time. The 
point is just that, given the present circumstance and future stakes, we do 
well to remind ourselves of the vast halo of ignorance that surrounds all our 
explanations and all our understandings. We do well to remind ourselves, 
despite our many laudable individual efforts, of how little collective wisdom 
we have mustered thus far. For it is in this context of knowing and not know-
ing that we must act.

If our relative ignorance is hardly bliss, it is not such a terrible thing either. 
Though the fast growing fields of environmental concern and engagement 
have barely found their feet, their practitioners struggle valiantly and often 
well to make sense of things and to show us a way forward. We must not 
underestimate our accomplishments, at least those of some of us. We have 
managed to make real progress toward understanding any number of things 
to help navigate the crisis, from global nutrient cycles to atmospheric chem-
istry, from the complex communities of colonial insects to nonhuman primate 
cultures, from environmental chemistry to ecological tourism to sustainable 
design—to say nothing of many relations and mediations among and beyond 
them. We have learned all of this and more, despite these wildly complex and 
troubled times; all of this and more, in the face of a maddeningly unpredict-
able future. In this sense, of course, the environmental disciplines are little 
different than their predecessors and progenitors. The humanities, the natural 
and social sciences, the visual and performing arts, all of these have always 
tried in their own ways to make sense of things, to understand something of 
this moving target that we call our world, and to give us some sense of a way 
forward here on Earth. 

What makes the many discourses of environmental concern different, if 
anything does, is the way that they must individually and together take seri-
ously the earthly ground of the world. If other disciplines may do so at their 
leisure, all the various fields that we gather under the still-opening umbrella 
of environmentalism are wholly predicated upon what might be called the 
earthward turn. Each must work from an abiding orientation toward Earth; 
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each must cultivate a permanent affinity for our home planet; each must ori-
ent itself toward this selfsame place that makes any world possible, for good 
and for ill, for us, and for the broader earthly community of which we are 
members. This is no small thing, and no small challenge. 

Thus if these fledgling fields are to continue to develop as modes of inquiry 
and understanding, and to grow as sources of commitment and action that will 
yield not merely a habitable planet but a truly livable world for future genera-
tions of earthlings, environmentalists of every stripe would do well, too, to 
keep an open mind. They would do well to look for tools and ways and means 
wherever they may be found, even and especially in places they might least 
expect to find them. Wisdom and truth, after all, often come from the most 
unexpected places. That is what we tell our young, and for good reason. We 
would do well to heed our good advice.

An uninVitEd guESt At A CliquEy pArty

This study looks to two sources for ecological insight and environmentalist 
inspiration, one likely, the other not. The first is a pond in the woods; more 
about this in subsequent chapters. The second is the tradition of existential 
humanism, and particularly its distinctive expression in the philosophy of 
Jean-Paul Sartre. These are the two aspects, the double-case, if you will, of 
Ecology and Existence. Each informs the other. Each elicits the other. Each 
reveals the other in unexpected ways.

If the project takes its lead from Sartre, the undisputed don of 20th-century 
existentialism, it must be emphasized from the outset that the task is not so 
much to think about Sartre as it is to think with him and beyond him, and 
even to stretch and bend his thought here and there, without breaking it. It is 
a project in reconstructive philosophy, so to speak. I am not so interested in 
what Sartre got wrong—and he was wrong about many things, as his many 
critics are happy to point out. I am interested in what he got right. I am, of 
course, bothered by Sartre’s errors, some of which were serious; but the task 
of rectification is constructive rather than corrective. And there is no short-
age of those who would think against him, so I leave that task to them—we 
will hear from a few in the next chapter. Nor am I particularly interested 
in whether and to what extent Sartre’s system holds together as a system. 
Though Sartre did have systematic aspirations, systematic philosophy is not 
an obligatory concern for philosophers. Like systematic theology for the 
religious or systematic cladistics for the biologist, building systems is an 
optional, albeit often heuristically valuable, pursuit. If it needs to be said, 
one can be systematic without aspiring to make a system. And, if it needs to 
be said, after more than two decades of study, I remain convinced that Sartre 
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is significantly right about many, many important things. In any case, as 
Joseph Catalano wryly and rightly notes, “There is nothing to be gained by 
considering Sartre a fool.”3 To repeat, if this is, in its way, a work of Sartre 
scholarship, it is not primarily a work about Sartre. I am interested in mak-
ing selective and constructive use of Sartre’s phenomenological descriptions, 
dialectical techniques, and general philosophical insights in the service of an 
ecological philosophy and way of life. 

Most broadly construed, this study provides a critical and reconstructive 
exploration of humanism and environmentalism. It explores humanism and 
environmentalism together, side by side, reinterpreting each through the lens 
of the other, realigning both along the way, and ultimately integrating the 
two into what can be called a properly existential ecology. (If it needs to be 
said, it is toward this latter end that Sartre’s thought could and should be 
helpful.) A central goal of the study is to overcome the often-alleged contra-
dictions between humanism and environmentalism, and hopefully to dispel, 
at least a little, the not infrequently felt tensions between humankind and all 
the rest of earthly nature. These putative contradictions and lived tensions 
lie at the root of the alleged abyss between environmental and human inter-
ests. Nor is this a merely theoretical exercise. It is of the utmost practical 
importance. The tensions between the environment and humankind, between 
Earth and world, in the idiom of this study, are both real and imagined; so 
they must be overcome on both levels, lest a future worth wanting here on 
Earth slip from our grasp. 

The philosophical leverage point is clear. Whatever the contradictions and 
tensions, real and imagined, both find expression in a tendency to choose 
sides. On the one hand, many environmentalists tend to treat humankind as a 
problem, even as the problem. Whether we are the irresponsible and imma-
ture child of creation, or the enemy of nature, or an aberrant viral species 
that plagues an otherwise healthy and harmonious planet; whether the worry 
is tacit, incipient, or explicit: the tendency is there. A strong thread of anti-
human sentiment runs through much of the environmentalist tradition, some-
times even despite environmentalists’ best efforts to resist or reject it. Many 
have pointed this out. The tendency stretches from the halls of academia to 
congresses, parliaments, and think tanks; from the pen to the paintbrush to 
the stage; and all the way to the popular imagination. On the other hand, 
many humanists tend to treat the environment as the problem. Whether it is 
taken as a passive and mute background to higher-order human concerns, or 
some wild otherness to be tamed, or as repository and toolkit for the satisfac-
tion of human needs, a strong thread of anti-environmental sentiment runs 
through much of the humanist tradition, again, even despite some humanist 
efforts to escape it. This, too, is a familiar complaint. And it, too, spans the 
spectrum of reference, from the ivory tower to the political convention to the 
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gallery to this week’s blockbuster. In each case, the anti-humanist and the 
anti-environmentalist, legitimate agency tends to be attributed to one side 
or the other: natura naturans for the environmentalist, homo faber for the 
humanist. Legitimate creative power is to be found either in nature’s hand or 
in the human hand. 

These are not hard and fast rules. There are not, for the most part, two 
sides in a neatly polarized debate, and there are many important exceptions. 
But they are exceptions that prove the rule. The undercurrent of antagonism 
in the humanist/environmentalist debate is real. Sometimes it is overt, some-
times covert, and sometimes it is unintentional or even unaware. Still, it is 
there. It would not matter, of course, if it did not ripple outward, if theory 
did not inform practice. Unfortunately, it does, reinforcing outmoded views 
of human separateness from all the rest of nature, hobbling efforts toward 
creative public policy, reaching deeply into the popular imagination, and thus 
keeping many otherwise thoughtful persons and groups at odds and unable 
to act effectively to stem the Janus-faced tide of social decay and ecological 
degradation. 

This much is undeniable: environmentalists and humanists too often think 
themselves at odds; their presumed differences color their understanding of 
the source and character of the problems we face; and their mutual disdain 
gets in the way of viable solutions. This is unnecessary, unwarranted, and 
profoundly unfortunate. The central constructive task of this study is to 
contribute to overcoming this forced and false incompatibility of these two 
important angles on what matters most and why; and along the way to ferret 
out some of the theoretical and practical implications that lie on the far side 
of the imagined chasm so that we might better be able to do what needs to be 
done to get to the far side of the real crisis we face. 

tHE guESt liSt

The study is situated in at least three regions of the conversation about the 
environmental crisis. The first is the debate among environmentally con-
cerned academics, policy makers, and engaged citizens regarding the proper 
relation of humankind to the broader fabric of earthly nature—a discussion 
dominated by competing metaphors of mastery, stewardship, synergy, sym-
biosis, and plague. The second is the conversation among self-described 
humanists, anti-humanists, transhumanists, and interested others regarding 
the proper orientation of environmental awareness and activism—a debate 
arguably overwhelmed by the competing claims of conservationists, preser-
vationists, restorationists, reconciliationists, deep ecologists, eco-feminists, 
eco-socialists, post-humanists, and increasingly influenced by environmental 
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economists. The third is in the popular imagination, where thoughtful per-
sons of every stripe struggle to make sense of the panoply of contradictory 
messages and images and promises—tales of blue-sky futures with solar 
panel-blanketed deserts and verdant rolling hills all peppered with fields of 
wind turbines, told alongside smoggy dystopian stories of looming social 
chaos and ecological apocalypse, to say nothing of the fairytales of the influ-
ential few who trivialize or deny human-induced environmental change and 
planetary social disarray and ecological degradation. The environmentalists, 
the humanists, and the people must somehow share a single Earth, even as 
they live in different worlds. This study is offered as a practical palliative to 
members of all three audiences.

The theoretical challenges of this study are thus also three: first, to per-
suade environmentally inclined readers that Sartre’s humanism offers unique 
and invaluable resources to their cause; second, to persuade humanistically 
inclined readers that Sartre’s thought points compellingly and informatively 
toward environmental awareness and activism; and third, to persuade socially 
and ecologically interested readers of other orientations that Sartre’s thought 
and unique manner of thinking things through can help us to escape the domi-
native and exploitative attitude toward nature that has haunted the humanist 
tradition since its inception, and today threatens both human civilization and 
the living Earth community of which it is an integral albeit still prodigal part.

These several debates about relations, orientations, and meanings overlap 
in important and often unexamined ways. As already noted, they also often 
suffer from the tendency to polarize perspectives that share at least some 
philosophical commitments, and so suggest at least some common ground for 
thought and action. And it is, above all, this common ground and the creative 
possibilities to be built upon it that we must explore if we are to negotiate 
successfully the challenges ahead. If any or all of these conversations interest 
you, you are reading the right book. If none of them interests you, I daresay 
they should, for the future hangs heavily on how they turn out.

tHE BEttEr SidE oF tHE impASSE, 
And HoW to gEt tHErE

In short, this study offers an existential foray into the ecological conversation. 
It seeks to carry this crucial conversation about our earthly and worldly future 
into new terrain, a philosophical space that lies on the far side of the puta-
tive humanist/environmentalist divide. To repeat, it provides a reconstructive 
environmentalist exploration and appropriation of Sartre’s existential human-
ism. The task is to develop an existentially motivated philosophical ecology, 
to draw Sartre’s much-celebrated, often criticized, and sometimes maligned 
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brand of humanism into the heart of the conversation about the future of Earth 
and its inhabitants. 

If the goal is to provide a first sketch of a properly existential ecology, the 
challenge, vis-à-vis Sartre, is to do so both substantively and methodologi-
cally, that is, in terms of both what he thought and how he figured it out; and 
to do so in light of the Sartrean corpus as a whole, read both critically from 
within and heuristically from without, that is, read both on its own terms and 
in the light of other perspectives and disciplines.

Sartre rejected the term existentialist on numerous occasions. “I am not an 
existentialist” is perhaps the best-known instance. There are also his later, if 
lesser-known, dialectical hesitations concerning the significance of existential 
philosophy: “I do not like to talk about existentialism. It is in the nature of 
an intellectual quest to be undefined. To name it and to define it is to wrap it 
up and tie the knot. What is left? A finished, already outdated mode of cul-
ture, something like a brand of soap—in other words, an idea”; or worse, “I 
take it to be an ‘ideology.’ It is a parasitical system living on the margin of 
knowledge.”4 So one may fairly balk at the choice of the term “existential” 
as a descriptor for a Sartrean ecological philosophy, if such there be. But the 
broad applicability of the term to the entire Sartrean oeuvre is well justified. I 
even daresay that our new circumstance demands that the existential moment 
be given a new inflection and a new life, as the following chapters attempt to 
demonstrate. The mid-20th-century existentialist fascination with freedom, 
contingency, and responsibility, and, in particular, Sartre’s ever-ramifying 
concern with humanism, solidarity, and liberation, are particularly germane 
to our early 21st-century malaise. For—the point cannot be overempha-
sized—which responsibilities we accept and which choices we make over 
the next few decades, as individuals and together, will determine not only the 
future of the human world, as they have always done, but the fate of the living 
Earth and its manifold creatures and powers as never before. Ours is an exis-
tential moment, if ever there was one. I will not say more about the term here. 

This study is driven by a conviction concerning the deep continuity of 
Sartre’s thought and manner of thinking. I am not alone in this conviction.5 
Though some speak of a shift or rupture between the period of Being and 
Nothingness and Critique of Dialectical Reason, or (mistakenly) speak of 
the existentialist period and the Marxist period, the textual evidence sug-
gests the opposite. The young existentialist took Marx seriously enough, the 
elder Marxist wrote tellingly of Kierkegaard.6 To be sure, Sartre’s thought 
was continually evolving, but his half-century of philosophical development 
yielded a continuous whole. There is no rupture, though there are ripples 
on the surface, and this study takes them seriously. It begins and ends with 
Sartre’s early phenomenological works; it takes up the later dialectical works 
in the middle chapters; and at numerous junctures it touches on both aspects 
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at once. Along the way, I do refer to the “early” Sartre, the “later” Sartre, 
and the “mature” Sartre. These designations are meant to orient the argument 
within the temporal development of Sartre’s thought and manner of think-
ing—roughly encapsulated in the movement from The Imaginary (1936) to 
Being and Nothingness (1943) to St. Genet (1952) to Critique of Dialectical 
Reason (1960) to The Family Idiot (1971), with essays like “Materialism 
and Revolution” (1946) and “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal” (1965) 
functioning as salient markers along the way. Or, to use a metaphor closer to 
the scribbler’s heart, like punctuation marks to guide us safely through a long 
and winding sentence, early, late, and mature are heuristic indices of stages 
along the path of the continuous evolution of Sartre’s thought and manner of 
thinking things through, which I conceive in the singular.

The major divisions of this study provide a selective, critical, and recon-
structive reading of Sartre’s major philosophical works in the light of several 
conventional distinctions: nature and culture, fact and value, reality and 
imagination, and Earth and world. Taken together, the two chapters of each 
part challenge the habitual polarization of these familiar pairs of concepts; 
not as a mere corrective or censure to the polarization, but in order that they 
might be seen as complementaries; and such that what are habitually and 
reflexively seen as two can—and sometimes must—also be seen as one; as 
distinct, but not apart; as separated by “a line without thickness,” to bor-
row one of Sartre’s many felicitous turns of phrase.7 Thus this study can be 
seen, in a way, as a targeted exploration of what J. A. Scott Kelso and David 
Engstrøm call “the complimentary nature.” In their informative, compel-
ling, and underappreciated book of the same title, Kelso and Engstrøm write 
that “the entire history of ideas may be usefully comprehended in terms of 
the many ingenious attempts to understand specific pairs of opposites and 
to illuminate their nature. The more pressing point, though, is that contrar-
ies are influencing everything and everybody right now. . . . Contraries are 
ubiquitous [and] impinge on all aspects of our lives.”8 Not many pages later 
they drive home the point: “for better and for worse, the way one interprets 
contraries dramatically influences how one interprets literally everything else 
in one’s life.”9 As a phenomenologically and dialectically inclined philoso-
pher, I have long been in sympathy with this underappreciated perspective on 
the theoretical and practical significance of contraries and complimentarity. 
As a friend, husband, and father; as an educator, writer, and activist; and as 
a son with two mothers, one by birth, one by adoption, I have experienced it. 

I also share Kelso and Engstrøm’s interest in the prospect of a scientifi-
cally rigorous philosophy of complementaries, even if some of my reasons 
are quite different from theirs. And whether their advocacy of “coordination 
dynamics” as the mathematical link between the relevant philosophy and the 
good science will hold I cannot say. In any case, this study attempts in its 
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way to add some philosophical flesh to scientific spirit of the complimentary 
nature; and at least one of its chapters (chapter 5) aims to contribute some 
scientific flesh to the philosophical spirit of complimentarity. Science and 
philosophy, after all, are not contraries. They are complementary, and even 
if I am far less sanguine than Kelso and Engstrøm are about the transforma-
tive potential of the shift to thinking in terms of complimentarity, I am as 
convinced as they are that such a shift is necessary if we are to negotiate the 
social and ecological crises we face in a way that leaves us, and the rest of the 
earthly community, with both a habitable planet and a livable world.

I should also note a further sympathy, one that I discovered only after 
the first draft of this study was nearly completed, and about which I remain 
ambivalent. It has to do with a handful of relatively new (and sometimes 
maligned) domains of inquiry that go by a loosely related family of names, 
chief among them, the new materialism, speculative realism, and perhaps 
most pertinent to my purposes, object-oriented ontology.10 In The Democracy 
of Objects, Levi R. Bryant neatly summarizes the task of an object-oriented 
ontology as a shift toward the orientation of the object. The challenge is 
“to think a subjectless object, or an object that is for-itself rather than as an 
object that is an opposing pole before or in front of a subject”; object-oriented 
ontology aims “to think an object for-itself that isn’t the object of a gaze for 
a subject, representation, or a cultural discourse.”11 To put it more simply, if 
not more disconcertingly, the challenge is to see the object—person, place, 
or thing—as it might see itself, from its own vantage point. I attempt to do 
something like this with the pond, along the way to doing other things.

In a more explicitly materialist vein, which is perhaps orthogonal to 
Bryant’s “flat ontology,” quantum physicist and feminist philosopher Karen 
Barad argues for the ontological priority of active process and transformative 
relations over the passive interaction of inert entities. In her densely argued 
(and labyrinthine) Meeting the Universe Halfway, she writes: “the primary 
ontological units are not ‘things’ but phenomena—dynamic, topological 
reconfigurings/entanglements/relationalities/(re)articulations of the world. . . . 
This dynamism is agency. Agency is not an attribute but the ongoing recon-
figurings of the world.”12 Building her way out from the quantum foam, as it 
were, Barad makes a compelling case for agency as diffused throughout the 
universe, that “the universe is agential intra-activity in its becoming”;13 or, 
to put it more simply, if less precisely, that agency, matter, and energy are 
ubiquitous and somehow of a piece. 

The point here is not to defend these provocative views one way or another. 
What I discovered as I explored several of the defining texts of these fertile 
new orientations to matter and substance is that I had been working out the 
pond’s tale along often complimentary and sometimes similar lines: I had 
been telling the story of pond and planet in a way that suggests, like Barad’s 
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orientation to the universe, an expanded and at least quasi-agential sense 
of matter; that my orientation to the pond was, like Bryant’s orientation to 
substance, a sort of integrative and open-ended relational realism, one that 
as easily gives ontological pride of place to other-and-more-than-human 
things and creatures and powers as it does to human experience and agency, 
while refusing to privilege one or the other; that, in the early chapters, I was 
doing a bit of object-oriented ontology with the pond (or at least something 
at the threshold of it) à la Harman, Bryant, and Brassier; and that in the book 
as a whole I had been working out a sense of Earth and world along lines 
complementary if not similar to Timothy Morton’s evocative notion of hyper-
objects as “things that are massively distributed in time and space relative to 
humans.”14 I had been doing these things all along, and all without knowing 
it. I am as of yet undecided about which particular perspective within this 
emergent and shifting interest in the agency of being, the perspective of 
things, and the scale of meaningful entities makes most sense to me—if any 
do. I mention my newfound affinity because it would be disingenuous not 
to. Whether it will last, I cannot say. In any case, the chapters, the parts, and 
the book as a whole, each in its way and in varying degrees, suggest some 
possible relevance and some small sympathy—albeit accidental and differ-
ential—with this contentious new family of ontologies and materialisms and 
realisms. Whether they will last, and which will, remains to be seen.

So much for sympathies. What about the obvious objections to the goal 
of this project? How can Sartre, of all people, help us to address the eco-
logical crisis? Does Sartre fit in the environmentalist conversation, at all? 
It does seem fair to wonder. Consider the sorts of things he thought about 
most: human freedom, human commitment, human exploitation;15 and the 
sorts of stakes he thought these things entail: humanism, human solidarity, 
human liberation;16 and his peculiar manner of thinking these things through: 
phenomenological, dialectical, “praxional.”17 How might this inventory of 
human concerns, human orientations, and human habits find a place in the 
environmentalist conversation; in the theoretical efforts to explain and under-
stand the ecosphere and our place within it; in our philosophical efforts to 
(re)conceive and (re)imagine an inclusive and livable planetary future; in our 
practical proposals and engagements in real-world workable solutions to bur-
geoning social and ecological degradation? In short, what could Sartre have 
to offer to the conversation about nature, experience, and the human place in 
the broader community of the living Earth? And better, what sorts of things 
might environmentalists be able to say about such matters with Sartre’s help 
that they cannot say without it? Again, it does seem fair to wonder.

These are challenging questions. They are also timely. Humanists who 
would have their environmentally concerned comrades take existential 
thought seriously would do well to ask them; as would environmentalists 
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who would ask their humanist comrades to take seriously the urgency of the 
environmental crisis. I believe both can have what they want. Despite the 
divisive rhetoric, and beyond the internecine debates of partisan intellectuals, 
Sartre’s thought is profoundly pertinent to ecological and environmental phi-
losophy, and to the sorts of commitment, engagement, and activism that will 
be necessary if we are to enjoy both a habitable planet and a livable future 
as members of the Earth community. This book provides a defense of these 
seemingly counterintuitive claims. 

tHE plAn oF tHE Work 

The two chapters of Part I set the stage for the study. The present chapter 
does so in broad brushstrokes and somewhat informally. Chapter 2 provides 
the prolegomena proper. Its task is to clarify the viability, character, and 
philosophical orientation of the larger project in light of some of the relevant 
literature and a handful of key technical issues.

The chapters in Part II aim to demonstrate the efficacy of Sartre’s inte-
grative and open-ended philosophical method in a concrete case study of a 
pond; and in the process to display something of the relationship between 
what we call nature and what we call culture. Chapter 3 is the most searching 
and unorthodox of all the chapters (and, not incidentally, the most lyrical); it 
begins the case study with an exploration of the pond in its “natural” aspect, 
using themes, tools, and notions drawn from Sartre’s early work in descrip-
tive phenomenology and ontology. Chapter 4 continues the investigation 
of the pond, now in its “cultural” bearing, using themes, tools, and notions 
drawn from Sartre’s later work in dialectical anthropology and the social 
ontology of praxis.

The chapters in Part III examine the respective relevance of the natural 
sciences and moral philosophy to an account of the planetary social and eco-
logical crisis; and in the process show something of the relationship between 
what we call “fact” and what we call “value.” Chapter 5, perhaps the most 
theoretically demanding of the chapters, places Sartre’s mature philosophy 
into constructive dialogue with recent developments in the new sciences of 
life and complexity. Chapter 6 provides a developmental reading of Sartre’s 
ethical writings, and defends a participatory social and ecological imperative 
grounded in human belonging in the broader Earth community.

The chapters in Part IV examine the implications of Sartre’s oeuvre for a 
realist account of, and an imaginative response to, the planetary social and 
ecological crisis; and in the process display something of the relationship 
between what we call “reality” and what we call “imagination.” Chapter 7 
outlines the contours of the current worldly and planetary crisis, in both its 
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social and ecological dimensions, and in a manner consistent with Sartre’s 
relational realism. Chapter 8 revisits Sartre’s early phenomenology of imagi-
nation and argues for the centrality of the imaginary in the cultivation of 
socioecological awareness and activism. 

Part V draws together the three main strands of the study to elaborate an 
ethically motivated, scientifically informed, experientially grounded, integra-
tive and open-ended blend of environmentalism and humanism under the 
rubric of complementarity. Chapter 9 synthesizes several arguments that 
are implicit in the study to demonstrate that, common misinterpretations 
notwithstanding, Sartre’s humanism is neither anti-ecological nor anti-
environmental. Chapter 10 lays out the broad contours of an existential ecol-
ogy, a philosophy of commitment and engagement that is at once socially and 
ecologically oriented and motivated.

Scattered throughout the study the reader will also find five “Intervals.” 
These offer extended technical discussions of five key methodologico-
substantive dimensions of Sartre’s philosophy: phenomenology and dialec-
tics, which lie on the more methodological side of the hyphen; and praxis, 
imagination, and ecology, which lie on the more substantive side. Taken 
together, they trace the existential arc of the study as a whole.

The Coda reaches toward both ends of the Sartrean oeuvre at once. It 
imagines the sorts of earthly and worldly engagements that are most likely to 
leave us with a habitable planet and a livable world. It touches on the delicate 
balance between imagined ends and the ongoing struggle of concerted action 
and the realization of the goals of habitability and livability. It closes with 
a final visit to the pond itself, as both analogue and exemplar for our times.

on rEAding tHiS Book

This is an unconventional study. So I ask the reader’s indulgence here as I 
make several suggestions about how one might approach it. 

Ecology and Existence lies somewhere between a monograph and treatise, 
and willfully bends genres in other ways. It moves between exegesis and 
commentary, critique and construction, deconstruction and reconstruction. 
And there are hints of apology and polemic, too, and a touch of manifesto 
in the final interval and chapter. Amid all this motion I try as much as pos-
sible to employ what I have come to think of as a dolphin method: seeing 
what there is to see near the surface, then diving deep and sometimes long in 
search of sustenance, and, lest we lose our bearings, returning to the surface 
again for air and light and play. A Great Ape emulating a Cetacean? Perhaps 
it is not so strange as it seems.18 In any case, if I have not always succeeded, 
I have tried. 
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On a related note, we always do well, I think, to read first in a spirit of 
interpretive charity. As Paul Ricoeur rightly reminds us, a hermeneutic of 
generosity clears the better path for a hermeneutic of suspicion. This is per-
haps especially so with Sartre, whose descriptions and analyses are so often 
uniquely illuminating, even as they are too often burdened with idiosyncratic 
assumptions, terminology, and hyperbole. For these reasons, among others, 
I think we do best to read with open eyes, and with the whole of Sartre’s 
thought in mind. Thus Sartre’s oeuvre complète, not this or that part of it, 
provides the philosophical backdrop for this study.

I have also tried to do three things that are difficult to do at once: to provide 
sufficient overviews of Sartre’s ideas to allow one who has not read him to 
follow the argument; to cast these overviews in such a way as to make them 
interesting and challenging to those already familiar with Sartre’s thought; 
and to do all of this in a way that it is accessible to the philosophically 
inclined nonprofessional reader. I can only hope that those who know Sartre 
well will gain something from the revisiting. As for those less familiar with 
his systematic philosophy, the early or the mature or both, I hope you will 
find what you learn worth learning. The lay reader, of course, may find some 
of the more technical discussions a bit cumbersome and, here and there no 
doubt, impenetrable. If you are one of those, just hold your breath and swim 
on. You will have a chance to inhale again soon enough. 

The methodological structure of the study is a substantive aspect of its 
style. This is already evident in the table of contents, in the coupled themes 
of the five main subdivisions, and in the chapter titles and subtitles. It is also 
reflected in the way the reader is led onto the path of each chapter by means of 
a brief prose sketch; the way the arc of the study follows that of Sartre’s oeu-
vre, moving from the individual to the group to the individual to the group; 
the way colors are mixed, so to speak, moving among descriptive, narrative, 
impressionistic, associative, analogical, and properly inferential logics; the 
way the study employs implicit, explicit, and what might be called diffuse 
and dilated modes of argumentation; the telescopic movement between chap-
ters, zooming in and out from micro to macro and back again as the subject 
matter requires; the repeated invocation of several complementary notional 
pairings, chief among them, creatures and powers, taken and given, livability 
and habitability, heuristic and critical, the three dimensional inflection of 
more-than-human, other-than-human, and other-and-more-than-human, plan-
etary and global, and Earth and world (with the former always capitalized); 
and, related to this practice, the frequent appeal to Sartre’s underappreciated 
distinctions between ontology and metaphysics, concepts and notions, the 
certain and the probable, and the real and the possible and the imaginary; 
its guiding exemplarist imperative with the ever-present pond, sometimes 
front and center, sometimes as abstract background, sometimes as concrete 
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absence; and, finally, the way the voice shifts from the first- and second-
persons singular in Part II to the third-person plural in Part III to the first- and 
third-persons singular and plural in Parts IV and V, and when it feels right, 
here and there, the way I address you. 

Obviously no single chapter or set of chapters can sufficiently display these 
several rhetorical and structural idiosyncrasies of the study. Thus it would be 
best to read it as a book. Needless to say, every author feels this way. And 
just as needless to say is that it will not be possible or even desirable for every 
reader to take on the whole thing. So I would hope that much can be gained 
by mining the work piecemeal, a path I have tried to clear with selective rep-
etition and cross-references. For those who choose this course, or who must, 
a few further recommendations. 

First, the impatient non-technical reader may of course skim or skip the 
more technical discussions, or return to them at a later time. Whatever your 
choice, the prolegomena and intervals are integral to the interpretation of 
Sartre’s manner of thinking that guides this study, and so they are integral to 
conviction that his thought remains compellingly and informatively relevant 
to our self-understanding, in some ways more so than ever. The Fifth Interval 
is perhaps the most philosophically challenging and far-reaching portion of 
the study. It is also the longest. With all that has preceded it as background, 
the task of the final interval is to explicate Sartre’s incipient ecology by 
means of a textually focused yet hermeneutically generous reading of his 
second major philosophical treatise. Even more than in the rest of the study, 
then, the movements of the final interval must face into the profound and irre-
solvable tension between rigorous exegesis and speculative reconstruction. 
The least technical and most exploratory discussions occur in chapter 10 and 
the Coda. Though they are in deep consonance with Sartre’s mature philoso-
phy, they move well beyond familiar Sartrean terrain, offering, respectively, 
a rough outline of what I call “the isometrics of world-making” and a sketch 
of what I call “an existential ecology.” Together, these closing salvos give 
some political and practical tooth to this otherwise largely philosophical and 
theoretical endeavor. 

Second, the parts themselves are integral wholes and can be approached 
as such. The reader who reads only one of the two chapters that make up a 
given part will be at a certain disadvantage. For example, chapter 3 takes up 
the “nature,” in the “Nature and Culture” theme of Part II, and chapter 4 takes 
up the “culture” side of the dyad. And so it is with the other parts. Still, the 
chapters do stand alone. A further approach is suggested by the writing pro-
cess itself. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 were written first, and in that order; and then 
chapters 8, 7, and 6 were drafted in that order. Thus the study was written 
in a way that converges to the middle. I know now why I wrote it that way, 
and I can imagine a reader benefiting from reading either half of the core of 
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the book in the order in which the chapters were originally written. Whether 
what I imagine is how it would really turn out, I cannot say. But that is just 
the way it is with imaginary things. As Sartre always insisted, we will only 
find there what we put there. 

Third, at numerous junctures I surely say something about Sartre that will 
make the expert reader say, “But Sartre also says . . . !” or “But that’s not the 
whole story!” In each such instance, or at least in the lion’s share of them, 
what Sartre also says and the rest of the story will come out soon enough, in 
a subsequent section or interval or chapter. Moreover, the reader must bear in 
mind that my many exegeses of and commentaries on Sartre’s philosophy are 
not, in the end, undertaken in the service of commentary and exegesis; they 
are done in the service of the larger constructive project of this study, which 
builds upon and beyond what Sartre had to say. 

Fourth, in the spirit of a proper essay—the French verb essayer, of course, 
means “to try”—I try to carry the reader along a path of discovery that leads 
toward and through the conclusions reached. Thus instead of revealing my 
conclusions here in the introduction, as is the practice in most English-lan-
guage philosophy books, I offer them at various junctures along the way, and 
then synthesize them at the end of the effort. The impatient reader may turn 
to Part V at any point along the path, or even now. 

Fifth, it would be disingenuous to pretend that each, or even any, of these 
chapters renders its argument completely or comprehensively. I am taking 
Sartre into unfamiliar territory to see what happens. This is an exploratory 
and experimental work. At its hearth are six experimental chapters. And 
each of them is, as they all are together, only a first exploration of this new 
terrain. As any explorer knows, you cannot know what lies on the far side 
of a ridge or ravine until you pass over or through it. As any experimentalist 
knows, the most one can hope from a first experiment is a first confirmation 
or fruitful contradiction of the original hypothesis, and a sense of what shape 
subsequent experiments will need to take either way. That said, I believe this 
first experiment has yielded promising results. If it has demonstrated the need 
and warrant for further explorations, it will have succeeded as well as any 
experiment can.

One last thing about the apparatus, and also a matter of patience—the pond 
has two secrets. One of them I have known since the day I first saw it, the 
other I only discovered after this study was nearly drafted. I have chosen to 
keep these secrets initially, and to reveal them along the way at appropriate 
points. I tell you now so as not to mislead my reader knowingly—a writer’s 
sin against which I was sternly warned by a dear friend and gifted reader. 
I implore you not to rush to the revelations. They function not only for the 
purpose of dramatic tension—now that you know they are there, aren’t you 
curious? More importantly, I keep them close in the service of philosophical 
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discovery. You may at any time turn to the first pages of chapters 4 and 7 to 
learn the secrets, but I think you will find it worth the wait. 

In any case, we do well to heed Sartre’s advice and resist the spirit of seri-
ousness. We do well to resist the urge to treat our provisional constructs as 
most real, to treat our partial discoveries as more real than ourselves, and to 
treat our concepts and notions as more real than our lives. They are not more 
real, and neither are they wholly imaginary, even as they are part and parcel 
of our experience. I hope you will play along. If you cannot wait, I must 
respect your impatience, if not your serious spirit. Jump ahead whenever you 
like. If you are still in the game, just turn the page. 
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Chapter 2

Bringing Sartre to the Biosphere

the truth of a pond

If the clouds which cover the sky can move me to give up my project of 
an outing, this is because they are grasped in a free projection in which 
the value of the outing is bound to a certain state of the sky, which step 
by step refers back to the value of an outing in general, to my relation 
to nature, and to the place which this relation occupies in the ensemble 
of relations which I sustain with the world.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (1943)1

I find my account in this long-continued monotonous labor of picking 
chestnuts all the afternoon, brushing the leaves aside without looking 
up, absorbed in that, and forgetting better things for a while. . . . It 
is as good as a journey; I seem to have been somewhere and done 
something. It is a slight adventure. . . . It is probably wholesomer to 
look at the ground than at the heavens.

—Henry David Thoreau, Wild Fruits (1859)2

into tHE SArtrEAn StrAitS

Sartre, the consummate humanist, a closet environmentalist? Impossible! A 
repressed ecologist? Hardly! Does le Sartrisme fit anywhere in the many dis-
courses of ecological concern? Can the self-proclaimed philosopher of situ-
ated social engagement contribute anything to the patient work of ecologically 
oriented activism? Surely not! Can the quintessential concrete-loving, café-
dwelling, tobacco-puffing, booze-quaffing, pill-popping, brooding, moraliz-
ing, philandering, existential humanist find any place in the environmentalist 
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conversation? Heaven forefend! So goes the standard refrain—and not with-
out reason, as we will see soon enough. I had occasion to tell Arne Naess of 
my intention to write this book, and of its basic premise and thesis. The father 
of deep ecology responded with the characteristic candor and directness of his 
spoken English: “That is a good idea,” he said. He paused for a moment, and 
then added, “I’m glad I didn’t have that idea. It must be very hard.” He was 
right about the difficulty of the task. In the following chapters, I aim to show 
that he was also right about the goodness of the idea.

Sartre’s voice is conspicuously absent from environmental philosophy, 
and even from the conversation among self-described eco-phenomenologists, 
where one might most reasonably expect him to turn up. Where he does turn 
up, it is most often (and predictably) to explain briefly (and almost always in 
passing) why he is unfit for participation in the ecophilosophical conversa-
tion. Consider several instances from prominent figures in the field. 

In his pivotal and powerful study, The Embers and the Stars, Erazim 
Kohák is gently and unequivocally dismissive. Though he does acknowledge 
existentialism’s value as “a powerful testimony to the intellectual climate 
of the West at a certain time,”3 Kohák also insists (and fairly enough at first 
glance) that for Sartre and those influenced by him, “the nonhuman appears 
as also inhuman, absurd and nauseating,” that Sartre’s “descriptions of the 
natural world . . . stress its repugnant absurdity”;4 Sartre, on this familiar read-
ing, posits a “radical difference . . . between the being en-soi of nature and the 
pour-soi of humans,” and a concomitant “mechanistic nature-construct which 
Sartre seems to take for nature itself.”5 Such remarks reflect Kohák’s more 
generalized concern, also familiar, that pivotal Sartrean claims and notions 
are simply “experientially untenable” and/or “theoretically unnecessary,” 
as he opines in one of several endnotes devoted to Sartre.6 In fact, far more 
often than not, and not incidentally, ecophilosophers relegate Sartre to the 
endnotes—if they bother to relegate him to anywhere at all. 

More recently, in his insightful essay, “The Primacy of Desire and Its 
Ecological Consequences,” Ted Toadvine makes compelling and construc-
tive (albeit brief) substantive use of the Sartrean themes of desire and “the 
flesh of objects.”7 This is heartening to see, and the only such constructive 
example I have come across thus far. Still, Toadvine’s summary claim near 
the end of the essay recapitulates the standard complaint, with the unfortu-
nate difference that it takes explicit aim at Sartre’s later works. Toadvine 
writes: “Sartre denies any possible mediation between self and world, and by 
extension, between self and nature.” This claim is only defensible based on a 
common misinterpretation of Sartre’s ontology—after all, he is unequivocal, 
albeit deep in the heart of Being and Nothingness: “Man and world are rela-
tive beings, and the principle of their being is the relation”8 (a point we will 
revisit more than once); and the claim is really impossible to support in light 
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of Critique of Dialectical Reason—and, really, on the basis of any of Sar-
tre’s philosophical writings from the late 1940s onward. Indeed, “mediation 
between self and world” is the topic of both Being and Nothingness and Cri-
tique of Dialectical Reason—particularly the posthumously published second 
volume of that work—insofar as such mediation can be seen, in turn, as the 
phenomenological and dialectical condition for the possibility of experience 
and history as Sartre conceives them.

As a third example, in his densely woven and in many other respects com-
pelling book, Seeing Through God: A Geophenomenology, John Llewelyn 
also invokes Sartre, only once and again dismissively and only in passing. 
According to Llewelyn’s brief assessment—in which he claims parentheti-
cally that Sartre moved from a general pessimism in Being and Nothing-
ness to a somewhat moderated pessimism in The Critique of Dialectical 
Reason—any ecological philosophy that takes Sartre as its starting point 
cannot ultimately escape “the at least figurative dominion of the ego.” This 
is inevitable, Llewelyn insists, given the noetic-noematic structure of the 
(Husserlian) phenomenological method, which can thus yield, at best, only 
a “shallow ecologism,” an environmentalism that tries to moderate the ego’s 
dominion by justifying a practical concern for the well-being of the nonhu-
man Other, but ultimately only because it is the material condition for the 
possibility of human experience. The Sartrean ego, on Llewelyn’s account, 
always points to itself in the end9—point taken, and mistaken. First, a point 
of information: Sartre’s major systematic works are neither pessimistic nor 
optimistic; they are descriptive and dialectical works of philosophy. As Sartre 
quipped more than once, to be optimistic or pessimistic is to attribute mean-
ing to events that haven’t even happened. In either case, this is to cling to an 
affective and magical state that is out of keeping with the rule of realism that 
guides all of Sartre’s early phenomenological explorations—not least, in The 
Emotions—and all of his later dialectical investigations. In short, pessimism 
and optimism are each, and by definition, acts of bad faith. Llewelyn knows 
this. In addition, the free organic praxis Sartre explores in the Critique and 
the possibility of the social being toward which such praxis points are a far 
cry from the egological consciousness that concerned the early Sartre. That 
the figure of the ego remains a part of Sartre’s mature thought is undeniable; 
to say that it dominates is, at best, evidence of careless or perhaps piecemeal 
reading. The claim is indefensible based on the textual evidence. Both of these 
latter claims are elaborated in the following chapters, so I will not say more 
here. Suffice it to say that, notwithstanding Sartre’s alleged mood swing that 
allegedly left him stuck in the same old egological trap, Llewelyn (like Kohák 
before him) is convinced that Sartre has nothing of substance to contribute to 
the emergent “geophenomenological” conversation which Llewelyn hopes to 
initiate, nor by extension to the ecophilosophical conversation as such.



24 Chapter 2

As a final example, and most recent of all, in his fascinating blend of het-
erodox Marxist philosophy and literary criticism, Molecular Red: Theory for 
the Anthropocene, McKenzie Wark cautiously endorses Sartre’s eco-critical 
discussion, in Critique of Dialectical Reason, of deforestation by peasants in 
China. (I discuss the deforestation passage in the Fifth Interval.) And Wark 
suggests, less cautiously, that “Sartre’s concepts of counter-finality and the 
practico-inert seem promising keys to thinking the era of climate change.” 
Once again, the endorsement comes in an endnote. And, once again, it is 
couched in a gentle but critical hesitation before Sartre’s thought. According 
to Wark, where Sartre sees “a contradiction between individual and group 
praxis,” we should rather see, following Alexander Bogdanov, “a problem of 
collective labor.” It is unclear, to me at least, that this contradiction is all that 
Sartre sees, and why, in any case, it must be one or the other. Contradictions 
between individuals and groups are in nowise exclusive of problems of col-
lective labor. And on Sartre’s account, they are mutual implicates. Perhaps 
Wark would agree, but the context and phrasing do nudge against Sartre, 
perhaps because he does not fully appreciate the threefold subtlety of Sartre’s 
notional distinctions among serialized individuals, passive collectives, and 
the group-in-fusion, on the one hand, and, on the other, among praxis, praxis-
process, and practico-inertia. Be that as it may, and as I hope to demonstrate 
in this book, Wark is certainly right about the eco-critical value of Sartre’s 
notional apparatus for our understanding of this era of massive anthropogenic 
environmental change.

On a more anecdotal than substantive note, bibliographies are revealing, 
too. An online Bibliography of Environmental Ethics, for instance, compris-
ing 170 entries, does not list a single source that includes the terms “Sartre” or 
“existential” and their cognates. Another bibliography on “ecophenomenol-
ogy” gathers 165 sources without a single occurrence of the relevant indices; 
and the same is true, though it is perhaps less surprising, of a Philosophy of 
Ecology bibliography with 165 entries.10 A prefatory comment to the select 
bibliography at the end of Ecophenomenology: Back to the Earth Itself, the 
first book-length collection of essays in ecophenomenology, captures the 
derisive attitude implicitly: the editors’ note that the bibliography does not 
include selections from “the classic works of the phenomenological tradition 
that are relevant to the topic—for example, from the writings of Husserl, 
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Levinas.”11 Though Sartre’s name typically 
appears alongside these four in other contexts (in most contexts, Levinas is 
the more likely to be left out), in this instance, and again not incidentally, 
Sartre is excluded. Classic, yes. Relevant? Apparently not. 

As a final example, Neil Evernden renders the judgment explicit in his own 
ecophilosophical classic, The Natural Alien. Evernden reassures his reader 
that “The use of phenomenology need not lead to Sartre, but can lead instead 
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to more environmentally positive insights of Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, or 
Portmann” (note that Adolph Portmann was a biologist, not a phenomenolo-
gist).12 Here and again, the assessment is clear: Sartre’s philosophy, phenom-
enological exemplar that it is, has no place in the positive and constructive 
project of ecophenomenology, nor is there a place for it in philosophy of 
ecology, nor does it belong in the project of ecological philosophy as such. 

A central goal of this study is to demonstrate that Sartre does belong in 
each of these overlapping conversations—ecophenomenology, philosophy 
of ecology, philosophical ecology, and environmental philosophy and ethics 
most broadly construed—and that he has surprisingly much to offer to all of 
them. 

HE StArtEd it

Though unfortunate, it must be admitted that Sartre’s exclusion from the 
ecophilosophical conversation is unsurprising. It is well known, after all, 
that he did not particularly like nature. He was a municipal man, an urbanite 
through and through. He preferred civilization (so-called) to nature, cities 
and cafés to the countryside (which he visited infrequently), and he had little 
if any interest in anything that might be called wilderness (if such a thing 
there still is or ever was). Simone de Beauvoir described his sensibility suc-
cinctly: “he abhors—the word isn’t too strong—the seething life of insects 
and the profusion of plants . . . he feels at home only in towns, at the heart 
of an artificial universe consisting of manmade objects. He likes neither raw 
vegetables nor milk which has come straight from the cow.”13 And who 
would know better than she? Admittedly, Sartre took many vacations outside 
the city, portions of which he spent in rural settings, and he even hiked and 
climbed and paddled a bit here and there. Still, he “preferred buildings to 
woods,” and made a point of visiting châteaux, abbeys, and villages rather 
than searching out settings that showed no (obvious) evidence of human pres-
ence.14 In an interview with John Gerassi in 1971, he recalled being subjected 
to long drives in the countryside early in life. “I found that boring but never 
complained. I realized already then that I was a city spirit.”15 City spirit. City 
kid. Call him what you will. Sartre was no nature lover. 

To move from anecdote to substance, whether one reads his fiction, his 
plays, his biographies, his political tracts, or his philosophical treatises, one 
must admit that it is easy to reach the conclusion that Sartre’s ecological 
imagination and his attitudes toward the other-and-more-than-human world 
were, at best, impoverished. It is especially easy to reach such conclusions 
if his ideas are judged according to the standards of contemporary ecolo-
gists and environmentalists who understand in far better and in far greater 
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detail than was possible in Sartre’s day how the living Earth functions, how 
it got to be the way it is today, and where it might be headed in light of cur-
rent social practices and ecological trends. We might complain, rightly and 
fairly enough, that he could have been more ecologically savvy. After all, 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring shook the world in 1962; Herbert Marcuse 
and Theodor Adorno wrote extensively of human misunderstanding and 
exploitation of the Earth and the nonhuman world during the same period; 
Frank Borman’s “Earthrise” photo had altered the mindscape of the planet in 
1969; discussions among social scientists and ecologists about the possibility 
of ecological overshoot were well under way years before the publication of 
the Limits to Growth in 1972. Sartre was active and engaged at least until his 
blinding stroke of the same year, and, in diminished capacity, even after that. 
Where was he? What’s his excuse? 

Yes, he has all these strikes against him. And there is more. 
In addition to the ad usum interpretive and ad hominem biographi-

cal cases against him—which are not, strictly speaking, philosophically 
damning—Sartre’s exclusion from the environmental conversation finds 
further grounds in at least four theoretical difficulties. All of them are nested 
in Sartre’s particular brand of humanism; each can be found across the devel-
opmental span of his oeuvre; and none of them is easily dismissed. They are, 
in order of significance, (a) his anthropocentrism, that is, his thoroughgoing 
emphasis on human experience, concerns, and wants; (b) his exceptionalism, 
the related but distinct view that the nonhuman natural world lies outside 
the purview of philosophical investigation because humankind in a funda-
mental sense stands out from that world; (c) his exclusivism, again, Sartre’s 
related but distinct radical distinction between natural and cultural history; 
and (d) his instrumentalism, the relatively common modern view of nonhu-
man nature as essentially a resource for the satisfaction of human needs and 
a tool for human use. To highlight the key problems, and to light the way 
toward their overcoming, I refer to this tetrad of commitments respectively 
as Sartre’s reflexive anthropocentrism, heuristic exceptionalism, categorical 
exclusivism, and naïve instrumentalism. The significance of the modifiers will 
become clear in due course, and is worked out in some detail in the penulti-
mate chapter. Nor do Sartre’s worrisome habits of mind end with these four. 
It is easy to imagine a further broad complaint about his individualism, that is, 
his abiding interest in the freely choosing autonomous subject of experience. 
This complaint I think is not so much mistaken as it is overwrought and mis-
construed, and so the accompanying worry is misplaced. Be that as it may, for 
the present purposes we should note that guilt of any one of these transgres-
sions, anthropocentrism, exceptionalism, exclusivism, instrumentalism—and 
even individualism, if we insist on it—raises reasonable doubts about Sartre’s 
qualifications for participation in the environmentalist debate; and quite 
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frankly, raises serious questions about his qualifications for participation 
in any of the debates that are likely to dominate this century—ecological, 
social, political, economic, what have you. That Sartre is guilty of all five of 
these putative theoretical sins—and let us be honest, the prima facie evidence 
against him is enormous—is for most environmentalists sufficient grounds to 
disqualify him entirely.

Again, the worry is warranted: each of these commitments is an ecophi-
losophical hurdle. I emphatically do not mean to suggest that Sartre’s 
philosophy can be made wholly non-anthropocentric, non-exceptionalist, 
non-exclusivist, non-instrumentalist, non-individualist without dramatic sub-
stantive change and dangerous distortion. That is to say, I do not claim that 
Sartre’s humanism can be wholly freed from its intrinsic limits and remain 
the same philosophy that it is. But neither do I think it needs to be so dra-
matically changed to find its place in the environmentalist conversation. I will 
argue that these important theoretical eco-faux pas, properly reconceived and 
reconstrued, provide much of the strength and vitality of Sartre’s thought, 
and much of its pertinence to a properly Sartrean environmental interven-
tion. I will show that each of these difficulties can be overcome in terms 
compellingly and informatively consistent with the trajectory of Sartre’s 
oeuvre, using philosophic resources drawn largely from it, and in ways that 
yield unique theoretical and practical insights into our social and ecologi-
cal malaise. And I use the word “trajectory” advisedly. This study reaches 
ecological and environmentalist conclusions that Sartre never dreamt of. It 
moves toward them by following a path he laid out without ever intending to 
travel it much further than he did, and by attending to some of the important 
turns he took over the course of his half-century of philosophizing on behalf 
of humankind, and by doing a bit of ecophilosophical bushwhacking along 
the way. 

It is, after all, in the nature of Sartre’s methodologico-substantive apparatus 
to leave itself perpetually open to further development. And this development 
is facilitated, in part, by the capacity of Sartre’s method to gather new ideas 
and concepts and to integrate new notions and experiences into the substan-
tive development. It is this same openness and integrativity, I believe, that 
generates the space for the positive and reconstructive Sartrean contribution 
to the environmentalist conversation that I offer in this study. In keeping with 
Sartre’s own sense of life and philosophy, the inquiry must unfold in spirals, 
returning repeatedly to the same elements at deeper levels of understanding 
and comprehension. And so each step must address in its own way, and at 
ever deeper levels of openness and integration, the Sartrean straits—flanked 
by the Scylla of anthropocentrism and the Charybdis of exceptionalism, filled 
with the troubled waters of exclusivism, obstructed by the reef of instrumen-
talism, beating to windward from the perilous lee shore of individualism. 
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ExCurSuS on SArtrE And FEminiSm

I suggested in the previous section that concern over Sartre’s individualism 
can be dispensed with in short order. To repeat, the charge is not so much 
wrong as it is overwrought and, more importantly, misconstrued, and so wor-
ries about it are misplaced. The question of Sartre’s personal attitude toward 
women, however, and the oft-alleged chauvinism, sexism, and even outright 
misogyny of his philosophy, cannot be so quickly passed by. Feminists have 
raised serious questions about Sartre, about both the man and his philosophy. 
Though many feminists render a judgment similar to that regarding Sartre’s 
individualism, we do well to face the question squarely, and in some detail, 
before we begin the long walk ahead. This is perhaps especially so in this 
case, given the profound and ever-ramifying contributions of feminists to 
the ecophilosophical and environmentalist conversation. Not to put too fine 
a point on it, any ecological philosophy that calls itself existential, or, if 
you prefer, any existential philosophy that calls itself ecological, must be 
in some sense a feminist environmental philosophy. (It is, of course, for the 
reader to decide whether and to what extent the present work lives up to this 
expectation.)

It is fitting, given the feminist axiom that “the personal is political,” to 
begin on an autobiographical note. I earned my first graduate degree in a 
somewhat nontraditional institution, and a decidedly anti-conventional one. 
And so I cut my first properly philosophical teeth on odd mix: German and 
French phenomenology, Central and South American liberation theology, 
pedagogy, and philosophy, postmodern theory, Western Marxism, American 
pragmatism, and feminist theology, philosophy, and ethics. I studied each 
with roughly equal dedication, even if not in equal measure, and they all 
somehow fit together. Not incidentally, Sartre came along for the ride from 
beginning to end, a sort of backstage holdover from my undergraduate stud-
ies in religion, philosophy, and literature. I can see now that his influence on 
my philosophical imagination was already strong, though I hadn’t yet fully 
recognized or embraced it. 

In my master’s thesis, I offered a critique of Richard Rorty’s anti-
foundationalism, and a reconstructive reading of the neo-pragmatism he 
recommended in foundationalism’s stead. Despite his best efforts, Rorty’s 
postmodern practicality seemed to me to have slipped into a new inflection 
of the same contextlessness he attributed to traditional epistemologies. I think 
I still think that. In any case, my critique and reconstruction gave feminist 
epistemology both center stage and the final word.16 This was a turning point 
in my intellectual development. 

It was from feminist theorists of knowledge and knowing like Lorraine 
Code, Susan Bordo, Patricia Hill Collins, Nancy Hartsock, Sandra Harding, 
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Donna Haraway, Sharon Welch, bell hooks, and Alison Jaggar, to name only 
those who come immediately to mind, that I first learned—or should I say, 
finally learned—how to philosophize in a manner suited to my longstanding 
personal sensitivities and sensibilities. (And I do mean longstanding. The 
roots of my feminist commitments reach deep into my childhood, though I 
will not get quite that personal here.) 

Perhaps most pertinent to the purpose of this excursus, early in my thesis 
research I was gripped by Janice Moulton’s essay, “A Paradigm of Phi-
losophy: The Adversary Method”—which I read, not incidentally, because 
Rorty recommends it in a footnote somewhere. It was in Moulton’s powerful 
but still largely unheeded metacritical argument that I first found historical, 
psychological, and philosophical justification for my own communicative 
preferences. Without ever articulating it as such, I had long been frustrated 
by what Moulton so aptly names “the adversary method” in philosophy; just 
as I had always been personally uncomfortable with the conventional and 
seemingly reflexive assumption that “aggression deserves association with 
more positive qualities.”17 Moulton reassured me, through rigorous philo-
sophical argument, that it is good and right to resist the supposition that the 
syllogism is the strongest and highest logical form, that deductive argument 
is the be-all and end-all of truth-seeking18—something Sartre tries to capture 
in his preferential option for the temporality of notions over the atemporality 
of concepts, and, in a way, in his precedential placement of existence before 
essence. It was Moulton who first showed me how to see past the prioritiza-
tion of the objective over the subjective, as if the distinction is between two 
opposed types of epistemic status rather than between two complementary 
modes of existence—a point the mature Sartre will try to capture, in a late 
lecture on subjectivity, with the transitive notions of “subjectivation” and 
“objectivation.”19 It was Moulton who gave me permission, if you will, to be 
wary of the conflation of antagonistic, oppositional debate with philosophical 
rigor, as if collaborative interlocution is not the original and originary form 
of the agon—a point Sartre, too, articulated in his way through his emphatic 
distinction between “seriousness” and “play.” It was Moulton who taught me 
to trust in the true meaning, or at least the better meaning, of the Socratic 
Method: that real dialogue, though sometimes difficult because it “shakes 
people up about their more cherished convictions,” is no mere or mean duel, 
but an always open-textured conversation (L. conversare—to associate with), 
a communication (L. communicare—a sharing in common), that allows us to 
“begin [our] philosophical inquiries with a more open mind.”20 And it was 
Moulton who provided the first convincing justification for my abiding, felt 
conviction that the customary associations between the adversarial and com-
bative and maleness and masculinity are contingent, not necessary—which is 
true, as de Beauvoir argues, and Sartre with her, of all the sorts of associations 
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people pile into doctrines of masculine nature and feminine nature and human 
nature alike. These were, I admit, easy lessons to learn, for they were utterly 
in keeping my own philosophical tendencies and dialogical preferences. And 
who doesn’t love having their prejudices confirmed? In truth, all of this came 
not so much as a great revelation as it did a huge relief.

True, nothing guarantees that a kinder, gentler mode of discourse always 
serves the goal of human liberation through the overcoming of sexist oppres-
sion. It can even be used to do just the opposite! As for the adversary method, 
it strikes me as all but guaranteed to serve coercive rather than emancipatory 
ends. So, what of Sartre’s manner of thinking? And what of his thought? Was 
he philosophically macho? A male chauvinist? Was he sexist? Or worse, a 
misogynist? 

To take these questions in order, there can be no doubt about it, Sartre was 
philosophically macho. His manner of thinking is aggressive and cocksure. 
His manner of expression, assertive and combative. As we know too well, 
such traits and tendencies have been historically and structurally coupled 
in the Western masculine imaginary, and so they have, to varying degrees, 
been felt and lived as somehow integral to the self-understanding of most 
males in the Western world; and thus, inevitably if also to varying degrees, 
they have been enacted and expressed as such. As anyone who knows even 
a little about Sartre’s persona, he was no exception, neither in his dispo-
sitional nor his intellectual output. Regarding the latter, and at the risk of 
re-essentializing what we have just acknowledged is a contingency, Sartre’s 
preferred mode of expression in both speech and writing might fairly be 
described as ultramasculine. So “philosophical machismo” is certainly an 
apt descriptor. His thought as a whole is undeniably flavored, and here and 
there tainted, by androcentric and masculinist intellectual tendencies—about 
which more below. 

Moulton would not be pleased. Drawing the two strands of her argument 
together, we might say that Sartre’s thought suffers from a bad case of adver-
sarialist masculinism, or perhaps one of masculinist adversarialism. I’m not 
sure which inflection fits best. Perhaps both do, each in its way. As with try-
ing to make sense of Sartre’s politics with the help of flip-floppy terms like 
“Marxist existentialism” and “existential Marxism,” perhaps, despite appear-
ances, it is not a choice between tautologies. If it is true that the relevant 
associations are contingent, not necessary, what matters is the distinctive 
intermingling of contingency and necessity in Sartre’s person and oeuvre.

A first and obvious thing to acknowledge in this regard is that Sartre was 
a man of his time. This is a simple truth, and not a trivial one. Personhood 
is historical. We are, each of us, of a time in the world—and, if it needs to 
be said, of a place in this Earth. We might fairly enough defend Sartre with 
his own words from The Words: “Of course, none of this was my invention; 
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it was the spirit of the times.” And, of course, to explain is not to excuse. 
Here as there we might just as fairly counter the great existentialist’s hedge 
with a loud “No excuses!” As the French are fond of saying, “Qui s’excuse 
s’accuse.” He has only himself to blame, doesn’t he? Of course he does. 
Still, we should resist this spirit of hypercritical seriousness regarding the 
many lacunas in Sartre’s thought. We must not take our concepts more seri-
ously than we take our experience, our ideas more seriously than our lives. 
Thought, like life, is “riddled with holes,” to borrow a phrase Sartre uses 
more than once over the years. Were it not, there could be no thinking. Self-
knowing abides with self-ignorance, as Sartre also knew. The same is true of 
every sort of knowledge. We must not risk forfeiting all of the critical and 
heuristic power of Sartre’s thought and manner of thinking just because of 
the gaps and leaks in them. This seems, to me at least, too high a price to pay. 
And, as we will see presently, it does to many feminist scholars, too.

As a second general consideration, one more intimate than historical, we 
might fairly enough consider Simone de Beauvoir’s lifelong personal and 
philosophical judgment. While the fact that an intimate relationship endures 
is hardly a guarantee of, well, anything really, still, it seems only reason-
able in this instance that we should take into consideration the feelings and 
thoughts of Sartre’s life-partner, who happens to have been the author of The 
Second Sex. It would have been difficult, and arguably impossible, to sustain 
an emotionally rich, intellectually torrid, and personally and socially tumultu-
ous half-century-long love affair between the “mother” of second-wave femi-
nism and the “father” of twentieth-century existentialism had the latter been 
a true male chauvinist and truly sexist, let alone a true misogynist. And what 
counts as truth in these? Minimally, reflex and automaticity. They are “true” 
when they are habitual and without will, deeply felt and inchoate. Had Sartre 
displayed any of this, a perfunctory sense of male superiority, an automatic 
distrust and disdain for women, let alone a reflexive hatred of them, Beauvoir 
would have known it. And I’d wager she would have had nothing to do with 
him. This is conjecture, I know, but not mere speculation. We know, don’t 
we, that she was not entirely forgiving of Sartre’s foibles, nor always toler-
ant of his failings, both relational and philosophical. Far from it. We know, 
too, that when all was said and done, she lay weeping against his corpse for 
hours; and not many months after that awful day, she dedicated La Cérémonie 
des adieux, “To all who loved Sartre/who do love him/who will love him.”21 
These gestures are nothing if not profound endorsements of both the thinker 
and his thought. And it matters who made them. After all, who knew Sartre 
better than she? I daresay not even his mother, with whom he lived for many 
of his adult years.

Of course, these are more personal than philosophical arguments. As others 
have done elsewhere, we might re-inflect the great feminist axiom here, and 



32 Chapter 2

say that “the personal is philosophical.” I think we must. Still, most philoso-
phers will be more interested in the thought than they are in the thinker. And 
not without reason. Sartre’s thought has come up against some very harsh 
criticism, and from many quarters, literary, psychological, philosophical, and 
political. And each sort of critique has also been leveled by feminists as well. 
What have they said? What of the most serious gender-based challenges? 
After all, it is one thing to be macho. It is quite another to be a chauvinist, a 
sexist, let alone a misogynist.

There are roughly three lines of argument in the feminist critique of Sartre. 
Some have argued that Sartre’s thought is all but irredeemable; that it is so 
chauvinistic, so far across the sexist line, even so inherently misogynistic, as 
to be worthy only of wholesale rejection. We might call this the rejectionist 
strand. Others argue that while there may be something of piecemeal merit 
in Sartre’s thought, the extent and severity of the problem is sufficient to 
warrant a turning away; that we do better to find our philosophical resources 
elsewhere. We might call this the refusalist strand. I will not argue the case 
against the rejectionist and refusalist critiques here. Nor would I presume to. 
Fortunately, others have done the job for us, and, I think, convincingly. Some 
feminists, despite well-warranted critical concerns, have argued the case for 
the continuing heuristic salience of Sartre’s manner of thinking; and have 
argued, albeit often with more than a hint of ambivalence, the case for the 
direct critical pertinence of Sartre’s thought to feminist projects. This third 
line of argument we might call the retrievalist strand. The pattern of argu-
ment is familiar, and it makes good sense. (I have used the same pattern in 
this study of Sartre and ecology.) We must first acknowledge and clarify the 
nature, extent, and significance of Sartre’s chauvinism and/or sexism and/or 
misogyny. Only after this critical moment can we develop our (re)construc-
tive appropriations of his thought.

Among the most damning, and certainly the best-known example of 
the rejectionist line of argument is Margery Collins and Christine Pierce’s 
“Holes and Slime: Sexism in Sartre’s Psychoanalysis.” 22 Though their 
focus is Sartre’s existentialist psychoanalysis, they present their conclu-
sion as more or less generalizable: Sartre’s thought has little or nothing 
to offer to psychoanalytic practice, and not much to psychological theory 
as such. A more broadly theoretical and philosophical critique, and also a 
fairly damning one, can be found in Andrea Nye’s Feminist Theory and 
the Philosophies of Man. Her judgment is equally unequivocal and equally 
general: Sartre’s thought, interesting though it may be at times, is tainted 
by chauvinism, sexism, and misogyny more or less beyond the point of 
philosophical utility.23 The cases these thinkers make do have some merit. 
There is nearly always some important truth behind a considered disavowal. 
This is a given. The question is how to take it. Perhaps further examination 
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of the evidence might convince a different jury to reconsider the verdict, if 
not a different judge to stay the sentence. (Here the range of responses to 
the so-called “Heidegger Affair” comes to mind as an obvious personal and 
philosophical case in point.)

The retrievalists, at least, are willing to reconsider the evidence. To 
take just one example, in her response to Collins and Peirce’s targeted 
rejection—and, not incidentally, by philosophical means pertinent to Nye’s 
more general refusal—feminist Sartre scholar, Constance Mui, first grants 
quite a bit of ground to the claimants. “There is no question,” she writes, 
“that behind [Sartre’s] unapologetically sexist language lies a grumbling 
misogynist.” She adds a perhaps even more damning charge ten pages later: 
“woman is always and only the Other in Sartre’s system.” 24 These are very 
strong claims. And if they are true, it is difficult to see past them. What’s 
worse, she points out that the psychologists Collins and Peirce haven’t even 
drawn out the full philosophical implications of their own critique. “Like 
everything in Being and Nothingness,” Mui writes, “Sartre’s psychoanaly-
sis is itself an integral component of his general ontology and can not be 
understood apart from it.” Thus Mui generalizes where Collins and Peirce 
particularize. If you can’t separate his psychoanalysis from his ontology, the 
very foundations of his thought would seem to be tainted. Still, Mui’s thesis 
points toward retrieval: “in spite of [Sartre’s] ill feelings toward women, 
woman nevertheless prevails as a full-fledged consciousness in [his] ontol-
ogy.” 25 Her project is ultimately constructive. Like most feminists who are 
interested in Sartre, Mui finds herself on something of a reconnoiter-and-
rescue mission.

In a path-breaking collection of essays, Feminist Interpretations of Jean-
Paul Sartre, fifteen philosophers and theorists (Mui with them) take up the 
retrievalist challenge in earnest, and across the full spectrum of Sartre’s 
oeuvre. Not least among the contributors is Hazel Barnes, to whom we owe 
the canonical English translations of Being and Nothingness and Search for 
a Method, and many articles and books on and near to Sartre’s thought—
including perhaps especially The Story I Tell Myself, Barnes’s eloquent, 
inspiring, and quintessentially Sartrean “venture in existentialist autobiogra-
phy.”26 Given her stature among Sartre Scholars, it is fitting that the feminist 
interpretations volume opens with an essay by Barnes. 

She begins her wryly titled article, “Sartre and Feminism: Aside from The 
Second Sex and All That,” as do all the contributors, with the ritual gesture 
of acknowledgement: feminists’ suspicions of Sartre are warranted. Given 
what he thought and wrote and what we know of his personality, the sus-
picions are inevitable. Of even the strongest rejectionist stance, she writes, 
“I find this judgment overhasty but understandable” (emphasis added); and 
then she quips, “Sartre is not my ego ideal either.”27 The remainder of the 
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essay is devoted to retrieval. Barnes examines more than a dozen passages 
drawn from across the developmental span of Sartre’s philosophical corpus 
(she explicitly sets aside the literary works). In each of the selected passages 
Sartre’s depiction of (a) woman’s experience figures prominently. Barnes’s 
task is to determine in each case whether and to what extent what Sartre says 
shows evidence of chauvinism, sexism, and/or misogyny. 

In one disturbing passage, part of long discussion of violence in Notebooks 
for an Ethics, Sartre writes about rape. In this instance, Barnes is unimpressed 
and unforgiving. In his description and analysis, she observes, “Sartre dis-
cusses rape solely in terms of the bad faith and the self-destructive behavior 
of the male perpetrator, without a single reference to the woman’s reactions 
or to the social context of sexual violence.” Thus while peering through his 
androcentric lens, Sartre seems to treat rape as “little more than a mental 
construct.” There is no way around it. Sartre here fails miserably. Still, even 
in this difficult case, our ever-perspicacious translator and interpreter adds a 
qualification. Barnes writes—not incidentally, in an endnote rather than in 
the body of the text—“In fairness to Sartre, I should point out that he does 
consider and sarcastically condemn the bad faith of men who pretend to 
themselves that women secretly want to be taken by force, thus refusing the 
freedom the men in reality seek to violate.”28 And still, we cannot see past 
the failure. Barnes concedes unequivocally: “I give this one to Sartre’s nega-
tive critics.”29 In her typically understated tone, quiet outrage here passes as 
hapless disappointment.

Regarding all of the other passages she considers, Barnes is unequivocally, 
albeit cautiously, on Sartre’s side. She grants, perhaps over-generously, that 
we must at least “acknowledge that [he] has at least peopled his world with 
women”; it matters that he “introduced them into his discussion.” We may 
wonder at the implicit “introduced them at all.” But there you have it. She 
admits Sartre’s perhaps-too-frequent use of women in examples meant “to 
illustrate negative points”; and suggests that, even if the choice is problem-
atic from a feminist perspective, in and of themselves such examples “are 
not necessarily reflections of male chauvinism.” We must take them on a 
case-by-case basis. She reads two other passages “where women are shown 
to be deliberately victimized by men” in which, “although Sartre’s primary 
interest is to explain the motives of the men in question, he explicitly cham-
pions the rights of their women victims.” As he should. After examining 
a further few passages, Barnes renders her conclusion: “There are a few, 
remarkably few, traces of what I will call unintended male chauvinism. (For 
anyone but Sartre I would say ‘unconscious.’) One assumption is all per-
vasive: that the human and the personal have existential priority over sex 
differentiation.”30 The cumulative effect of Barnes’s essay is a scrupulous 
defense of this claim. 
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I will not summarize more of Barnes’s arguments here. Her summary judg-
ment, however, provides both a good sense of her views on the matter and a 
good inventory of the several strains of feminist critique.

What I cannot accept is the often heard pronouncement that Sartre’s entire 
philosophy is so irremediably male that it excludes women. Nor the view that 
it is based on the notion of a purely male consciousness, presented as an all 
but disembodied, hostile stare. Nor the charge that Sartre’s concept of human 
freedom is so abstract as to be virtually unrelated to the real world. Nor even the 
conclusion that, while Beauvoir managed to bend Sartre’s ontology to suit her 
own purpose, the only way to find Sartre’s philosophy at all useful for feminism 
today is to concentrate on his later work and regard Being and Nothingness as 
preenlightened Sartre.31

In a tightly argued, and characteristically generous, playful, and readable 
twenty pages, Barnes manages to address all of these standard criticisms: 
that Sartre’s thought is anti-woman, anti-body, anti-vision, anti-world, and, 
at least until its mature dialectical inflection, anti-feminist tout court. Near 
the end, she admits that the man Sartre was in reality might have had a hard 
time living up to the expectations of the liberated world he so dearly imag-
ined: “If—par impossible—Sartre were to find himself living in the kind of 
society he envisioned, he might well experience considerable discomfort and 
be forced to work hard at his professed practice of ‘thinking against himself.’ 
It is easy to find traces of his personal limitations in his work”; and then she 
quotes the philosopher of the imaginary in defense of the real person: “Yet, if 
we want to make use of Sartre’s philosophy—and I think it would be wasteful 
not to do so—we might remember what he once remarked about writers and 
their work: ‘It is the goal which defines the man, not the man who defines 
the goal.’”32 We might balk at the implicit either/or here. Perhaps it is both. 
Perhaps our goals define us and we define our goals. It would be more like 
Sartre to think so. Perhaps to ask which comes first is to ask the wrong ques-
tion. And still we must choose.

For the record, if there is one, Barnes is no pushover. One need only read 
her “Sartre and Sexism,” originally delivered as the plenary address to the 
Society for Women in Philosophy when she was honored as “woman of the 
year,” to see what it means to forgive Sartre’s foibles without forgetting his 
failings.33 Like many of my feminist colleagues, both within and beyond the 
Sartre Studies community, I have learned to forgive Sartre’s androcentric, 
masculinist, and macho tendencies, without forgetting them. Much as one 
learns to live with an elder family member’s lingering sexism or racism or 
classism, or homophopia or xenophobia or ableism, or speciesism—to invoke 
an example close to the concerns of this study; much as one learns to forgive 
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a loved one’s critical limits for the sake of their heuristic wisdom, if not for 
the sake of love; and even if we must forgive them not because, despite our 
existentialist commitments, we sometimes have no choice—like Barnes, we 
can read Sartre with open eyes and with generosity for the sake of his insight. 
And why wouldn’t we?

There is, as it turns out, much in the feminist critiques and reconstruc-
tions of Sartre that helps to make this book make whatever sense it makes. 
To take just two examples, I share Phyllis Morris’s uncommon conviction 
that there are non-dominative and positive forms of objectification, and that 
these ideas are implicit in Sartre’s phenomenology. And I share Sonia Kruk’s 
interest in the privileging of difference, which is explicit in Sartre’s mature 
dialectics. That one can differentiate without excluding and objectify with-
out reifying are among the driving intuitions behind my critical recasting of 
David Abram’s notion of the “more-than-human” as “other-and-more-than-
human.” Abram is good and right to emphasize the more—which is why 
his notion is so loved by so many ecophilosophers. 34 It is a mistake, and I 
daresay unjust, to fear or deny the otherness that overflows the excess. Which 
is, after all, what we see when we look with open eyes and with generosity.

If we wish to use the vitally important language of feminist critique respon-
sibly and responsively, we must be clear and distinct in what we say. Yes, 
Sartre was philosophically macho. No, he was not a committed chauvinist, 
nor a true sexist; and, if we are to use words as carefully as he always tried to, 
Sartre was certainly no misogynist. I see no evidence that he either believed 
in the essential superiority of men over women, nor that he distrusted and 
dismissed women as or because they are women, nor that he hated women 
as such, nor even that he had any generalized disdain for them. There were 
surely women he distrusted and women he disliked and, perhaps even some 
that he hated: as persons. Sartre’s general attitude toward women, whatever 
it may have been, would certainly have informed his feelings toward particu-
lar women. This is just what our chosen a priori does in general. It is rather 
more of a limit than a weakness. As Barnes insists, his attitude need not 
have determined, and I daresay it did not determine, his experience in any 
particular case. This is both a conceptual and an existential point. And the 
distinction matters. 

We must never forget Sartre’s sense of our workaday and permanent 
responsibility for the task of becoming. As he puts it in Saint Genet: Actor 
and Martyr, “What is important is not what people make of us, but what 
we ourselves make of what others have made us.”35 This is our job. This is 
the “great work” of becoming human, to re-inflect Thomas Berry’s ecophi-
losophical imperative regarding our relation to the Earth.36 Still, we must 
never underestimate the importance for others of what we make of them; nor 
the importance for ourselves of what others make of us—sometimes to our 
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detriment, as in the anti-Semite’s need for the Jew or the colonizer’s expec-
tations of the colonized; sometimes to our benefit, as when our friends and 
lovers know us better than we know ourselves.37 What we make of Sartre the 
philosopher does matter. And what we make of Sartre the person matters, too. 
It doesn’t matter to him, of course. But it does to us. 

We may be suspicious of his professed preference for the intellectual 
company of women. We may rightly reject the cadence, if not every word, 
of his presumptuous analysis of female desire. We may balk at his tendency 
to write in a problematic, and sometimes grating, androcentric register. We 
may be addled by his intellectual ruffianism, his “philosophical machismo,” 
if we insist on the phrase. Still, despite all this, we know that as a person and 
as a philosopher, in word and in deed, Sartre was a committed egalitarian 
and universalist, almost to the point of dogmatism. We know that despite the 
inevitable masculinism of his time, he was a humanist to the end. 

It is fitting, I think, to end this excursus on another autobiographical note, 
the more personal one I deferred above. I spent my boyhood and adolescence 
as the sole male (human) in a house full of women and girls. I have, as it turns 
out, spent my adulthood—or should I say, my manhood—in a similar circum-
stance. I have also, I’m sad to say, longstanding and intimate familiarity with 
many card-carrying male chauvinists, and with too many sexist men, and not 
a few full-blown misogynists. I know them when I see them. Such is life on 
this Earth; so it is in the world. In any case, the personal is philosophical. In 
an at-the-time anonymous review of this book, the reader observed regarding 
me, the unknown author, “it is a male, evidently.” Perhaps the evidence was 
inevitable. Perhaps not. It does seem fair to wonder. In any case, I have spent 
a lot of time reading and rereading what Sartre wrote. Bearing in mind what 
I said above about “truth” in gendered bigotry, I can affirm without hesita-
tion, even if not without some small trepidation, that I have never detected 
true male chauvinism, nor true sexism, nor even a hint of true misogyny in 
Sartre’s thought and manner of thinking. Not once. So if you detect any of it 
in mine, I am responsible for it, not him.

WHo iS tHE “WE” oF tHiS Book?

We should think briefly on the mixed meanings of the third person here. I 
have used the words “we,” “us,” and “our” quite freely thus far, and will 
continue to do so for the remainder of the study. Most readers will already 
have wondered at the significance of these dense little pronouns. What do I 
intend by them? To whom do they refer? These questions deserve answers 
up front. Before I say any more, let me give a word to Sandra Harding, one 
of my longtime feminist mentors.
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In her essay, “Is Science Multicultural?” which I have taught to my intro-
ductory-level philosophy students for the past fifteen years, Harding poses 
the same question I have asked here. “Who is the ‘we’ of this essay?” (That’s 
where I learned to ask it.) After forthrightly acknowledging the relative eth-
nic, racial, and economic privilege she enjoys—“I am positioned as a woman 
of European descent, and economically privileged”—she adds:

But the “we” I invoke is meant to include all people, regardless of their ethnic-
ity, ‘race,’ nationality, class, gender, or other significant features of their loca-
tion in local and global social relations, who are concerned to rethink critically 
those social relations past and present, the role of the sciences in them, and who 
wish to bring about more effective links between scientific projects and those of 
advancing democratic social relations. 38

Like Harding, I inhabit a relatively privileged position in the world—I am 
white, heterosexual, male, married, a father, and a professor. And in my “we,” 
like Harding, I am interested in the most inclusive reach. Substitute “the 
environment” for Harding’s “the sciences,” and “environmentalist projects” 
for her “scientific projects,” and you won’t be too far from the “we” I hope 
to invoke in this study.

So I am obviously speaking to my closest peers, academics, intellectuals, 
activists, and interested others who live, like me, in the so-called developed 
world; and who are situated, like me, in positions of relative power and 
privilege, the academy, the think tank, the nongovernmental organization, or 
somewhere else in the so-called professional-managerial class; and who live 
in cities and towns with all of the so-called modern amenities, and so on. But 
in my dream of dreams I mean to include a much broader, more inclusive 
community in my we, us, and our, what might be called the “third person 
possible.” Which is, of course, even more complicated than it sounds. 

There are important differences between the more gathering and open 
sense of “we” and other third person meanings that also occur in the pages 
ahead. Sometimes when I say “we” or “us” or “our,” I mean it in a more 
generic third person sense; for example, in the sense that “we are all human,” 
that every human is “one of us,” that the human condition is “our condition.” 
Other times I use the terms in a more divisive sense; for example, in the sense 
that “you’re either one of us or you’re one of them,” or “we must resist the 
enemies of Earth, for they are wrecking the world.” And needless to say, 
rare is the person who is only and always one of us or one of them. When an 
indigenous environmental activist in the Amazon Basin says “we,” he or she 
must mean something very different from what I can mean when I say it; and 
also, I hope, something importantly similar. And sometimes I use the third 
person in perhaps the most expansive sense, as when I say things like, “this 
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planet belongs to all of us, human and other-and-more-than-human, for we 
are all earthlings.” As this last example illustrates, two or more third person 
meanings can mingle in a single invocation. Again, it is for the reader to dis-
cern which meaning I intend, the emancipatory, the generic, the particulate, 
the polemical, the universal, or some combination thereof, and whether and 
to what extent my intention holds up.

We who would theorize the world, let alone dream of leaving the Earth 
better than we found it, must always resist the presumption of the a priori, 
the fantasy that our thinking might escape the field of psychological, social, 
cultural, political, and economic structures that mediate power and privi-
lege. This resistance is perhaps especially difficult for those of us who, like 
Sartre, would presume to work nearer to the ontological level. And yet the 
“structures of existence,” as he describes the object of ontology, are, by 
definition, situated, embedded, and embodied. The abstract and the concrete 
are of a piece. This is easy to say, not so easy to show. The proof is in the 
pudding. 

tHE proSpECt oF A SAFE pASSAgE

If at first glance, Sartre seems an unlikely confrere for environmental philoso-
phers, and if at second glance, there are several good philosophical reasons to 
wonder whether and how he could ever join the ecological conversation, still, 
I am not the first to see the possibility. 

No less a Sartre scholar than William McBride suggested the possibility 
more than two decades ago. In his standard-setting 1991 monograph, Sar-
tre’s Political Theory, McBride observes that though it “would be a gross 
exaggeration to pretend that Sartre was ecology-minded in the contemporary 
sense . . . there is an important sense in which, in the Critique of Dialectical 
Reason, Sartre introduces an ecological consciousness.”39 This suggestion 
immediately struck me as sound—and, as you might imagine, I have become 
more and more convinced of it over the years. In “Sartre and Problems in 
the Philosophy of Ecology,” a little-known paper published the same year in 
Poland (in a volume of conference proceedings), McBride provides the broad 
contours of a defense of the claim.40 I concur with his ascription of “a certain 
shift in Sartre’s attitudes and emphases that took place in the years between 
the publication of L’être et le néant and Critique de la raison dialectique, 
a shift that leads him in the latter to treat ecological factors as absolutely 
central to an understanding of human society and history”; but in chapters 3 
and 8 of this book, I challenge his claim that “the early Sartre is of little use 
for the more positive task of constructing a suitable ecological ethic.”41 In 
keeping with my conviction concerning the broad continuity of the Sartrean 
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corpus—a conviction McBride shares in his way—the question of Sartre’s 
relevance to ecological philosophy, if not of any incipient ecological sensi-
bilities he may have possessed, can and should be posed much earlier than 
the period of the Critique. The question can and should reach back to Being 
and Nothingness and The Imaginary—a work that arguably set the stage for 
the entire Sartrean corpus; and also to lesser known posthumously published 
early writings like The War Diaries and Notebooks for an Ethics (to which 
McBride himself refers), when he writes: “In short, the Sartre of the Critique 
emerges, in contrast to the popular and still better-known Sartre of L’être et 
le néant, as a philosopher of ecology, if not of an ecological ethic, whose 
sense of the relevance of the ecosystem to an understanding of who we are is 
probably deeper and certainly more informed by detail than that of any other 
prominent European contemporary.”42 I fear that McBride may be overly 
sanguine here—though I heartily wish he weren’t—both in his assessment 
of European ecological consciousness,43 and of Sartre’s emergent ecological 
philosophy and ethic. Still, even if there were better informed ecologically 
minded European intellectuals than Sartre by mid-century, and even if he 
wasn’t quite the ecologistic thinker McBride imagines him to be, the sweep 
of Sartre’s thought does point toward a realist philosophical ecology and 
relational ecological ethic. It does, particularly in the Critique, and, as I will 
show, both before it and after it. Still, and despite our interpretive and theo-
retical differences, McBride and I agree on the question of Sartre’s pertinence 
to the philosophy of ecology and to ecological philosophy. And I take this 
agreement with such an uncompromising, profound, and generous interpreter 
of the Sartrean oeuvre as no small endorsement of the project here presented. 

More recently, to take an example from a very different orientation within 
the Sartrean purview, Nik Farrell Fox has expressed some small hope that 
Sartre’s philosophy is not inescapably anti-ecological. Fox insists, as do most 
interpreters, that left to its own devices the Sartrean apparatus “consistently 
distinguishes the human realm from the rest of nature . . . valorizing the for-
mer as pour-soi, active and transformational, and associating the latter with 
the brute, inert qualities of matter.” In this sense, he inadvertently buttresses 
the dismissive attitudes of his ecophilosophical colleagues. He goes on to 
suggest that Sartre’s habitual and problematic valorization of the human is 
“(at least partially) offset by other elements in his work—in particular his 
notion of dialectical reason—which inveigh against the analytical reason of 
modern science,” and presumably, therefore, against the modernist dream of 
perfect prediction and complete control of nonhuman natural phenomena.44 
Like McBride, Fox directs us only to the later works to elicit any hope 
of a Sartrean environmental sensitivity or ecological imagination. Unlike 
McBride, Fox promotes the viability of a “postmodern” reading of Sartre as 
the solution to the ecological conundrum, a reading that by definition—if the 
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term applies in a postmodern context—would take Sartre’s thought in direc-
tions he could not have imagined, albeit by means of a manner of thinking he 
could never have endorsed. 

In light of the aforementioned biographical, textual, and theoretical con-
cerns, it is little wonder that Sartre has been left out of the ecophilosophical 
conversation. And yet at least McBride and Fox see a glimmer of hope. Both 
take seriously Sartre’s own early misgivings and habits of mind regarding 
nature and the environment; and both see a way to think ecologically in the 
light of the Sartrean oeuvre, if not necessarily a need to do so. Perhaps they 
are right after all, or at least half right. This remains to be seen.

I do see the need to think the ecological thought with Sartre’s help; and 
I see a way to do so. Despite his admittedly ambivalent orientation toward 
the other-and-more-than-human natural world, a Sartrean environmental 
sensitivity and ecological sensibility are not only possible and desirable; 
again, they can be explored in a manner substantively and methodologically 
grounded in, and compellingly and informatively consistent with, the sweep 
of Sartre’s thought. Sartre does have something unique and necessary to add 
to the conversation. 

And it does seem fair to suggest that Sartre would be very interested today 
in the question of the human place in the broader fabric of nature, and particu-
larly in contemporary human relations with the living Earth. Notwithstanding 
the limits of Sartre’s staunch and lifelong humanism, the cosmopolitan social 
crisis that so concerned him for the latter half of his career is now known to be 
a global social and ecological crisis, the social and the ecological now utterly 
and irrevocably entangled and mutually constitutive at a planetary scale. This 
unprecedented state of affairs would surely have captured Sartre’s philosoph-
ical imagination sooner or later. Indeed, given his lifelong interest in freedom 
(human freedom, of course), and his evermore subtle understanding of the 
causes of exploitation (of humans), and his increasingly vociferous and active 
solidarity with the wretched of the Earth (the human wretched), and even his 
half-century-long obsession with a single life as the universal expression of 
an epoch (the human life of Gustave Flaubert), it seems almost inevitable that 
Sartre’s curiosity would be piqued by the current relation between the human 
world and the Earth itself. By many reliable accounts, after all, our condition 
threatens to become wretched in its own right if we do not change our ways of 
expressing the freedoms and exploitations and solidarities of this epoch. Had 
Sartre lived long enough to see the full scope of the ecological crisis in all its 
complexity—and even if only in all its human complexity—he would have 
engaged the environmental question. He would have found it irresistible, I 
think. For the environmental question now and for any foreseeable future is 
undeniably, albeit not only, a human question. Sooner or later, the current 
crisis would have captured Sartre’s philosophical imagination, and it could 
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not but have changed the way he thought, especially about the meanings of 
human existence and the place of humankind in the broader Earth commu-
nity. He was, after all, (in)famous for changing his mind when he saw fit.

Sartre liked to use the expression dans le soupe. It means, simply, “in the 
soup.” For him, according to John Gerassi, it meant “fully engaged, down in 
the trenches, getting one’s hands dirty.”45 The task of the remaining chapters 
of this study, then, is just to draw Sartre into the soup of the environmental 
conversation. The challenge is to tease the ecological strands out of the Sar-
trean fabric, to decipher the nascent environmentalist in the lifelong humanist.

Enter the protagonist.

WHAt CAn WE knoW ABout A pond?

In this study, if I consistently mine early works like The Imaginary, Being 
and Nothingness, and Notebooks for an Ethics for substantive resources (par-
ticularly in chapters 3 and 8), it is fair to say that I take my methodological 
lead from the mature Sartre, the lesser known and underappreciated Sartre 
of Search for a Method and the two volumes of Critique of Dialectical Rea-
son; and also of the ethical writings of the mid-1960s (which run to nearly a 
thousand pages in typescript, most of it still unpublished); and especially of 
The Family Idiot, Sartre’s labyrinthine 3000-page unfinished (!) psychologi-
cal, historical, and philosophical biography of Gustave Flaubert. Though few 
have read the whole thing—very few, I would wager, and I am not one of 
them—there is much to be gained by a selective partial reading. Turn to any 
page and you will find something interesting to think about. 

The first volume of “the Flaubert,” as he liked to call his magnum opus, 
is a tour de force, an integrative an open-ended exploration of nearly every-
thing Sartre cared about—philosophy and history and politics, language and 
literature, universal humanity and the singular individual, all of it viewed in 
the soft ambiance of infancy and the increasingly stark light of childhood. He 
indicates the subject and object of his life’s work with a seemingly simple 
question: “What, at this point in time, can we know about a man?” He con-
tinues (I quote at length):

It seemed to me that this question could only be answered by studying a specific 
case. What do we know, for example, about Gustave Flaubert? Such knowledge 
would amount to summing up all the data on him at our disposal. We have no 
assurance at the outset that such a summation is possible and that the truth of a 
person is not multiple. The fragments of information we have are very different 
in kind. . . . Do we not then risk ending up with layers of heterogeneous and irre-
ducible meanings? This book attempts to prove that irreducibility is only appar-
ent, and that each piece of data set in its place becomes a portion of the whole, 
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which is constantly being created, and by the same token reveals its profound 
homogeneity with all the other parts that make up the whole.

For a man is never an individual; it would be more fitting to call him a uni-
versal singular. Summed up and for this reason universalized by his epoch, he 
in turn resumes it by reproducing himself in it as singularity. Universal by the 
singular universality of human history, singular by the universalizing singularity 
of his projects, he requires simultaneous examination from both ends.46

If I may dare to say it, the present study is offered in the same spirit as Sartre’s 
final masterwork, albeit with far more modest ambitions. Like Sartre’s 
Flaubert, the object of this study—and its subject?; this, too, remains to be 
seen—is an individual. Just not a human individual. It is a pond. 

To anticipate a repeated refrain of subsequent chapters, Sartre’s words 
do often have at least a prima facie ecological tenor; it is as if he might be 
preparing the way for what could be called an ecology of the person; of the 
infant and the child and young man, Gustave; of the writer, Flaubert. Much 
like an ecology of Earth, this ecology of personhood would seem to have a 
mereological dimension—parts nested in wholes, wholes manifested in parts, 
neither part nor whole sufficient unto itself; and a processual dimension; a 
sense of the structural dynamics of personhood, the wildly complex yet intel-
ligible web of somatic and semiotic interfacings; a sense of life not as a con-
dition or state, but as the task and achievement of the living. If Sartre’s hunch 
is right, persons would seem to have much in common with ecosystems, at 
least insofar as each is an emergent phenomenon, an open-ended and discreet 
individuality, driven and sustained by the spiral effect of heteronymous and 
autonomous forces gathering what they can along the way—about which 
more in chapter 5. And all of this suggests that Sartre’s methodologico-sub-
stantive apparatus may have a broader applicability than he believed or ever 
imagined. This, too, remains to be seen. The pond will show it.

To get a sense of this study’s purpose and the pond’s place in it, it is not 
too much of a stretch to return to the opening salvo of Sartre’s Flaubert and 
to imagine replacing all references to things human with somewhat more 
earthy and pondy referents. Imagine a pondward shift in meaning and mat-
tering. Imagine, for example, replacing some of Sartre’s notions, like “repro-
duction” and “human history” and “project” and “person” with notions like 
recapitulation and natural history and emergence and pond. Let us take some 
poetico-philosophical license with Sartre’s own words (and not for the last 
time), and imagine that the introductory paragraphs for the present study read 
as follows: 

What, at this point in time, can we know about a pond? It seems that this 
question can only be answered by studying a specific case. What do we know, 
for example, about this particular pond? Such knowledge would amount to 
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summing up all the data on the pond at our disposal. We have no assurance at 
the outset that such a summation is possible and that the truth of a pond is not 
multiple. The fragments of information we have are very different in kind. . . . 
Do we not then risk ending up with layers of heterogeneous and irreducible 
meanings? This study attempts to prove that irreducibility is only apparent, and 
that each piece of data set in its place becomes a portion of the whole, which is 
constantly being created, and by the same token reveals its profound homogene-
ity with all the other parts that make up the whole.

For a pond is never an individual; it would be more fitting to think of a pond 
as a universal singular. Summed up and for this reason universalized by the 
Holocene, the pond in turn recapitulates its epoch by expressing itself in it as 
singularity. Universal by the singular universality of natural history, singu-
lar by the universalizing singularity of its spontaneous emergence, the pond 
requires simultaneous examination from both ends.

One might think this an overwrought revision, that it stretches the limits of 
plausibility. The correlations between the excised and substituted terms are not 
precise, nor are they intended to be. Still, given what is known about Sartre’s 
lifelong interests and intentions, it is not a bad way to preface what this study 
attempts to accomplish. This playful way of refiguring Sartre’s program cer-
tainly resists the spirit of seriousness of which he was rightly wary in Being 
and Nothingness, and I daresay it will be worth seeing how it plays out. 

onE lASt proViSo

Sartre says one thing in his opening salvo that is cause for hesitation. He 
speaks of the goal of his Flaubert in obliquely reductionist terms when he 
states his intention “to prove that irreducibility is only apparent.” An eco-
logically minded philosopher, and anyone even a little familiar with contem-
porary ecology and environmental science, and even humanists who have 
thought a lot about people and little or not at all about ecology, might fairly 
take issue with Sartre’s apparent interest in reducibility. 

Still, we mustn’t rush to judgment, and we must take him at his word. 
Reducibility in his sense is idiosyncratic. (This is, of course, true of Sartre’s 
understanding of many conventional philosophical terms and habits of mind, 
as readers familiar with his work well know; one must get used to this idio-
syncratism; it is a condition of both explication and understanding, as with 
so many original thinkers.) Sartre most certainly does not mean to suggest 
that the apparent irreducibility of the person, Flaubert, masks some real and 
deeper reducibility of him. If there is any place for the language of reduction 
in a Sartrean lexicon, it is not, for instance, in the natural scientific sense of 
the term—exemplified in the conventional commitment to the reducibility 
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of biology to chemistry to physics, and for some, to pure mathematics; or, 
to take an example nearer to Sartre’s interest in the person, in the putative 
reducibility of experience and mind to brain and biochemical processes to 
neurons and synaptic networks, and for some, to substrate-neutral comput-
able algorithms; or of élan vital to biochemistry and biophysics; or even the 
simpler-seeming reducibility of heat to micromechanical motion. Reducibility 
in Sartre’s sense has nothing to do with any of this. Nor does he mean it in 
some social scientific sense of the term, where personal experience is reduc-
ible to social construction; or where personal identity is reduced to a pole in a 
web of social interactions; or personal agency to a receptive node in a projec-
tive social network. Nor does he conceive reducibility in some more critical 
or idealist sense—as in a Kantian-style formalism of the True, the Good, and 
the Beautiful, or a Hegelian-style unfolding of the Absolute, which, however 
complex, has a specifiable concept and an intelligible end. For Sartre, the 
early, the later, and the mature, experience, identity, and agency are as real 
as the constructs and interactions and networks within which they unfold; 
and none of these can be reduced to something else, to something smaller or 
lesser or simpler. Despite the obvious implication entailed by the modifier 
“apparent,” Sartre is not a reductionist in any recognizable sense of the term. 
Indeed, he is emphatically antireductionist: implicitly and by default in the 
phenomenological ontology of Being and Nothingness—phenomenology is, 
by definition, a nonreductive philosophical method; and explicitly thereafter: 
“The dialectical method, on the contrary, refuses to reduce” in the scientistic 
sense.47 By “apparent irreducibility,” he means simply, though nontrivially, 
that there is a phenomenon of irreducibility: that a life—a pond?; this remains 
to be seen—appears as always already overdetermined, as hyper-complex, 
so to speak; that there are lived and therefore apparent limits to the fulfill-
ment of the aspiration to render any person—or any pond?—or her epoch 
fully intelligible; and this despite the actual intelligibility of the persons and 
epochs—and ponds?—that so resist the rendering; and also despite the real 
success that can be had in the attempt to carry out the rendering. 

Sartre writes in the Critique of Dialectical Reason, “For necessity can 
never be given in intuition, except as horizon, an intelligible limit of intel-
ligibility.”48 This is what he means by reducibility: an intelligible limit of 
intelligibility. Reducibility, if we insist on using the term at all, is integrative 
and open-ended—a point I explore in detail across the five intervals. That 
there are limits to intelligibility does not render relations among persons, 
events, and things reducible in the neutralizing sense. Though the limits are 
real and are never fully overcome nor finally delineable, they are nonetheless 
discernible and intelligible; they can be seen together and seen whole in the 
integrative and open-ended gesture that Sartre will call comprehension. This 
is just the way it is with us: “Every project of freedom is an open project and 
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not a closed project,” he writes in Being and Nothingness. “Every praxis is 
in itself the far side of every singularity,” he writes in Volume II of Critique 
of Dialectical Reason. So persons like Flaubert, and persons like you and 
me, are integrative totalizations; intelligible within open-ended limits; open 
to the integrative gesture of comprehension. We might say that, in Sartre’s 
view, persons are rather more like horizons than like the objects that appear 
before them. The stickler for precision might balk at this figure. Still, it is apt.

In my view, it is much the same with ponds—despite appearances to the 
contrary. A pond is rather more like a person than a thing, an earthly horizon 
at the leading edge of the world. It is one thing to say this, of course. It is 
quite another to show it. Patience. Let us think a bit about how Sartre might 
help with the rendering. And then we can head to the pond. 
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Rybalka: Do you think that the philosopher, like the writer, has an 
individual experience to transmit?

Sartre: No . . . well, perhaps. His role is to show a method whereby 
the world can be conceived starting at the ontological level. . . .  
.
.
.

Rybalka: That is what makes your work open-ended. . . .

Sartre: Yes, open-ended, absolutely open-ended.

—“An Interview with Jean-Paul Sartre” (1975)1

Why talk about method at all? Why not just head for the pond and see what 
happens? It does seem fair to wonder. 

My intention throughout this study is to take up Sartre’s ever-evolving 
method in a manner compellingly and informatively consistent with the 
substance of his thought, even if not always in a way rigorously consistent 
with his own understanding of its import and trajectory. Indeed, given the 
mounting planetary and worldly crisis, a central task of this work is to dem-
onstrate that what I call the Sartrean Straits—the fourfold theoretical habitus 
of anthropocentrism, exceptionalism, exclusivism, and instrumentalism that 
permeates Sartre’s oeuvre—poses a significant though not insurmountable 
obstacle to an ecological reconstruction and constructive environmentalist 
appropriation of his thought. Thus before we proceed to the pond, it will help 
to say a few words about Sartre’s manner of thinking things through. 

First, a few words about why it is worth thinking about method. It should 
come as no surprise that I am in deep sympathy with Sartre on the mat-
ter of method, both its whence and its wherefore. Sartre always felt that a 

First Interval

on method and Substance

phenomenology
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method develops and changes in relation to its object, so much so that he 
wanted to place the book-length Search for a Method at the end of Critique 
of Dialectical Reason, rather than at the beginning as his publisher—in a rare 
victory—insisted that he do. It was always the substance of the inquiry, what 
the mature Sartre would call the “dialectical experience,” that elicited his 
method, rather than the other way around. And something like this has hap-
pened in the course of this study in relation to its pond. The pond has driven 
the method. So I share Sartre’s inclination to talk about method later, if at 
all, since I have really only come to understand the method here employed 
after the fact. Perhaps Goethe—if not Faust—was right: “In the beginning 
was the deed.” 

Of course, talk of method is not without risk. Many years ago, a mentor 
sternly warned me against method-talk. She put her point succinctly, and 
I remember her words verbatim. “Methodologists,” she said, “are people 
who spend all their time talking about how they would say what they would 
say if they had anything to say.” And she had a point. It is as easy to talk 
about method as it is to plan a vacation. And it is as unlikely that our trip 
will turn out the way we intend it to as it is that our thinking will abide our 
mental designs. Still, as is amply demonstrated by Sartre’s many scattered 
methodological ruminations and by his remarkable and underappreciated 
Search—which in my estimation easily rivals the two systematic treatises in 
philosophic significance, even if not in bulk—one can talk heuristically about 
method without succumbing to the substance-less critical folly of method-
ologism. In the Sartrean context, at least, it is difficult to say where method 
ends and substance begins. To develop a philosophical method is to do sub-
stantive philosophy, and to develop the substance is to develop the method: 
both facets are evidenced in the sweep of Sartre’s thinking. So, here, and in 
the remaining four Intervals, I believe I have heeded my mentor’s provident 
warning.2

I should add that our interest in method—whether in Sartre’s or in anyone 
else’s—is not just practical. It is timely. There is an emergent integrative 
intellectual climate, both in the academy and beyond. The shift is visible 
across the disciplinary spectrum—in the number of interdisciplinary learned 
societies, conferences, and publications; in the development of interdisci-
plinary academic departments and degree programs; in the establishment of 
interdisciplinary think tanks and institutes, self-identified integrative labo-
ratories and research coalitions, and so on. This move away from the cult 
of narrow expertise and hyper-specialization toward a more open-textured 
culture of integrative inquiry promises, among other things, a great mingling 
of methods. And this, in turn, raises important questions for theorists and 
practitioners across the disciplinary spectrum. Environmental philosophers, 
for example, may fairly ask: What sorts of unique tools are in the Sartrean 



 On Method and Substance 53

toolkit? Which of these tools are exportable to other domains of inquiry? 
Which easily? Which not so easily? Which not at all? These are eminently 
down-to-earth concerns in our complicated and troubled world. They are par-
ticularly germane for socially and ecologically minded philosophers, scien-
tists, and activists who hope to help us to the other side of the crises we face. 

Paradigm shift or not, one sure way to carry Sartre’s hard-earned and well-
deserved relevance into the 21st century is to revisit his method, to take up 
anew its heuristic tenor and techniques alongside new ways of thinking and 
new things to think about. This Interval, like the remaining four, is justified if 
only because so many people have asked, “So, how will you study this pond 
of yours? What’s your method?” It only seems fair to answer them. I have 
tried to be brief and rigorous.

By WHAt mEAnS?

Sartre certainly provides grist for thinking about how to think about things. 
He thought about most things at least once, after all, many of them in more 
than one way, and three of them—morality, history, and Flaubert—for nearly 
half a century. These interests ran deep and long for him, and his manner 
of thinking about them evolved profoundly. He also had the fortunate habit 
of putting his thoughts about all these things into writing, even if he did 
not always finish what he started. Though he completed neither the long-
promised ethics, nor the second volume of his study of dialectical reason, nor 
the fourth volume of his mammoth biography of Gustave Flaubert, Sartre’s 
progress on each of these projects was both significant and substantial.3 Add 
to this his finished treatises, monographs, essays, novels, plays, biographies, 
occasional works, and autobiography, to say nothing of the 20,000 or so 
pages of unpublished manuscripts and typescripts he left behind, and no mat-
ter what one thinks of Sartre’s angle on things, the breadth and depth and 
perspicacity of the Sartrean corpus are undeniable. 

How did he do it? How did he say so much about so many things? We 
know that he wrote incessantly, even obsessively. We know that he made 
some of it up, in the fictions and dramas, and not a little of it in the biographi-
cal and historical and political works, too. But what else do we know about 
Sartre’s manner of thinking things through? In the remainder of this Interval 
I focus on the varied character of his phenomenological descriptions, and 
touch on the increasing centrality of dialectical analysis and synthesis. I offer 
a detailed discussion of the latter development in the Second Interval; I take 
up the binding medium, so to speak, in the Third Interval; and I explore the 
ecological thread that ties the early to the late in the Fourth Interval. 

So how did Sartre do it? What, in a word, was his method? 
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SHoW or tEll?

Sartre once described John Dos Passos as the greatest living writer. He could 
hardly have been more laudatory, and for good reason—think, for instance, of 
the endless gritty dialogue of Manhattan Transfer, or the medley of long over-
lapping character sketches, “newsreels,” and “camera eyes” of USA. He was 
especially impressed by Dos Passos’ ability “To show it only, without explana-
tions or comment.” Indeed, his appreciation of the groundbreaking American 
novelist hinges perhaps most heavily on this axiomatic expectation of the good 
novelist: show, don’t tell. Sartre, too, loved to describe things and persons, 
events and relations, and his own gifts in this regard are rightly celebrated. His 
depictive acumen is evident even in his youthful forays into fiction; and from his 
days at the École Normale onward he considered phenomenological description 
to be the first task of philosophy. This is hardly news, but it is crucially impor-
tant to an ecological appreciation and environmentalist appropriation of Sartre’s 
manner of thinking things through. Above all, we must describe the objects and 
subjects of our concern.

Description meant different things to Sartre at different points along his 
path, and its nature and purpose often vary even within a single text. Such 
fluctuations notwithstanding, one thing remains consistent: whether directly 
or indirectly, Sartre’s descriptions are always oriented by and toward experi-
ence. The immediate focus of a given description might be the experience, 
the experiencer, or the experienced; or the noetic act, its noematic correlate, 
or the noetico-noematic structure, for those who prefer the proper nomencla-
ture of phenomenology; or the subject or the object, if you prefer to keep it 
simpler. (For those who might worry about what Quentin Meillassoux calls 
“correlationism,”4 see the discussion of Sartre’s nominalism and realism in 
chapter 7.) It is all the same to Sartre, for nothing separates them, experi-
ence from experiencer from experienced; act from correlate from correlation; 
subject from object: each is given as an analytical part of a dialectical unity. 
Or, to put it more precisely, for Sartre, they are separated by a nothing-
ness—discussed in detail in chapter 1. And this orientation to the unity of 
experience is evident long before Sartre’s explicit shift in emphasis—in the 
late 1940s or so—to le vécu (“the lived”), Sartre’s preferred term for what 
in the English-speaking world philosophers and psychologists among others 
call “lived experience.” One need only read Sartre’s meticulous and nuanced 
prose portrayals of the experience of being in Nausea, or his rigorous eidetic 
descriptions of the perception of Pierre’s absence, or of the apperception of 
the peeping Tom, or of the consciousness of sexual desire—to name just a 
few classic examples from Being and Nothingness.5 It is enough to read these 
passages to be convinced that Sartre found it both possible and necessary to 
work out and justify his philosophical conclusions in the light of concrete 
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descriptions of experience. And this remained the case until the end. Even in 
1965, in the opening lines of the recently published Morale et histoire, Sartre 
writes unequivocally, “Our first task is phenomenological.”6 Sartre was for-
ever a phenomenologist, a committed describer of the experience of things, 
persons, events, and relations among them.

Perhaps, as many have suggested, it all comes back to Raymond Aron’s 
prescient promise made over beer (or apricot cocktails, according to Simone 
de Beauvoir) concerning the method of phenomenology: “You see, mon petit 
comarade, if you’re a phenomenologist, you can talk about this drink and 
that’s philosophy.”7 Sartre’s evident thrill at the prospect of extracting philoso-
phy from the description of things never waned, and in the course of his career 
he discovered many ways of doing it. A few things can be said here about his 
idiosyncratic appreciation and appropriation of phenomenological method. 

SHoW And tEll

First, Sartre’s descriptions are not (ultimately) concerned with delineating 
the abstract conditions for the possibility of experience—though he does 
engage in his share of transcendental argumentation.8 Nor is he (much) con-
cerned with the abstract dissection of experience, delineating its dimensions 
or aspects, like the noetic and the noematic, the subjective and the objec-
tive, the constitutive and the constituted, and so on—though he regularly 
avails himself of such distinctions when they serve his philosophic purposes. 
Sartre’s goal is always to elucidate the actuality and conditionality of lived 
experience in situ, insofar as whatever is lived is always already situated. 
He is ever concerned with life in medias res, in the midst of things. Thus 
all our descriptions should be made ex re et ex tempore, according to time 
and to circumstance, right in the thick of it, right here “in the soup,” as he 
liked to say. Again, “The ideal is not to contemplate what has happened, 
but to live,” he writes in Notebooks for an Ethics. As it must be with phe-
nomenological philosophy in general, so it must be with moral philosophy, 
arguably the abiding undercurrent of Sartre’s philosophical project: “Just as 
the phenomenological epoché does not remove any nuance of the world,” he 
writes in the Notebooks for an Ethics, “the ethical epoché must not remove 
any nuance of human life.” Or more pointedly: “Any ethics that mutilates life 
is suspect.”9 Lived experience is the subtle sum and substance of ontology 
and morality, and to think experience through the thinker—the playwright, 
novelist, philosopher, historian, biographer, what have you; Sartre was all of 
them—the thinker must always aim to describe the nuances of lives as they 
are lived. To take aim, of course, is not always to hit the mark. Still, experi-
ence is the target.
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Sartre’s early works are (notoriously) replete with descriptions of 
experience, sometimes eidetic, often provocative, always concrete. Not 
incidentally, these sum to easily more than a thousand published pages 
of phenomenological explorations of virtually every topic the later Sartre 
took the time to think about. Throughout works like The Imaginary, Being 
and Nothingness, and Notebooks for an Ethics (written in the mid-1930s, 
early 1940s, and late 1940s, respectively), Sartre weaves in and out of the 
relative translucency of concrete description and the more abstract trans-
parency of eidetic inference and phenomenological analysis; from render-
ing to reckoning and back again, for passages sometimes dozens of pages 
in length; returning repeatedly to the same experienced thing or event or 
relation or person; broadening and deepening and ramifying the description 
as he goes. 

Let us take an example from Being and Nothingness. Consider a simple 
stroll in the park, and witness how Sartre’s description shows the space of 
the lived relation between self and not-self, self and Other, the intimacy-at-
a-distance between egoity and alterity—and even provides a hint of the link 
between Earth and world. 

I am in a public park. Not far away there is a lawn and along the edge of that 
lawn there are benches. A man passes by those benches. I see this man; I appre-
hend him as an object and at the same time as a man. What does this signify? 
What do I mean when I assert that this object is a man?10

Sartre’s attempt to answer this question carries the reader back and forth 
between the self and not-self, from the center to the periphery and to the edge 
of lived space, by means of a description of what it is to perceive a man as this 
man, and a lawn as this lawn, and soon enough, a self as oneself. “Perceiving 
him as a man,” he continues,

is not to apprehend an additive relation between the chair and him; it is to reg-
ister an organization without distance of the things in my universe around that 
privileged object. To be sure, the lawn remains two yards and twenty inches 
away from him, but it is also as a lawn bound to him in a relation which at once 
both transcends distance and contains it.11

The description thickens as we notice an idol,

the statue on a pedestal in the middle of the lawn, and a relation between the 
other and the big chestnut trees which border the walk; there is a total space 
which is grouped around the Other, and this space is made with my space; there 
is a regrouping in which I take part but which escapes me, a regrouping of all 
the objects which people my universe.12
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Around the idol are gathered all the things that make up this portrait through 
which the stroller passes, and by means of which stroller and stroll are co-
constituted. And there is more. The “regrouping” continues. There are quali-
ties, visages, surpassings, all grasping at this stroller’s singular awareness.

The grass is something qualified; it is this green grass which exists for the Other; 
in this sense the very quality of the object, its deep, raw green is in direct rela-
tion to this man. This green turns toward the Other a face which escapes me. I 
apprehend the relation of the green to the Other as an objective relation, but I 
cannot apprehend the green as it appears to the Other. Thus suddenly an object 
has appeared which has stolen the world from me.13

Here the reader is carried further, now back, now forth, between the relevant 
features of the setting, scene, character—color, shape, and form; presence and 
absence; and relevant features of the experience—unity, apprehension, and 
the strange attractor that is the advent of alterity in relation to self. Nor does 
the description stop with the green grass, this self, and that green other that 
is neither Other nor Third. We have only to turn our head to notice that this 
green-wrought disintegration yields to still another Other.

There, for example, is a man who is reading while he walks. The disintegra-
tion of the universe which he represents is purely virtual; he has ears which do 
not hear, eyes which see nothing except his book. Between his book and him 
I apprehend an undeniable relation without distance of the same type as that 
which earlier connected the walker with the grass. But this time the form has 
closed in on itself. There is a full object for me to grasp. In the midst of the 
world I can say “man-reading” as I could say “cold stone,” “fine rain.”14

And so it goes, as one description spirals toward another aspect and each 
aspect is folded into the rest and in each fold is found some nugget of mean-
ing, some overflow of significance. From color to colorlessness, from sound 
to silence, from passive awareness to rapt attention, Sartre elucidates more 
and more and with minimal resort to the posturing of formal argument what 
it means to “assert that this object is a man.” The problem of other minds 
be damned. To perceive this alterity as at once object and subject, as entity 
and person, as drain and font, is also, though not only, to live the experience 
of this immaculately concrete Other, and to “discover myself in the process 
of becoming a possible object for only a certain subject.”15 It is to recognize 
the transcendence-in-immanence of selfhood; the interiority of self-reaching 
beyond itself in exteriority, in the perception of another as and with oneself. 
All of this in a stroll in the park. All of this in a glimpse. Follow the descrip-
tion a bit further and you will see Sartre disclose the most essential structure 
of being-for-others, the look itself. 
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A WHiFF oF tHE diAlECtiC

The philosophic efficacy of Sartre’s descriptions of ordinary lived experience 
is equally vivid in the Notebooks for an Ethics. There, it must be admitted, 
Sartre strays from the polysemic translucency of direct description toward 
the more algorithmic transparency of logical inference more often than he 
adheres to it. Often in the Notebooks Sartre’s descriptive perspicuity takes 
on a more tacit character, as he weaves in and out of description and analy-
sis for passages sometimes dozens of pages in length, returning again and 
again to the same object or event or occasion. This is perhaps because the 
Notebooks really are notebooks and so are at least as much about the broaden-
ing contours of Sartre’s thought process in the late 1940s as they are about his 
developing ontology of ethical experience. Nonetheless, it is clearly alived 
experience that Sartre has in mind all along, as the following example amply 
illustrates.

In stark contrast to any a priori or a posteriori account of morality, in the 
Notebooks Sartre looks repeatedly to the currency of lived experience; and 
finds in it the seed—and perhaps only later, in the mid-1960s, the soma, as 
we will see—of lived moral experience.

I perceive a gesture on the basis of its end. But the end is in the world. I see 
a man walking, in the street, amidst the stores. His presence can be explained 
starting from this, but his movements transform the world around me. There 
is a double action. That man running after a bus, I immediately comprehend 
his purpose by way of the bus. But reciprocally the bus can be a structure of 
my comprehension only by manifesting itself to me as end. And this end has a 
peculiar aspect. Its structure of being an end cannot be that of being a fact. I do 
not grasp an end in the world as I do a table. It is yet to come. It is not a ques-
tion of prediction as when I see a tile break loose from a roof. It is an end only 
as the future of a freedom that has to do it. And it can appear to me as an end 
only because I have a preontological comprehension of the original structure of 
every end.16

Ends and means are not isolated dimensions of an abstract practical dyad of 
necessity and sufficiency, not a mere two-part complex of what is needed in 
order to do what must be done. Means are not mere things for use or abuse in 
the attainment of ends, like chairs and knives are the condition for the possi-
bility of sitting and dicing, or assaulting and killing. This end and these means 
are united as lived bond between each of the hurried steps of this attentive 
individual, as living covenant between his worried rush and that indifferent 
bus as it rolls inexorably away, under the guidance of an unknown Other, 
and laden with still other Others. No doubt some of them are indifferent too. 
One of them even discreetly grins in anticipation of this man’s likely failure; 
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others, we may hope, sympathetically, if impotently, entreat his success. 
Will he catch the bus? We cannot know, and Sartre never tells us. But the 
description, if we follow it further, will elicit the possible flavors of our own 
response in the ignorance of that man’s future, and our own. And so it goes, 
as this portrait feeds into one of the richest of Sartre’s descriptions of freedom 
as end in itself, and of our concomitant obligation to will the freedom of the 
Other. Again, all of this in a glimpse. All of this in a dash for the bus. 

One could extract dozens of such examples from the Notebooks, each 
with extensive “follow-up” discussions. Sartre’s descriptions and analyses, 
there and elsewhere, are not concerned with delineating the conditions for 
the possibility of morality ex situ, nor with the abstract dissection of morality 
ex tempora, but with elucidating the actual conditionality of lived-morality 
in situ and in medias res, moral life here in the thick of it, as it were. Again, 
“The ideal is not to contemplate what has happened, but to live,” Sartre writes 
early on, “Any ethics that mutilates life is suspect. Just as the phenomenologi-
cal epoché does not remove any nuance of the world, the ethical epoché must 
not remove any nuance of human life.”17 Lived moral experience, the sum and 
substance of ethics, always hits the ground running, so to speak, whether it 
catches the bus or not. And so it is with all experience.

Enough said to make the point. Description does a great deal of philosophi-
cal heavy-lifting in Sartre’s capable hands. We do well to learn the trick. And, 
again not incidentally, as Sartre makes his way through the dozen or so years 
that separate the comparatively short systematic study of imagination from 
the voluminous exploratory notebooks on ethics (of which at least eight vol-
umes are thought to have been lost!), there is more than a hint of an emergent 
dialectical sensitivity.

no SECrEtS AlloWEd

Before turning briefly to the latter development, I should note a perhaps 
obvious but easily forgotten point about the character and value of phenom-
enological description per se. Though description means different things at 
different points in Sartre’s oeuvre, the underlying phenomenological impulse 
is quite straightforward: phenomenology is just a philosophic inflection of 
the commonsense desire to see a thing for what it is; to trust in what Hannah 
Arendt aptly called “the value of the surface”; to return “to the things 
themselves,” to invoke Husserl’s well-worn phrase. This simple and non-
trivial point is too often obscured in the arcane literature of phenomenology. 
Phenomenology, eidetic and otherwise, is just the concerted effort to attend 
to what presents itself, an always heuristic and sometimes critical willingness 
to take appearances seriously. 
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This is no small thing for philosophers, many of whom tend, whether by 
predilection or training or both, to look beneath, behind, or beyond appear-
ances in their inquiries into significance and truth, and their explorations of 
meaning and mattering—to say nothing of their quest for wisdom, if such 
philosophers there still are. Some things may not be as they seem, as Sartre 
was the first to admit. Still, there is much to learn from the seeming. It is 
where we must look, both first and last. He makes the point unequivocally 
in a well-known passage in the introduction to Being and Nothingness: “the 
being of an existent is exactly what it appears. . . . It does not point over its 
shoulder to a true being which would be, for it, absolute. What it is, it is 
absolutely, for it reveals itself as it is. The phenomenon can be studied and 
described as such, for it is absolutely indicative of itself.”18 This “monism of 
the phenomenon”19 is the guiding methodological principle for an eidetic phe-
nomenology; and it is the guiding methodological and substantive principle 
for the phenomenological ontology that is among Sartre’s most original con-
tributions to the history of philosophy; and it is an equally pivotal rule for the 
more generic and softer sense of phenomenology as concrete description that 
carries through Sartre’s entire corpus. The phenomenon masks no noumenon. 
A thing is exactly what it appears to be. Its appearance is the necessary and 
sufficient index of itself.

Though Sartre moved fairly rapidly away from the eidetic description of 
the static and genetic structures of consciousness under the reductions as 
prescribed by Husserl, his guiding sense of the relative translucency of expe-
rience and the relative transparency of appearances persisted to the end. And 
so did his unwavering commitment to the philosophic value of describing the 
experience of things, events, persons, and relations. This same willingness to 
take appearances seriously guides the present study.

pHEnomEnology ForEVEr

Here it will help to anticipate just a little of the Second Interval and chapter 4. 
When we encounter the mature Sartre, Sartre the dialectician, we will see him 
still describing things, albeit in a new and enriched way. As he writes early 
in the 1965 manuscript of Moral et histoire, “Before reducing ethical struc-
tures—or affirming their irreducibility—we must describe and fix them with 
their specific characteristics. . . . Our first task is phenomenological” (empha-
sis added).20 Even in 1965, we see still and again how Sartre’s method permits 
him, indeed, requires him, to draw philosophical significance from concrete 
descriptions of experience, now in a dialectically integrative and open-ended 
mode of description whereby lived experience is shown at once to bear and be 
borne by the socio-systemic regularities and personal-intentional singularities 
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that provide both the nuances of any human life and the subtleties of human 
history. The mature Sartre stays as close as ever to concrete descriptions of 
lived experience. What has changed is just that his guiding task is now to take 
dialectical account of the internal conflicts and external contradictions that 
both make and are made by that experience as dialectical. 

We must keep in mind that even at his most dialectical, Sartre’s conclu-
sions are not primarily the result of logical inference and conceptual argu-
ment. They are elicited and elucidated in the light of dialectical investigations 
that are always heuristic and always grounded in descriptive explorations of 
human life—at least this is Sartre’s ideal. He teaches us and himself through 
descriptions of lived experience in all its subtlety and nuance, with all its 
contradictions and paradoxes as our guides. The dialectical and phenomeno-
logical dimensions are of a piece. 

Did he ultimately achieve the ideal of an integral dialectical-
phenomenological method, or did he only manage an amalgam of dialectics 
and phenomenology, as Tom Flynn suggests?21 The question is academic—
interesting, to be sure, but not important for our purposes here. What Sartre is 
attempting to do in the later works is clear. He aims to show us the warp and 
the weft of lived experience, and in the same gesture to expose the loom upon 
which we weave history itself and which weaves us in its turn. History is the 
lived relation between experience and time; it constitutes and is constituted 
by dialectical experience (l’expérience dialectique is a term Sartre uses more 
than once); or, to put it the other way around, the dialectic of life and history 
is the grand experiment (recall that in French, expérience means both experi-
ence and experiment) of which we are each and all both subject and object. 

So Sartre the dialectician can thus be said to work outward from his ever-
more maieutic imperative that philosophy provides descriptions of concrete 
examples and that it returns repeatedly to question them. This, above all, is 
what is required by a truly heuristic method, which, despite appearances, 
Sartre thought his method was. “Our method is heuristic,” he said, “it teaches 
us something new because it is at once both regressive and progressive.”22 
All meaningful novelty in the world, so far as Sartre is concerned, flows from 
lived human experience, and that is where the lessons worth learning are to 
be learned. (In subsequent chapters we will challenge him on this particular 
humanist bias; and not without a hint of irony, by taking advantage of the 
openness and integrativity of his own thought, and by building upon some of 
his own best speculative insights.) 

Thus, though Sartre does persistently and fruitfully draw on abstract and 
regressive analysis, and though he makes copious use of what he calls “ana-
lytical reason” to develop and clarify his positions, it is to the experienced 
conjuncture of actual historico-personal objectives and intentional engage-
ments and provisional accomplishments that provide the nuance of human 
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life—that is, to the concrete, progressive, synthetic level of le vécu—that 
philosophy must initially and finally turn. As he writes in Search for a 
Method, “The dialectical totalization [Sartre’s inclusive term for History writ 
large, M.A.] must include acts, passions, work and need . . . it must at once 
place the agent or event back into the historical setting, define him in relation 
to the orientation of becoming, and determine exactly the meaning of the 
present as such.”23 To anticipate the central theme of the Second Interval, it is 
the concrete ground of the lived dialectic, again, of “dialectical experience,” 
that we must describe if we are to discover both the structures and the efficacy 
of experience qua historical conduct and history itself. The point cannot be 
overemphasized: even after he becomes a dialectician, Sartre the philosopher 
forever remains Sartre the phenomenologist. 

Sartre’s method, at the outset and in the end, is about taking up the means 
at our disposal to render experience in the world intelligible; to tie together 
our analyses and inferences with the binding thread of description, that we 
might understand ourselves and comprehend the past and the present; and all 
of this, so that we might fashion a future worth wanting for ourselves; or, in 
the idiom of this study, that we might build a livable world on a habitable 
planet for all the Earth community. Strong claims, I know. And not the sort 
of thing Sartre ever said as such. Still, I think he could have.

So our first task is phenomenological: to explore the pond, and to do so 
to the extent possible within “the space between things and explanations,” 
to borrow Ronald Hayman’s felicitous phrase,24 the depictive space where 
Sartre the philosopher always endeavored to stay, even if not he was not 
always successful. The challenge, at least at this initial stage, is “to show it 
only, without explanations or comment,” to show the pond for what it is in 
itself, or, to put it the other way around, to let the pond show us something of 
itself. To be sure, this is just an ideal. The reality, no doubt, will be different. 
But enough scaffolding. Let us head to the pond to see what we can see.
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Chapter 3

A phenomenological Exploration

to the pond itself

I’d not arrived too late. Looking at the trees and the water, I repeated 
to myself ecstatically, “There’s work to be done! There’s lots of work 
to be done!”

—Jean-Paul Sartre, The War Diaries (1939)1

One finds in a single body of water a far more complete and independent 
equilibrium of organic life and activity than on any equal body of land. 
It forms a little world within itself—a microcosm within which all the 
elemental forces are at work and the play of life goes on in full, but on 
so small a scale as to bring it easily within the mental grasp.

—Steven A. Forbes, “The Lake as Microcosm” (1887)2

It’s only a pond. Like most ponds, it has no name on the map. The cartogra-
phers did not care to ask. Some call it by its local moniker, for good vernacu-
lar reasons. Others know its other names, some private, ancient, some occult. 
The secret is theirs to keep. On paper it’s just a Rorschach blotch, anonymous 
and blue. In the world, it’s hardly a drop. On Earth it’s barely a bead of dew.

It’s only a pond. Like many ponds its source is a brook. The brook wends 
its way out of a lake a few thousand paces upstream. On the downstream end 
the lake’s only begotten flows seaward into the drift of a great river and on to 
the hubbub of a great estuary and into a great deep ocean. On and on it flows. 
And the source of all is the same, of course, lake, brook, and pond, watershed, 
estuary, and ocean, all watery creatures and powers sharing their origin in 
Earth and sky and sun. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. A pond is a 
pause in the flow of things, just a waypoint in the stream. 
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It’s only a pond. With its breadths and its depths, its dwellings and dwell-
ers, its visitors and intruders and interlopers, irregular and oblong it sits in a 
quiet ravine, oriented southwest by the glacier-gouged ditch it claims its brief 
and meager place. Grasses and brambles and bushes grow along the shore, a 
smattering of soft evergreens and hard leafy trees, a boulder nested in reeds. 
Here and there a lip of felted humus hangs out over the water, the damp and 
peaty pout of marly forces and gyrating seasons. In one place woodland floor 
and pond bottom meet smoothly to decide the water’s edge, or land’s end, 
depending on one’s point of view. A pond is the patient work of myriads of 
multitudes of earthly creatures and worldly powers, a confection of life. It’s 
just a simple pond in the woods, an elemental brew doing what ponds do. 

It’s only a pond. And after all is said and done it spills without apology 
into marshy flats below where its waters perk back into brook and flow on to 
the river and sea. And so it goes, lake to brook, brook to pond, pond to brook 
to river to sea. And so it goes, sea to sky to all seas and all rivers, all lakes 
and brooks and ponds. 

It quenches the Earth, it waters the world. It’s only a pond, indeed.

to SEE WHAt tHErE iS to SEE 

As we take this first phenomenological step along the path to an existential 
ecology and make our first visit to the pond, we should keep the younger 
Sartre’s philosophical aspirations and orientation in mind. Being and 
Nothingness, from which I draw the bulk of the philosophic resources for this 
chapter, is a systematic work. It is a carefully designed and structured work 
of systematic philosophy. It has a beginning, a middle, and an end; parts and 
sections and subsections; a methodological orientation, a theoretical struc-
ture, and a precisely calibrated internal logic. Thus to be properly appreciated 
the work must be taken up as a whole. To some this is an obvious point. To 
many, apparently, it is not. Being and Nothingness is a book, and is best read 
as such. Much misunderstanding and misinterpretation of Sartre’s “essay in 
phenomenological ontology” could be avoided if interpreters would heed this 
simple imperative of interpretive holism.3 In this chapter, I make selective use 
of ideas and themes and passages drawn from throughout Being and Nothing-
ness. Still, context is everything. I have made the selections guided by a sense 
of the whole work; and I adhere roughly to its internal logic, taking things up 
in the order in which Sartre presents them—for example, negation, in-itself, 
for-itself, the look, absence, the body, and so on. 

True, I do this toward new ends, ends that could hardly be more different 
from Sartre’s original intentions. But that’s the heuristic impulse behind all of 
Sartre’s thought and manner of thinking: we think in order to learn something 
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new; to see what else we can see through the lens we have crafted; in this 
instance, to discover what might happen if we take Sartre’s descriptive predi-
lections and phenomenological ontology to a pond. We have no alternative but 
to begin with Sartre’s (in)famous long essay. He never abandoned the ontol-
ogy of Being and Nothingness, despite frequently heard claims that he did. 
He rather took it along with him wherever he went, expanding and augment-
ing its method and substance as his evolving interests and purposes required. 
We should approach the pond in the same spirit of productive discovery. It 
will not be easy. It will be exploratory, at best, a “limno-phenomenological” 
foraging of sorts—limnology being the science of lakes, ponds, and rivers, 
the science of still and moving waters, as it were. Our descriptions will have 
to suffice for now. Indeed, they must be sufficient to some degree, or we are 
lost. Not to worry; there is reason for cautious optimism.

Some readers may be unable or unwilling to follow the heterodox path and 
sometimes odic tone of this chapter. It cannot be helped. There is no map of 
the terrain. Making trails is messy business, and the first one cut is rarely the 
one that ends up getting mapped. Our progress will be fitful. There will be 
periods of easy advance, and moments of retreat. There will be swarms of 
gnats and stands of nettles, too. Try not to let these difficulties deter. There 
are, of course, alternate routes to the next chapter and remaining parts of the 
journey; straighter, safer, more prosaic and familiar trails with fewer sur-
prises, and fewer vistas. I dare say this un-trodden way is the more enjoyable 
and the more revealing, as it so often is in the woods. Bushwhack or circum-
navigate. You will get there either way. The choice is yours.

From tHE Agony oF WAtEr to tHE WAyS oF WEtnESS

Think of just this pond. It’s just an ordinary pond in a typical forest, just like 
any pond in the woods. And like every pond, it is unique. We begin with this 
echo of Sartre’s nominalism and exemplarism: there is no pond; there are 
only ponds; and each is the pond that it must be. “Our first task is phenomeno-
logical,” to invoke a phrase that crops up repeatedly across the philosophical 
span of Sartre’s oeuvre. It is this pond that we must first describe, to inflect 
another. Now imagine a phenomenological limnology.

Always reflective, the pond repeats some small measure of the sky’s 
refrain. On this morning, its sunward edge is shadowed black by a wrap of 
trees, its midriff resplendent and spectral, the far side aglow and warming in 
the auroral radiance. Sundry and shifting worlds move below the surface, half 
invisible, half unseen, nearly all out of reach of the airbound. The mum like-
ness of a cloud bespeaks the possibility of rain. “This possibility belongs to 
the sky,” Sartre insists. Not to him. Not to me. I do not place this possibility 
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in the clouds, but discover it there: “it represents a surpassing on the part of 
these clouds, which I perceive, toward rain.” It has nothing to do with me. 
Even as I elicit it, it surpasses me. “The clouds carry this surpassing within 
themselves, which means not that the surpassing will be realized but only 
that the structure of being of the cloud is a transcendence toward rain. The 
possibility here is given as belonging to a particular being for which it is a 
power.”4 That cloud is its own power of bringing more water to this watery 
place. From above to below, from up there to down here, its power reaches 
in the direction of my creaturely attention. There is one pond, and there are 
many creatures and powers.

I turn my glance to the water. Small clans of tiny ripples drift with seeming 
purpose across the glassy surface. They skirmish and disperse and disappear. 
Motivated by an invisible breath, arriving from nowhere, fading into noth-
ingness. And then still more ripples across the water under still more unseen 
puffs, the surface here and there dappled with shifting and vague shapes, 
like the hypnagogic images that arrive with the advent of sleep, “faint forms, 
[that] disintegrate under observation, and yet endlessly reshape themselves, 
forms in which the gaze loses itself.”5 Tautologous pond becomes momen-
tarily oxymoronic, a crystal ball made of water, foretelling everything and 
nothing. 

Of course the pond would not be the pond without its water. Water is the 
beginning of every pond, and perhaps its fundament, if not its essence. Water 
is not the whole of this pond, not the sole power of this pondy upsurge, if we 
dare to call it that. Still, it is its most essential element. Water is more than 
merely the passive occasion for the pond, more than mere brute being, as the 
younger Sartre would have it. This much is clear, or soon enough will be. 

Here at this end, for instance, the downstream nudge of it all gathers a 
green growth of algae, buoyant tiny-leafed plants, myriads of miniscule crea-
tures and powers, visible and invisible, moving and moved, all tucked in a 
little bay. The gathering undulates under the breeze, soothing in this its way 
of watery wetness. (No redundancy here. Not all water is wet, after all. In one 
of its phases it is dry. The winter ice that will cover this pond is dry. As long 
as the temperature remains below freezing, there is no wetness. Ice in-itself is 
dry as a bone, as arid and dusty as a desert.) Liquid water is wet. If this much 
is given, there is more than one way to take it. Every given must be taken in 
some way, after all. And so there is more than one way of wetness. This wet-
ness here is more viscous than the rest; and the viscous yields to a frothy film; 
and the film to a scum; and the scum to slime. Is this the in-itself in-itself—no 
redundancy here—about which Sartre goes on at such length so close to the 
end of his ontology, so close to the edge of phenomenology? Is this “The 
revenge of the in-itself,”6 here at this edge of the pond? A full-bodied wet-
ness, a water so thick it looks as if you could pick it up with a pinch. Is this 
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that selfsame slime? Is this “the agony of water”?7 I dip my hand into it and 
try to grasp it. It is cold, insistent, demanding. 

Sartre is, at least in one sense, right about this way of wetness. “This fixed 
instability in the slimy discourages possession.” Perhaps this fixed instability 
is an apt characterization of the dynamic stability of earthly ways; perhaps 
this is an apt discouragement of the will to possess our dominion-driven 
world. (Much more on this in chapter 7.) Sartre continues, “The slimy flees 
with a heavy flight that has the same relation to water as the unwieldy earth-
bound flight of the chicken has to that of the hawk.”8 Earthbound, indeed, as 
if the osprey is not of the Earth; as if the birds are not each of an avian world. 
Perhaps a black bass and a fish hawk would be better examples here—we 
will meet both soon enough. In any case, we can take Sartre’s descriptions 
seriously; this slime at the edge of the pond is like no other being in at least 
one sense: “At the very moment when I believe that I possess it behold by a 
curious reversal, it possesses me. . . . I open my hands, I want to let go of the 
slimy and it sticks to me. . . . I am no longer master in arresting the process 
of appropriation.”9 No longer master, indeed. Are we ever the sole power in 
an earthly relation? Are we ever sole proprietor in a worldly affiliation? This, 
too, remains to be seen. Perhaps the slimy is neither vengeful nor agonized. 
Perhaps this slime is not dross, neither only brute being nor anything mere, 
but a moment in the broader fluidity of the pond, more motion in the flux of 
this living pondscape. My gaze moves along its reedy edge and out into its 
dark middle. The water changes so often and so much. I am tempted to say, 
against the current, that the water is changing itself. I fear I’ve gone too far, 
so I move a bit further along the shore to rinse in clearer waters and am free 
again, released from these thoughts that seem to flow in the wrong direc-
tion. Still, there are rivers that flow two ways—we will meet on in the next 
chapter—and there are many waters in this pond. 

Born by the brook, one water arrives twisted and tumbled and rock-washed, 
like too many sheets in too small a drum, it enters crisp and clear and fast. 
Abruptly it slows and spreads and the eddies spin out into another, and within 
a still-visible movement, ignis fatus, like a foolish fire on hot blacktop far 
down a desert road, the next water gives way to a subtler drift against which 
minnows swim in place just below the surface to breathe deeply in the shal-
lows. And soon enough the airy water deepens and darkens and stills to an 
occult fluid full of hidden creatures and secret powers. Above the pond and on 
it and in it are flies, solitary and swarming, the damsels and dragons and gnats 
and water bugs, all manner of boatmen; the hoppers and fliers, the skaters and 
divers, the swimmers and the floaters. Manifold waters. Myriad creatures and 
powers. Along the marsh this water is warmer. It thickens with life, here not 
so thick as the slime on the opposite shore. Between grass-and-reed-covered 
fingers of Earth a suspension of bits of this and pieces of that and little living 
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things hues the inlets to a brothy brown. And here and there this living water 
fades imperceptibly into another sort, denser still, it seems, and on into mud, 
and the mud imperceptibly into the roots of those same grasses and reeds; as 
if even the blades are just further inflections of water; as if the stalks are just 
other ways of wetness doing all the things that wetness does. Perhaps Goethe 
was right again, in his way: “All is leaf,” he said of the plant.10 Perhaps Thales 
was even righter than he: “All is water,” in its way. The pond is a wet place 
all around, in the many ways of wetness. We see it as much in the reeds and 
the mosses as in the water itself. 

We should pause to think. It might help to step back from the Earth and 
toward the world to consider a different sort of diffusive entity and its elusive 
power. Let us think for a moment with Sartre about lamps and their power 
of lighting. 

Imagine Sartre’s study. The window is open to the busy street. The spring 
air is warm and damp. It is evening. We see the desk and the straight-backed 
chair. Piles of papers and books. The ashtray overflows. Sartre ponders his 
desk lamp. He writes, “My lamp is not only that electric bulb, that shade, that 
wrought-iron stand; it is a certain power of lighting this desk, these books, 
this table; it is a certain luminous nuance of my work at night in connection 
with my habits of reading or writing late; it is animated, colored, defined by 
the use which I make of it; it is that use and exists only through it.”11 This 
luminous nuance is a usefulness, and as Sartre would have it, the lamp’s exis-
tence is exhausted in the use to which he puts it as means to his purposes and 
in the fulfillment of his project of writing. Not just the lamp but light itself 
becomes, under Sartre’s walleyed gaze, an instrument tout court. Buried even 
in his brief description is a hint that the lamp and its power of lighting is more 
than just the sum of instrumentality for us. 

(We will have much to say about the limits of this gesture of ontological 
reduction in chapter 9. Here we may anticipate some of it.) 

This “luminous nuance” of Sartre’s work is, by definition, relational; its 
illuminative subtlety is “animated, colored, defined by” the suite of relations 
among all the elements and purposes spread across this room, the things and 
powers, that together constitute this worldly creature’s study and his habit of 
reading and writing late. His purposes are foremost in his mind, to be sure: 
the placement of the lamp on the desk and the desk against the wall; the 
orientation of the chair toward the open window, its back toward the closed 
door; the buzz and bustle and confused aromas of the street wafting into the 
room; tonight’s preference for the pipe over last evening’s cigarette. These 
are matters of utmost significance, even ultimate concern, for Sartre the scrib-
bler. The tendency of his project toward the human world does not render his 
humanist descriptions exhaustive; it orients them within the broader earthly 
frame. 
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Sartre’s study is relational through and through, of the Earth and the world; 
and the lamp and its light are among the suite of earthly and worldly relations 
which constitute his patient work, as bound to the bright cluttered desktop as 
they are to the peripheral darkness and the cooling air. Sartre maintains that 
it’s all about him, and by extension it’s all about us. No surprises here. If he 
insists the link to his lamp is between him and a thing, so be it. The relation 
is nothing mere, this subtle dance of co-constitution, lamp and person bonded 
through no mean auxiliary chain, but through light; through no mere aggre-
gate of uses, but through this luminous nuance cast across the desk on this 
dark Parisian night. Neither Sartre nor his lamp has meaning apart from this 
nuancing power of lighting what needs to be lighted. If isolated from him and 
this work, he and his work and this luminescence are radically and equally 
extinguished in the night, as if he stared into the sun to make himself blind, 
like a moth who flies into a fire. In either case, we are left with lamp in the 
dark and a groping writer, with neither a lumen nor a word. 

It is much the same here at the pond, with its many creatures and powers 
together, with its many waters and many ways of wetness. I and they are all 
wrapped up with the ways of wetting, a very useful thing to creatures that need 
to be wetted, even if less so to creatures like me who prefer dry ground and 
dry skin—a good incentive to make waterproof boots if not waterproof feet. A 
clump of algae, a stand of reeds, a fish or a frog or a water glider, all use water, 
to be sure, and just as surly each is of the water. Water is a power that keeps 
creatures wet in the right manner of wetting, lest they dry, lest they die. If it is 
an instrument of wetting, as Sartre might insist we say, a tool that quenches, 
it is much more; an aqueous nuance not so unlike the luminous power that 
keeps the walleyed philosopher’s world in sight lest he not read or write—a 
death knell in its own right, at least for him. This is more than a tool, a subtly 
nuanced instrumentality, and nothing mere. It might just as soon be described, 
and more precisely, as a luminescent relationality. “Man and world,” Sartre 
says, “are relative beings, and the principle of their being is the relation.”12 And 
so this watery instrumentality is really a working relation, no more reducible 
to an isolated subject and an isolated object than a fish drowning in air, for no 
such insular beings exist. Yes, in a way, “If isolated from my desk, from my 
work, and placed in a lot of objects on the floor . . . my lamp is radically extin-
guished; it is no longer my lamp; instead, [it is] merely a member of the class 
of lamps, it has returned to its original matter.”13 Yes, but why “radically” and 
why “merely”? As if a cupful of pond water spilled on the kitchen floor and left 
to dry up and drift away might not one day join a cloud that that will carry its 
possibility of rain across the sky and find its own face refracted on some other 
pond’s glassy surface under the luminous nuance of the sun or moon. As if the 
sun could ever be only an instrument. As if the moon could ever be mere. As 
if there is ever a time when there is no work to be done. 
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I take off my boots and socks and sit on a stone in the sun. The one warms 
my face and shoulders and arms; the other the soles of my feet, my haunches, 
my palms. I study the other side of the pond. More waters still, over there, 
conveying still more aqueous nuance, still other ways of wetting what needs 
to be wetted, endless inflections of the many ways of wetness. Midway along 
the length of the opposite shore—a shore with its own peculiar nuance, as we 
will see in the next chapter—the water departs faster than it arrived, in a noisy 
cascade, a splashing, diffusive wetness. It switches in a blink from night-
shaded idleness to a bubbling rush and crosses a threshold and tumbles down 
with a crash onto rocks below where, washed once more, it returns through 
the fall from pond to brook water again. And there it flows onto and into other 
sorts of aqueous nuance. I can see it from here, from this warm stone. A dam-
selfly briefly claims my naked shin. She chases others away and lands again. 
Three, four, seven times or more. I slip my foot into the water, my ankle, my 
leg, and the delicate little creature flits away, and in its place there remains 
bit of nothingness, a little power now refracted in its absence—about which 
more presently. My calf is warm and wet, bent by the mix of water and light, 
by a nuance at once luminous and aqueous. 

From An AViAn ABSEnCE to 
otHEr-tHAn-HumAn mindS

I look to the treetops in search of a familiar face. It is not there. There is an 
osprey who frequents the pond at certain times of year. The pond lies some-
where between her winter home and her summer home, between her breeding 
ground and birthing ground. She sticks around for a while each year, on her 
way to somewhere else, I surmise. She likes to perch on a dead branch at the 
top of a moribund tree. The view is good from there. 

I sometimes try to imagine having her superior purchase on the pond, her 
higher point of view, and her superior vision—about which more below. 
What is it like to be an osprey, anyway? It does seem fair to wonder (thank 
you, Prof. Nagel). I hide behind a nearby oak to watch her watchful pres-
ence. The view is good from here. What else can I do? My sensorium is so 
much like hers, and so vastly different, and equally weighted toward sight. 
It’s good for seeing. It’s made for looking. So much so that sometimes it 
seems “that I think with my eyes,” as the young walleyed reservist wrote 
in his wartime journal.14 It certainly seems that the osprey does. I like to 
look at the osprey as she looks around, to see her seeing, to gaze at her 
gazing. After all, I cannot look at my own. Sometimes I look with naked 
eyes, sometimes with eyes enhanced.15 Binoculars for the visible minor-
ity, magnifying glass for the smaller majority,16 pocket microscope for the 
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myriad invisibles: it is good to carry them all. There is much more to see 
than meets the naked eye.

On my way to the pond I often hope, and sometimes believe, that the 
osprey will be there. In keeping with the ways of expectation, I am often mis-
taken. Today, once again, I expect to see her. She is nowhere to be found. Her 
favored branch reaches bare and dry and spindly toward the sun, available 
and forlorn. The osprey is not there. Not combing her feathers, not stretching 
her wing, not gazing out over the water and into the distance, not casting a 
quick glance my way because a stick cracked beneath my leaden foot despite 
my aspirations to light-footedness; betraying once again the folly of my effort 
to be at the pond in the manner of not being there, to absent myself though I 
am present; despite my secret desire to perceive without being perceived, my 
claim upon some vague “right of seeing without being seen,” my sometime 
desire “to be pure subject.”17 As if there is such a way of being, as if my 
worldly subjectivity can be freed from its earthly ground. I ought to know 
better, for reasons we will consider in the next section. On those days, despite 
my intention to sneak in and hide, the osprey often absents herself upon my 
arrival. It is discouraging. And today it is worse. Neither arriving nor depart-
ing, she has done it again. She has absented herself. Albeit with a little help 
from her friends, for isn’t it she and I and all the others together who con-
stitute her absence today? This remains to be seen. Still, we mustn’t forget 
the ground of this real absence: “Negation is the cement which realizes this 
unity.”18 It is the question that binds us. When did she last arrive? When did 
she last leave? Where is she now? I do not know. But she was here three days 
ago. This much is certain. As for the rest of the pond dwellers, they know 
more and better than I do.

The pond today gathers itself in its way around the osprey’s absence, in 
a way not so unlike another absence at a certain café one day in Paris. His 
name was Pierre. Most readers of Sartre are familiar with Pierre. He turns up 
many times in Being and Nothingness, and all over the pages of The Imagi-
nary, and elsewhere too. Sartre makes much philosophical hay from Pierre 
throughout his philosophical endeavor. In his great essay on phenomenologi-
cal ontology, Pierre is very busy: Pierre reads; Pierre was here; Pierre lives 
in a nearby village; Pierre lives in Berlin now, but lived in Paris last year; 
Pierre is to the right of the wine glass that is to my left; Pierre waits for us in 
vain; I look at a portrait of Pierre; Pierre suffers—oh, how he suffers! Pierre, 
it seems, is everywhere. At one well-known passage in the first chapter of 
Being and Nothingness, in the section titled, “The Negation,” which we have 
already touched on, Pierre is absent. He is supposed to be at a café. I have 
an appointment with him, but the always punctual Pierre has not shown up. 
“I look at the room, the patrons, and I say, ‘He is not here.’” A question fol-
lows: “Is there an intuition of Pierre’s absence, or does negation indeed enter 
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in only with the judgment?”19 We know Sartre’s answer: Pierre’s absence is 
there; we intuit his absence; it provides the ground of our judgment. Pierre’s 
absence is present here in this café. When we observe against expectation that 
our friend is not here, “it is the negative judgment . . . which is conditioned 
and supported by non-being,”20 not the other way around. Sartre’s exploration 
of this situation at the café unfolds into the first of a series of descriptions of 
the being of absence—descriptions that are intermittently concrete, eidetic, 
inferential, and always empathetic in its way. (“The attitude necessary for 
understanding a man is empathy” Sartre will say, much later.21) Thus Pierre’s 
absence is Sartre’s exemplar of what he calls a négatité, a negativity or con-
crete nothingness. We encountered two even before the absent osprey. If you 
are asking yourself, “We did?,” you are in the presence of a négatité right 
now, an absence in the mode of forgetting. Even as it will fade, like a pass-
ing cloud promising rain, like skirmishing ripples on the water. Remember? 

It is important to keep clear what a nothingness is and what a nothingness 
isn’t: a négatité is distinct from what we call “nothing” in the workaday sense 
of the term. It is not what we mean when we look into an empty cereal box 
or milk carton and report that there is nothing in it—no breakfast today. If we 
are looking for something or someone in particular, then there is something to 
find. Then we discover a nothingness. A négatité is that peculiar sort of non-
being, a something that is precisely insofar as it is not. Still not convinced? 
You are not alone. “These absent presences are repugnant to reason,”22 to be 
sure, much as the osprey’s absence here at the pond today is an affront to my 
desire. Still, we know them only too well, these ubiquitous nonbeings. 

Of the café with the late Pierre (tardy, not dead, though Pierre does turn 
up dead once in Being and Nothingness), Sartre writes, “It is certain that the 
café by itself with its patrons, its tables, its booths, its mirrors, its light, its 
smoky atmosphere, and the sounds of voices, rattling saucers, and footsteps 
which fill it—the café is a fullness of being.”23 And so it is with the pond, 
with its dragonflies flitting and hovering, with its snapping turtles drifting, 
eyes and nostrils just above the water’s surface, with its bellowing bullfrogs 
and chirping and squawking birds, its mute reeds and grasses and algae, and 
its drips and plops and splashes, its hum and buzz and whir. Despite its many 
palpable differences from a café, and with or without my presence, this pond 
is a “fullness of being,” an earthly plenum of worldly presences, scintillant 
under the bright sky. To deny this pond its own sort of fullness would be 
absurd, if not perverse. The pond is a “blooming, buzzing confusion” in its 
own right, to borrow James’ justifiably beloved phrase, a cosmopolis in its 
own right, if not a metropolis.

Negation is not denial, “negation is a refusal of existence.”24 It is a distinct 
type of ontological refusal; it commands assent to the real in all its modes of 
existence. 11:57: Pierre is not here at the register where I and the shopkeeper 
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stand face to face; 11:58: I hurriedly pay for Pierre’s birthday gift; 11:59: 
my partner in crime quickly tucks it in a bag and passes it across the counter 
with a knowing smile; I look over my shoulder on last time to affirm Pierre’s 
absence, to confirm that he is not here, where he promised to meet me at noon. 

The osprey most definitely is not here today, even as I wish she were. I 
search the treetops along the pond’s perimeter to confirm my loss, or reaf-
firm my hope, as the case may be. Every now and again she does grace some 
other branch, though rarely. She has been just over there on that one, just 
once. Maybe twice. Not today. Once again, I search in vain. She is not here 
at all. Like Pierre on that fateful day in Paris, the osprey is not at the pond 
today. Her absence is up there, perched on that dead branch at the top of that 
dying tree.

It would be absurd, if not perverse, for me to find myself dismayed because 
the osprey is not here today, as if she ought to be on her perch like a little blue 
egg on the map of the world ought to indicate a real pond on the Earth; like 
the root-wrapped stone on which I usually stand to look for her ought to be 
where I expect to find it. I would be shocked, indeed, to find the stone gone; 
no less shocked than I would be if I found the osprey always and only there 
on her branch in the nature preserve, like a green granite sculpture in a city 
park. It is she who has absented herself today, even as she is elsewhere, and 
I experience this lack of her. My lack? The turtles’ lack? The pond’s lack? It 
is difficult to say. But hers is no mere “formal absence,” like a polar bear’s 
absence in this second-growth temperate forest well below the 66th parallel. 
Nor is it simply about a thing in some other location than where it “belongs” 
or doesn’t. Take it from the smoking scribbler: “if I do not find my package 
of tobacco in its usual spot, I do not say that it is absent even though I could 
declare that it ‘ought to be there,’”25 like my coffee cup that wasn’t where it 
usually is when I looked for it, or the Sultan of Morocco’s failure to be at the 
café on the day Pierre never showed up.26 The osprey’s is a concrete absence, 
an existential absence, an absence in the ways of meaning and mattering. This 
is a négatité in an avian, predatory, soaring and diving, coming and going 
way. It is a present and multivalent négatité, a nothingness found in all its 
palpable absence right here at this pond, discovered up on that branch, for all 
to experience, each of us in our way, or, if you insist, for at least some of us, 
to experience in some way. For me and for all these pond dwellers, this late-
morning gathers itself in its way around her absence. 

Lived experience—human, nonhuman, other-than-human, more-than-
human,27 it matters little at this stage of the description, even as it will matter 
so much later—experience gathers itself around an indefinitely broad range of 
somethings and nothings, like Pierre’s absence at the café back then in Paris, 
and the osprey’s absence here at this pond today; like my own absence from 
this pondy world next week, to say nothing of the osprey’s receding absence 
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from this planet—now no longer “endangered,” she is still “threatened,” as 
we say. Experience gathers itself around the range of concrete somethings—
tables and cups and customers, and trees and ospreys and ponds—and 
concrete nothings—think of all the unseen: the invisible, the nightfolk, the 
hidden or missing, all something just the same. These somethings and noth-
ings appear each in their manner of appearing, to each café patron as to every 
pond dweller, regular and tourist, resident and migrant alike. We pond dwell-
ers, here today, live the osprey’s absence, experience her absence amidst 
myriad presences, each in our own way, and also together. Sartre will insist 
that I and we do so more and better than the rest; but surely they do, each and 
all of them; and just as surely, I will insist now and argue later, Sartre’s more 
and better are misplaced. David Abram’s great suggestion bears repeating: 
“We are human only in contact, and conviviality, with what is not human.”28 
This remains to be seen. And this much is undeniable: we do find and make 
ourselves amidst manifold other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers, 
many present, some fading, others absent—to say nothing of the many that 
are gone for good. 

I am not the only one to notice the osprey’s absence today. How could 
I be? Could the young heron who just peeked from behind the little grassy 
mound and upon catching a glimpse of me lumbered into the air and flapped 
silently away not notice? I stood still as the stone on which I stand, or tried 
to, and she noticed me. And not for the first time. Could that same heron 
whom I have seen on dozens of occasions and who has almost certainly seen 
me many more times than I have her; could she not miss the osprey today? 
Perhaps. Perhaps not. Could the two turtles, peering and disappearing and 
reappearing again and again, now in the middle of the pond, now at the edge, 
now near the place where the brook arrives, facing a new direction each time 
they surface, briefly betrayed to the rest of us by a little raft of bubbles at each 
secret submergence; could they not notice that “flickering of nothingness” on 
the empty branch at the high side of the heart of this fullness of being, this 
plenum of presences, even though they needn’t bother to note it or to name 
it? And even though those turtles, like their not-so-distant missing raptor 
cousin, can perceive colors that we humans cannot and never could see, nor 
even ever imagine? Three sets of rods and three sets of cones and brains and 
bodies like ours just can’t do it, after all. The turtles, like the osprey, have 
four sets of each. Could those gifted seers not perceive the osprey’s absence 
at all? Would they not? It does seem fair to wonder. The burden of proof has 
shifted in these ecologically sensitive and ethologically sensible times. This 
is not a rhetorical point, though I will not raise the question here on behalf of 
the fishes just beneath the surface, for whom the osprey’s presence or absence 
mean things quite special—they don’t call the osprey a fish hawk for noth-
ing. And I dare not raise it on behalf of the ticks and other members of the 
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smaller majority29—they are mere insects, only bugs, somehow not worthy. 
And I certainly cannot ask it on behalf of the reeds and the grasses—for they 
are not thinking reeds and grasses, they are not sage.30 To say nothing at all 
of the myriads of invisibles, those nearest of all to nothing at all, who for all 
intents and purposes direct this earthly show despite their seeming absence 
from the worldly stage.31 Could they not? Would they not? Do they not? 
Given the seeming deep continuity of life and mind,32 these are anything but 
rhetorical questions. We will have to revisit them in earnest in chapter 5. For 
now, suffice it to say that these are relational questions, questions of present 
relations—of present presences and present absences and relations between 
them. What does this mean? 

Think again of Pierre. He has still not shown up, is still missing: 

It is in relation to other people that Pierre is absent. Absence is Pierre’s concrete 
mode of being in relation to Thérèse; it is a bond between human-realities, not 
between human-reality and the world. It is in relation to Thérèse that Pierre is 
absent from this location. Absence therefore is a bond of being between two 
or several human realities which necessitates a fundamental presence of these 
realities one to another and which, moreover, is only one of the particular con-
cretizations of this presence. For Pierre to be absent in relation to Thérèse is a 
particular way of his being present.33

Sartre insists, he always insists and never argues, that all relations arise from 
and redound to human relations. All relationalities—between presences 
and presences (Jean-Paul and Thérèse waiting together), between presences 
and absences (the two surveying the scene for the absent Pierre), between 
absences and absences (Pierre and whomever wherever they are)—are always 
and only human relations. Good for him. He must be wrong. It must be so 
with the osprey, with the turtles, with the fishes, at least, if not with the 
brambles and bugs. We know too much today to deny it. The question bears 
asking again and again: on which ground, on whose ground can we deny these 
multitudes of sensitive, sentient creatures and powers some perception of an 
absence today; and again, even if it is not a perception noted and named, even 
if it is not an awareness just like our own? Whether she is gone to the lake 
or to the river, whether gone south for the day or for the winter, the osprey’s 
absence is palpable, it is precisely the present form of her relation with the 
many of us here at this pond who might miss her.

The burden of proof is on those who deny it. The burden of proof is on 
Sartre, but he is gone. Let us play once more with his words—he can’t stop us: 
The osprey’s absence is defined in relation to a place where she might herself 
determine herself to be, but this place itself is delimited as a place, not by the 
site nor even by the solitary relations of the location to the osprey herself, but 
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by the presence of other creatures and powers.34 Is it such a stretch, really? 
Could these many creatures, each with their own powers, not notice a nothing 
at all at their pond? Could they utterly miss an absence right at the heart of 
their place? Could they with their many ways of seeing be so myopic? Like 
fools, and blind too? Perhaps. Perhaps not. Again, it cannot be overempha-
sized at this historical juncture: these are anything but rhetorical questions.

This is not the place to embroil ourselves further in the problem of “animal 
minds,” or to argue the case for “nonhuman consciousness.” We return to it in 
different ways in Part II, where we will see that even Sartre was not entirely 
blind to the question himself, despite his relentless insistence in countless 
formulations that “The world is human.”35 And despite the indiscretion of the 
multitudes who always and still turn a deaf ear, many animals more and less 
like us have argued their case well enough to at least a few animals like us 
who have bothered to listen.36

Two blue jays arrive in a chatty swirl. They settle together on a low branch 
side by side low in the osprey’s tree. One looks around. The other combs out 
the underside of his wing and looks around a bit too and combs some more. 
Feather by feather. Glance by glance. They look around and look to each 
other repeatedly, relative beings if ever there were two. If ever there were 
any. Relative, related, relational; it’s all the same to them. Soon enough they 
leave as they came, together and loud and fast across the water. They disap-
pear into the woods and add their little bit of nothingness to the osprey’s tree, 
and what is hers is theirs for a time. A new absence lingers a while over the 
pond. Soon enough it drifts eastward with the breeze behind the busy jays. 
They are gone, probably not forever.

From otHEr-tHAn-HumAn mindS to 
morE-tHAn-HumAn BodiES

A rustling in the leaves steals my empty intention. I see a lone squirrel. She 
sees me. She looks at me for a moment, and then continues her digging in the 
mulch near the edge of the pond. I follow her movements. She has work to 
do. This much is clear. It’s been a good day so far, from the look of things, 
long and productive already. She sits up to think for a moment, and then 
digs a bit more. I shift my weight and another twig snaps and she glances 
my way again, still as stone: “Somebody has seen me,” and “behold, now I 
am somebody!.”37 And is it so dreary to be somebody, after all, Ms. Dicken-
son’s protestations notwithstanding? Still, it can create difficulties. Troubled 
by my presence, the squirrel darts up yet another moribund oak and scurries 
out almost to the tip of a leafy branch, almost a bit too far out, I surmise. 
But what do I know of squirrelly ways? Perhaps it is just far enough. The 
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branch strains under her weight, oscillating like a horizontal pendulum tick-
ing off the march of time. Up and down. Up and down. The branch stills soon 
enough and she surveys the scene, the sky and the pond and the trees and 
me, and across the pond and just slightly higher than she, the osprey’s empty 
perch. She looks that way for a moment, then at me again, and she turns and 
heads back nearer to the solidity and stability of the trunk and disappears into 
her bowered flat. 

A single leaf falls away from the door. It drifts out and over the water and 
down and curls back toward the shore and settles in the muddy threshold. 
Between water and soil, between world and Earth. Soon enough the squir-
rel steps out again into the open air. Another quick glance around and she 
drops invisible down the back of the tree, in a rush of nothingness, from 
somewhere to nowhere to somewhere new, from seen to hidden to seen 
again, like the design in a carpet eclipsed by a table leg—Sartre’s example, 
to show that our bodily nature is in part our particular lived placement in a 
world.38 Who is behind the tree? The squirrel or I? It’s a good question, even 
if William James is right to point out that it is an inescapably ambiguous 
question, if not an impractical one.39 “I nevertheless grasp [the squirrel] as 
presently existing, as veiled and not at all as absent.”40 I know she is there. 
We are each the Other’s presence, forgiven but not forgotten, even if only for 
an instant, that dream hiatus between past and present that I call a moment 
and that she, too, must live, though she need not note it or name at all. Or so 
it seems to me. She returns to her business and I to mine; she to her digging 
and I to my watching. 

The osprey arrives and settles on her perch. I am enrapt again for a spell. 
Time passes and soon my eyes tire and I lay the binoculars against my chest. 
They hang, unneeded, indifferent. I look at her some more. She looks around 
and looks at me and looks down at the water. She is more patient than I, 
though perhaps not so patient as the fish she hunts.41 My attention wanders. 
Hers does not. Or so it seems to me.

I see the squirrel again, at the door of her nest. She enters and I am left to 
imagine her home, its diffusely lighted ambiance, its leafy furnishings, its 
quiet. I imagine the earthy aroma of her little private world. She has taken 
her place. I bend Sartre’s words again: “It is not possible for this squirrel 
not to have a place; otherwise her relation to the world would be a state of 
survey, and the world would no longer be manifested to her in any way at 
all.”42 A particular place is the necessary condition of any point of view; 
one’s place is the vantage point upon which, as noted above, everything 
depends. And so it must be for the squirrel, despite the familiar inclination 
to deny her any nontrivial range of sensitivities and sensibilities, and the 
too-common inclination to refuse her any such sensitivities and sensibili-
ties as the ones we possess; despite the profound similarity of her body to 
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ours, despite the precious unique necessity of our own lived experience that 
Sartre holds so dear: “Human reality is being in so far as within its being 
and for its being it is the unique foundation of nothingness at the heart 
of being”; and despite his reflexive insistence on the point: “it is through 
human reality that there is a world”; and despite his equally constrictive 
view of place: “Human-reality is the being which causes a place to come 
to objects. Human reality alone, in so far as it is its own possibilities, can 
originally take a place.”43 Despite all this, we know better. Given what we 
know today about bodies in environments, to say nothing of brains in bod-
ies,44 to deny the squirrel her place here and now is absurd, if not perverse. 
Her body is not so unlike ours, after all, nor her brain. Could her relation 
with and in her environment be?

Consider a powerful and well-known passage from Being and Nothingness 
(note that typically only the last of the three sentences is quoted):

Thus to say that I have entered into the world, ‘come to the world,’ or that there 
is a world, or that I have a body is one and the same thing. In this sense my body 
is everywhere in the world; it is over there in the fact that the lamp-post hides 
the bush which grows along the path, as well as in the fact that the roof up there 
is above the windows of the sixth floor or in the fact that a passing car swerves 
from right to left behind the truck or that the woman who is crossing the street 
appears smaller than the man who is sitting on the sidewalk in front of the café. 
My body is co-extensive with the world, spread across all things, and at the same 
time it is condensed into this single point which all things indicate and which I 
am without being able to know it.”45

But perhaps this is to take a step we are not here prepared to take with the 
squirrel here at the edge of this pond or up there in that tree. A claim we are 
unwilling to make on behalf of the squirrel. I am reminded of Sartre’s own 
shift in The Imaginary, made almost begrudgingly, from phenomenological 
description to experimental psychology, from the description of essences to 
the confirmation of hypotheses through observation and structured experi-
ence, from “the certain” to “the probable,” as the eager young phenomenolo-
gist would have it.46 Such a shift is called for here, to an animal-oriented 
inflection of Sartre’s human-centered reflection, from phenomenological 
description to properly experimental ethology. Called for, yes, even if not 
necessary for the present purposes. In this context, it will suffice to note 
that we have no phenomenological ground upon which to deny this squir-
rel her bodily place—no ground, that is, short of the negation that is but 
habitual presumption. How could we deny her a place? By what possible 
criterion short of hubris given effects of truth? By which standard short of an 
imagined exception and exclusion rendered real? This too is not a rhetorical 
question—though I dare not raise it on behalf of the salamanders looking for 
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the dragonfly nymphs they eat in the reeds and grasses through which they 
slither. And so it is with the squirrel resting in her nest, with the heron hunting 
near the shore, with the osprey scrutinizing us all from her high perch, as it is 
with me. I see the squirrel again. I hear the heron squawk again. I look again 
at the osprey. Everybody is in place. Every body is in its place. The stage is 
set. One can almost hear the director shout, “Places everyone! Places!” A 
silence settles over the theater. All is quiet for a moment. And then, out of 
that “resonant field of undifferentiated noises in which the particular sound on 
which we focused is swallowed up”47 comes a new sound, one I have never 
heard before. 

I look around. There is nothing there. Nothing but this uncanny sound, like 
the senses themselves, “everywhere and yet everywhere inapprehensible.”48 
I crouch and listen more. More silence at first, and then, as I still my body 
as best I can, the sound again. It is like the smallest wind through the small-
est leaves. Like the smallest rain on the smallest day. What is it? I look and 
listen harder. I twist my head. Squint my eyes. Lean forward. Crane my neck. 
Cup my ears. Pull myself together. What is it? And then I see them. Ants. 
Multitudes and myriads of them, hurrying across the dry leaves. I hear and 
see—it takes both at once to convince me—that it is they who make this tiny 
racket. Their miniscule work rattles this Earth. Their little business shakes 
my world. They live in or under that rotted log, I surmise. I can tell by the 
way whatever they are carrying comes from one direction only and disap-
pears under the decaying tree. The others head out against the tide, empty-
mandibled. Then more sounds. Bigger sounds. A string of chirps from some 
high perch up there, followed by a single strident peep just over there, and a 
rustle in the leaves under a gathering breeze. All of it conspires to drown out 
this tiny effervescence. I lose track of it in the ruckus. It is gone and I can’t 
find it again.

The squirrel sits up again. She looks and listens. Alert. Watchful. Plan-
ning. She queries me, questions my intentions. “I can question by a look, by 
a gesture,”49 and so can she. Her upright attentiveness asks me, “What are 
you going to do next? Should I run up this tree, or not? Make up your mind 
so I can make up mine!” I don’t oblige, and soon enough she loses interest in 
me and I surmise from her bodily disposition that she senses something else, 
someone else, perhaps. Mind you, she does not have a sensation, nor do I, 
nor do you: she senses something by sensuous bodily means. “Sensation is a 
pure daydream of the psychologist,” Sartre writes. “Nevertheless, the senses 
are there. There is sight, touch, hearing. . . . It is always the note of the violin 
which I hear. But it is necessary that I hear it through a door by the open 
window or in a concert hall.”50 It is necessary that I hear her digging in the 
leaves over there next to that fallen Beech, that she hears me faking silence, 
she sees me feigning invisibility over here by this oak, so that we might go 
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about our body-minded business, so that we can get on with the earthly work 
of world-making.

ExCurSuS on tHE Body oF SArtrE’S Big Book

Yes, the body is where it all begins, even for Sartre. This is key, and no 
shear insistence on his part. He argues it carefully and well in Being and 
Nothingness. Let’s follow a short side-trail to a vista to see the whole thing 
at once. This will save of the trouble of worrying about the various dualisms 
of which Sartre has been repeatedly and wrongly accused—ontological, epis-
temological, psychological, political—and which he always explicitly and 
emphatically rejected. 

Sartre’s ontology makes the best sense it makes in light of the phenomenol-
ogy of the body that lies at its center. Sartre’s phenomenology of conscious-
ness is, as it were, ontologically coextensive with his phenomenology of the 
body. And the key to this existential bond is the bond of body and world. 
Sartre argues in detail that this bond characterizes all human experience—
and, many now argue, it characterizes much other-and-more-than-human 
experience, too. In short, and despite conventional misinterpretations of 
Being and Nothingness, world and body and consciousness are ontologically 
one. Sartre is unequivocal on the matter of his monism; and he is equally 
unequivocal on the matter of conscious embodiment. That he is repeatedly 
accused of various flavors of dualism is a curious twist of fate, to say the least.

Much misunderstanding and misguided invective could be avoided if read-
ers would take Sartre at his word. This, in turn, requires that readers take his 
first big book seriously as a book. Let me offer a brief argument in this regard, 
with a little help from the person who has made it best. 

I was long ago convinced of the internal coherence of Sartre’s monism, 
and this conviction has only been enhanced by the attention Joseph Catalano 
has given to the logical structure of Being and Nothingness. Catalano’s 
basic claim is simple to state: the logic of Sartre’s ontology runs “from the 
abstract to the concrete.” Thus, for example, we must wait the 300 or so 
pages to get from consciousness to the body, even though the two are one; 
even though the body has, of necessity, been there all along.51 This is as it 
should be. As Sartre rightly reminds us, “it is necessary to establish an order 
of our reflections which conforms to the order of being.”52 What else can an 
ontologist do? Other sorts of ontologists might prefer a different order, but 
if the ontology is to be phenomenological, and the order of inquiry is to lead 
from the abstract to the concrete, it must lead from for-itself to for-others to 
the body-for-others to lived-body, for that is the order in which the relevant 
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phenomena show up in experience. Thus, Sartre states unequivocally, albeit 
halfway through his very long book: “Being-for-itself must be wholly body 
and it must be wholly consciousness, it can not be united with a body . . . 
there are no ‘psychic phenomena’ there to be united with the body. There 
is nothing behind the body. But the body is wholly ‘psychic’.” We must, 
of phenomenological necessity, speak of the body and consciousness, for 
there are two phenomena, two ontological structures, as Sartre prefers, to be 
accounted for. They are of “different and incommunicable levels of being, 
they can not be reduced to one another.”53 There is a “mind-body problem,” 
to be sure, but reduction is not—nor is it ever, for Sartre—the solution to 
the problem. The problem is experiential. Or, if you prefer, the problem is 
existential. Or, if you prefer, the problem is ontological. Each level draws us 
to the others.

The phenomenological irreducibility of the for-itself is not a result of 
its being fractured into two ontologically separate realities, the one noetic 
and the other somatic, the one “mental” and the other “physical.” True, we 
experience minds and bodies; and they are not two. This is not math. It is 
ontology. The dual-aspect character of lived experience of mind and body 
is just a necessary condition of our manner of being-in-the-world, “the 
contingent form which is assumed by the necessity of my contingency.”54 
Again, and this too cannot be overemphasized, Sartre is unequivocal: “We 
know that there is not a for-itself on the one hand and a world on the other 
as closed entities for which we must subsequently seek some explanation as 
to how they communicate. The for-itself is a relation to the world.”55 The 
worldliness of this world and the worldliness of my conscious, fleshy body 
are one in the same—to say nothing of a squirrel’s conscious furry body or 
a fishes conscious scaly body or an osprey’s conscious feathery body. Fur, 
fin, and feather, fleshy bodies all. This is just a more open-textured take on 
Sartre’s stubbornly humanist inflection of the inherently monistic doctrine 
of intentionality. All consciousness is consciousness of something. The one 
cannot be separated from the other. Sartre begins with the more abstract and 
makes his way to the more concrete because this is the ontological order of 
inquiry mandated by the phenomenology. 

This is why Sartre often writes “consciousness (of) such-and-such,” with 
the preposition in parentheses. The parenthetical preposition is an attempt to 
capture something of the inherent ambiguity that keeps us fixated on the rela-
tion between mind and body as a philosophical problem. And the odd blend 
of punctuation and grammar helps, at least a little. We make some progress 
when we write mind-body problem. Hyphens are unambiguous enough, even 
if the things they link may not be. Philosophical hyphens help us to think 
separate things together, often against our habit of thinking them apart. Think 
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of the trajectory from “body and mind” to “body-mind” to “bodymind.” 
Hyphens do good middle-ground work. Still, they rarely fully succeed, and if 
they do, they may do so at the cost of real ambiguity. Sartre’s “(of)” does a 
different kind of work. We see the ambiguity that is there as at once para-en-
thetical and pre-positional—to let the hyphen do a little etymological work—
as at once located inside and placed before. The parenthetical preposition in 
“consciousness (of)” draws consciousness and its object together and keeps 
them apart; it points univocally to the relation and preserves the ambiguity 
of the relation. The parentheses remind us that, phenomenologically, we 
will never encounter either without the other; the preposition reminds us 
that, ontologically, we might put either before the other, “consciousness” 
or “such-and-such”; neither side, strictly speaking, has ontological priority, 
even as the noetic side has phenomenological primacy for us—a key Sartrean 
prepositional to which we will return more than once in subsequent chapters. 
This is no mere ambivalence. The ambiguity is there, tucked between in-itself 
and for-itself, and nestled amidst the body-for-others and the lived body and 
myself, as consciousness (of) ambiguity.

All this ambiguity notwithstanding, the point cannot be overemphasized: 
Sartre was a strict monist. There are not two separate kinds of being that 
need somehow to be joined, even if the order of inquiry must follow the 
“order of being,” even if our ontological descriptions must take account of 
multiple levels or domains or aspects of phenomenological pertinence. If we 
take Sartre at his word, to suggest otherwise is the ultimate impertinence. On 
this matter, too, he could hardly be more emphatic, or clearer—nor I daresay, 
more ecologically sensitive: 

The body is the totality of meaningful relations to the world. In this sense it 
is defined also by reference to the air which it breathes, to the water which it 
drinks, to the food which it eats. The body in fact could not appear without 
sustaining meaningful relations with the totality of what is. Like action, life is 
a transcended transcendence and a meaning. There is no difference in nature 
between action and life conceived as a totality.56

And that totality, like the consciousness of it, is wholly embodied: “the body 
is what consciousness is; it is not even anything except body. The rest is 
nothingness and silence.”57 Sartre draws us back and forth between the inher-
ently ambiguous contributions of consciousness and the contributions of its 
object, of mind and body, of world and Earth. He refuses their separation; he 
refuses their conflation. They are two equally real experienced dimensions 
of an ontological unity. Later, when Sartre moves toward a more staunchly 
materialist posture, this same sensitivity to ambiguity will find new inflec-
tions. Praxis becomes an earthly inflection of the very real ambiguities of our 
world. More on this in the Third Interval. 
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But enough of ambiguity. The sun is high. The air is still. I lay my body 
across the stone. We are warmer now, the stone and I. Eyes closed, I doze 
in the silence with nothing much on my mind. And soon, I am asleep. Or 
perhaps I should say, I am sleep. 

tHE FAllEn

I awaken briefly and look for the osprey. She is there. We pondfolk here and 
now, dwellers and watchers, residents, guests, and interlopers alike, we must 
now live our consciousness (of) her mindful presence amidst other absences, 
just as we earlier and each in our way experienced her bodily absence amidst 
many other presences. Each in our own way, and also together in some way. 
We know this to a moral certainty and beyond a reasonable doubt. Or so I 
imagine as I drift off once more to dreamland.

A plop!-splash! rouses me. I sit up and study the opposite shore with naked 
eyes, then through the extra lenses of my small, powerful binoculars. Noth-
ing. I gaze nakedly again, through my own lenses. The other shore looks 
right. It presents the appearance of a natural pond’s edge, like a pond’s edge 
should be in some imagined sense of a properly pondy pond—like the small 
blue egg I had gone looking for on that fateful morning should have been. 
The shore is uneven, ragged, varied, colorful, all aquiver in its way, dense and 
variegated, a surplus of qualities, all of them spontaneously if not all at once 
given to my perception as this pond’s shore. Sartre writes in The Imaginary:

In the world of perception, no ‘thing’ can appear without maintaining an infinity 
of relations to other things. Better, it is this infinity of relations—as well as the 
infinity of relations that its elements support—it is this infinity of relations that 
constitutes the very essence of a thing. Hence a kind of overflowing in the world 
of ‘things’: there is, at every moment, always infinitely more than we can see; 
to exhaust the richness of my current perception would take an infinite time.58 

It is true. The more I look, the more I see. I scan the edge some more.
Over there, that’s where the action is. Or so it appears from here. The sun 

tracks its parabolic course along the ravine. It shines most of the day on that 
side, the far side and later and warmer side; it only warms this side in the 
morning, the near side for me for now. I head for a different stone, one that 
will soon be in the sun on that other shore. The shore appears to be what it 
is and only what it is, the-edge-of-a-pond-in-itself. And yet as I pass through 
frenzied swarms of no-see-ums, and frogs leap and plunge one after another 
before my steps and grasses bend beneath them and tiny fishes dart away from 
the brink of desiccation into the watery depths all busy and green and teeming 
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with the promiscuity of life, it is perhaps more as though I am passing along 
the-edge-of-a-pond-for-itself, the edge of a pond in the mode of becoming, 
a perpetual elicitation, a collectively wrought and meaningful solicitation, 
even, dare I say it, a pond’s edge that, much like Sartre’s precious “human 
reality,” is what it is not and is not what it is, that is in the mode of not being 
itself but in the manner of being toward. A becoming transcendence, ever so 
slow, ever so patient; it fashions itself so slowly, so patiently, with so much 
nothingness and silence that I fear I have gone too far, that with such musings 
I only amuse myself as with a pleasant dream, that I comfort myself as with 
an imaginary friend, nothing more. And I think, like the child, “you can’t see 
my imaginary friend!” And yet by which criterion shall I deny this pond its 
existence, its manner of transcendence? By which rule, the dream’s or the 
friend’s or the pond’s? What exactly do I know that will awaken me, that will 
return me to my dogmatic wakefulness that will reconvince and reconvict me 
and the rest of my kind that we are, after all, not here together with the other-
and-more-than-human but are here altogether alone? These are not rhetorical 
questions. We will return to them in earnest in Part III.

Something distracts me from these reveries, something pressing, some 
hard and heavy thought from home that steals me from the pond. Sartre knew 
the syndrome well: “We have a head full of half-stone-like thoughts,” he 
scribbled in his notebook, “They are not what will help us free ourselves.”59 I 
become vaguely anxious, unfocused: responsibilities, expectations, planning, 
like an anxious squirrel at the first scent of snow, like an osprey the day she 
decides to continue south for the winter, like a turtle that must burrow into 
the mud before the ice arrives. I close my eyes to shake free of the mineral 
thoughts. I open them, and still I am there; the pond and I, still there together. 
I continue to make my way around its hectic, diligent edge. 

A little micro-community catches my eye. It explodes in earth tones of 
green and brown on the north side of a boulder between me and the larger 
one of my intentions. I am reoriented, now by and for this little living world, 
this Earth in miniature so familiar to me from childhood, blossoming atop 
this overturned sedimentary being. Ferns, lichens, mosses, grasses, even 
three little saplings of some sort have managed to get a grip in the thin layer 
of incipient humus, still mostly leaves half-baked in a topside relief. They 
will not survive long, the three arboreal aspirants, I surmise. For now they 
flourish, together with all the others.

I decide to climb up to have a better look. I make my way, carefully, or 
so I think. Hand over hand, my feet obedient to my every decision, or so I 
imagine. It is harder than it would have been for the child I was. And then I 
slip a little. I am fairly high up, at least for the child I am not. It would not 
be an easy fall for me, now. “At this moment fear appears, which in terms 
of the situation is the apprehension of myself as a destructible transcendent 
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in the midst of transcendents.” No, it is not as easy as I had hoped, and I 
am vulnerable. I slip again, and focus. “My reaction will be of the reflective 
order; I will pay attention. . . . I realize myself as pushing away the threaten-
ing situation with all my strength. . . . These conducts are my possibilities. 
I escape fear by the very fact that I am placing myself on a plane where my 
own possibilities are substituted for the transcendent probabilities where 
human action [has] to take place.”60 From sure-footedness to the slippery 
slope. From the certain to the probable. A palpable and potentially painful 
twist on Sartre’s begrudging methodological bait-and-switch in The Imagi-
nary.61 I am stuck with it. “We must work without hope,” he somewhere 
quips. Near the upper edge of the big stone, not so nimble as a squirrel, I 
slip once more, and for the last time. I take a fall. In that moment, for the 
duration of that fall, I am drawn together, wholly “an object in the world, 
subject to gravitation,” and yet also wholly “my own possibilities.” I will be 
hurt, a little or a lot. This much is certain. I must take up this falling in my 
own way, lest I break a bone. Lest I die. It is possible, albeit improbable. It 
has happened to others in far less precarious situations than mine. If in the 
instant of this fall someone could stop time and space and motion to ask me, 
“What are you, right now?” it would be fair enough to respond that I am this 
falling; I am this very negotiation of this very fall amidst these very trees 
and stones at the edge of this very pond; I am wholly and solely this falling 
by this rock by this pond in these woods. Of course, no one asks, though 
some may be watching—human, other-than-human, more-than-human, it 
hardly matters, even as it matters so much. And who wants to know but 
me? And besides, “the fact that [a] moving body is identical with itself at 
departure and at arrival . . . does not predetermine in any respect what it has 
been while it was in motion.”62 How much more so for me, or for the squir-
rel who leaps for one branch and ends up safely on another? And every now 
and then, just as I misstep, she, too, mis-leaps. She, too, misses. I have seen 
it with my own eyes in other places. Every now and again she takes a fall, 
long and fast and flailing, that ends in a painful thud and a worried scurry to 
the nearest tree where she will try again. And again. If, as Sartre insists, “the 
infinite division of time is founded in [the] absolute exteriority” exempli-
fied by the moving body,63 then this discreet moment, were I asked of it and 
able to answer, must be founded in this, my, absolute interiority as I live the 
absolute exteriority of this, my, body, all at once and together. Immanence 
and transcendence intermingled through an imminent fracture in my being-
for-itself; inside and outside held together in anticipation of a broken bone. 
Take your pick. It is the same with the squirrel’s every leap to safety. And 
so it must be with the osprey’s every dive and plunge for dinner. Successful 
or not, first she has to smash through the concrete surface in just the right 
way, lest she break a wing. 
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In this fall I come to know myself as I am, my body wholly psychic, my 
psyche wholly body. Who falls? It is I. I fall like a stone and my left shin 
bangs hard against one. I handle the fall well enough and push away from the 
stone and loosen up and roll away through crispy damp leaves until this (my) 
motion stops, and this (my) body lies still, and this (my) mind steadies. I did 
fall, though mine was not a simple bodily fall: it was an oriented falling; and 
I remain an oriented fallen. My heart races and I peer up through the trees 
until I get back on my feet and brush myself off feeling oddly gathered to the 
pond, a leaf in my hair, a bit of grit between my teeth. The focus lasts for a 
time. A surge of adrenalin, they tell me, to negotiate the ongoing negotiation; 
and another of dopamine, they tell me, to soothe the contusion and soften the 
confusion. Such surges, and others no doubt, and all of it more and better 
than any of them. I rub my shin. It will hurt more later. There will be a bruise 
tomorrow. I will have to explain it to my wife. 

I smile and stand and continue my upsurge along the pond’s upsurging 
edge, leaving the little micro-world of my dreams and the warm stone of my 
original intentions for another day. And perhaps too reflective, I find myself 
asking again if this still pond, like me, is what it is not and is not what it is; 
if it is the essence of water and if the water is the essence of the pond; if it is 
all these other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers and a little of me, 
too; if it is all the relations among us; if it is more. I move away with a slight 
limp, imperceptible to all but me. No doubt many observe my departure. A 
stick cracks beneath my leaden foot and the osprey spreads her wings and 
steps into the air and flaps away toward the setting sun. It’s been a good day 
for all of us, long and productive.

oF EArtHly quEStionS And Worldly AnSWErS

When she was about five my niece was an excellent philosopher. Most 
children are. After a series of “why-thises?” and “why-thats?” and “why-
everything-elses?” she asked me quite seriously and without any guile, “But, 
Uncle Matthew, why why?” This is a good question. The question of ques-
tions. Like every question it transcends its own terms; questioning “is not 
simply the objective totality of the words” arranged with an interrogatory 
syntax; it is “a human attitude filled with meaning,” Sartre insists, a semantic 
event of the utmost significance. Whether and to what extent and in what 
way questioning proper is proper to humans alone, or is also proper to other-
and-more-than-human creatures and powers each in their way, remains an 
open question—at least for some. It was for Sartre in his way. In any case, 
to question is to adopt a meaning-laden attitude in the mode of asking. And 
like the question of other-and-more-than-human meaning itself, and as with 
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every question ever posed, to ask at all in any way is to bring forth “a kind of 
expectation,” even a demand: “I expect a reply from the being questioned.”64 
For example, I ask a pond to tell me something about why we’re here and 
what matters and a way forward. I expect an answer. This question guides 
this study, and if you are reading these words, you expect an answer too. And 
well you should. But what kind of question is that. And what kind of answer 
can we expect from a pond? 

We need not be too restrictive. Sartre reassures us: “it is not necessarily 
a person whom the questioner questions about being.” We often question 
people, to be sure. We also question things. “If my watch stops, I can ques-
tion the watchmaker about the cause of the stopping, but it is the various 
mechanisms of the watch that the watchmaker will in turn question.” And so 
it will have to be with the pond, if it deigns to give us an answer at all, we 
must address it directly. As with the watch and the watchmaker, the pond 
itself is our interlocutor. We must turn to it for answers. Regarding the kinds 
of answers we might receive, Sartre is equally clear: “what the watchmaker 
expects from the works of the watch, is not a judgment; it is a disclosure 
of being on the basis of which we can make a judgment.” Look through 
the magnifier. See there, that cog? That tiny bent tooth tells us something. 
It speaks volumes. “And if I expect a disclosure of being, I am prepared at 
the same time for the eventuality of a disclosure of non-being.”65 Now look 
again. At least eight teeth are missing from that one there. We have the whole 
story through this mix of one little something and several tiny nothings. Thus 
there are at least two basic kinds of answers. “The reply will be a ‘yes’ or a 
‘no’.”66 Sartre includes the indefinite article—“a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’”—and we 
ought to take him at his word. Answers are not only always or only given in 
a binary frame, as in “on” or “off.” They come, when they do and more often 
than not, in a rather more analogue than digital sense, as the many species of 
duck fall under a single genus with fuzzy boundaries, as the many ponds in 
the world have in common that they are neither lakes nor puddles. Answers 
come in flavors of affirmation and negation, like something or somebody or 
sometimes; or nothing or nobody or not yet or never. Like maybe or perhaps. 
Think, to take a familiar example, of a small blue egg on an outdated map 
that marks a pond that isn’t there. Think of a dried-up little pond in the woods 
that says nothing. Think of the several ponds discussed in the prologue and 
all that they told the child I was, to say nothing of the one we have begun to 
explore and all that I’ve led you to hope it might tell you. If you’ve come this 
far you must think the question worth asking. If you’ve come this far, you 
must expect an answer.

Sartre is no stranger to the question. And for good reason, the reader into 
the odyssey of Being and Nothingness enters through the doorway of ques-
tioning. The title of the first subsection of the first chapter is “The Question,” 
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tout court. What interests Sartre in this three page overture is the way in 
which asking, the act of questioning, interrogativity itself, points to an open-
ing in being, to a rupture in the real, and so to nothingness itself. How so? 
Consider two questions, related but distinct: “Is there a pond nearby?” and 
“Is negation, as the structure of the judicative proposition, at the origin of 
nothingness?”67 Despite appearances to the contrary, these two questions, 
one clear and to the point, the other obscure and ponderous, have something 
important in common. What gives them their character as questions is the 
way each points to or intends its object at once by means of a negation and as 
nonbeing. What does this mean? Well, I’m not certain (the negation), but it is 
possible that there is a pond nearby; then again, maybe there isn’t (the nonbe-
ing). And again, perhaps the negative judgment is the origin of nothingness 
(which would make it a purely subjective negation, an idea Sartre rejects); 
then again, maybe it isn’t (which hints at its reality as objective nonbeing, 
which Sartre affirms). To be sure, the questions elicit these negations, but 
each negation is of the world, in both the transitive and intransitive senses. 
Each negates the world insofar as each is a part of the world in the mode 
of nonbeing. “And all the intuitions of detail which I can have are filled by 
these,” among other things, “all [of them] phenomena which have a transphe-
nomenal being.”68 Objectively, whether the phenomenon is a new skyscraper 
or a fallen one, or a remnant of last year’s nest flattened under a fallen branch, 
or a duckling separated from its brood, to choose examples closer to the pond 
in question: the negation is there; its concrete nothingness is real; there are 
nothingnesses. What does this mean? And how might it be pertinent to our 
little pond in the woods, if not to our earthly and worldly troubles? Once 
again, it does seem fair to wonder. Once again, this remains to be seen.

So phenomenological ontology, if not philosophy tout court, begins with 
the question. With negation. With nothingness. Take your pick. Isn’t this just 
another way of saying that philosophy begins with wonder? I think it is. And 
wonder is no less the driving force of the ecological thought than it is (or 
should be) of any other thought or manner of thinking. Ecological philosophy 
is guided, in part, by wonder at nature, as we call it, the many protestations of 
anti-Romantics notwithstanding; just as philosophical ecology, notwithstand-
ing the protests of some anti-humanists, is driven, in part, by wonder at our 
worldly manner of belonging in nature, by the question of the proper place 
of humankind in the broader earthly frame and within the community of the 
living Earth. Such a wonder there is. 

These are among the most ancient of human concerns, cutting a deep swath 
through prehistory and persisting even in thick of every smoggy megacity 
today. Ritual, pragmatic, and idiosyncratic expressions of that same wonder, 
and largely implicit answers to questions of our proper place, most certainly 
date back to the Paleolithic. Practical ideologies emerged vividly in the early 
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Neolithic, if not in the Mesolithic, and were soon followed by more ramified 
theoretical systems; and both the practices and the theories continue to find 
ever-new inflections as the Holocene unfolds—and perhaps approaches a pre-
mature end and a new beginning, about which more in chapter 7. In the wake 
of the agricultural revolution, increasingly complex religious and metaphysi-
cal philosophies developed, each with its distinctive understanding of the 
cosmos, each with its practical explanation of the elements, processes, and 
purposes of the cosmic order, and each with its own fundamental anthropol-
ogy.69 The fields of specifically philosophical inquiry which I gather under the 
umbrella term “ecological philosophy,” like environmental philosophy, envi-
ronmental ethics, eco-phenomenology, philosophy of ecology, and the rest, 
are of the same pedigree as the many older and ancient wisdom traditions. 
The various domains of ecological philosophy are just so many modern-
day disciplined inflections of that same primordial human wondering about 
nature, experience, and the human place. We find it evidenced in the earliest 
of human artifacts and across the cultural spectrum, even today. The question, 
it seems, has staying power.

How could it be otherwise? We are in question. Everything is. “Nothing-
ness lies coiled in the heart of being—like a worm.”70 It sounds creepy, I 
know, but we should forgive the recovering novelist his literary flourishes. 
(And the worm is a better figure than it may seem, the Earth-maker-qua-
world-maker par excellence, as we will see in chapter 5.) Just two pages later 
Sartre makes it sound a little better: “We see nothingness making the world 
iridescent, casting a shimmer over things.”71 This is what good questions do. 
They make the Earth shine, and the world, too, as the questioner incandesces 
in spectral wonder. 

But enough of wonder for now. What have we accomplished in this first 
visit to the pond? At least a few things. In this preliminary and exploratory 
step we have seen something of what the early Sartre might have to offer to the 
interested ecological philosopher. As it turns out, he can help us to see the for-
est and the trees and also the pond-in-itself. What’s more, as we wend our way 
around its muddy edge and mingle with its many creatures and manifold pow-
ers, we have come to see something of the pond-for-itself—Sartre’s implicit 
protestations notwithstanding—and perhaps to hear something of what it has 
to say: a first comment about more-than-human earthly creatures and other-
than-human worldly powers. And, unsurprisingly, Sartre has helped us to 
catch a first glimpse of our earthly selves along our worldly way, erstwhile 
alien, interim guest, longtime resident. Ever curious and sometimes bruised.

We have only scratched the surface, but we have made a start. And we’re 
ready for a second pass. Before we proceed we should think a bit about how 
the later Sartre might guide us, and about why we might do well to follow 
him, at least for part of the way. 
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Second Interval

on method and Substance

dialectics

For us, truth is something which becomes, it has and will have become. 
It is a totalization which is forever being totalized. Particular facts do 
not signify anything; they are neither true nor false so long as they are 
not related, through the mediation of various partial totalities, to the 
totalization in process.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Search for a Method (1957)1

At this stage of the study, we shift from phenomenological explorations 
undertaken in the spirit of Being and Nothingness toward dialectical inves-
tigations inspired by the structural and historical orientation of Search for a 
Method and Critique of Dialectical Reason. We have no choice. Phenomenol-
ogy is necessary but not sufficient. Before we proceed, we ought to face anew 
the question of how to proceed, the matter of method—which, recall, is for 
Sartre always also a what and why question, a matter of substance. As with 
the First Interval (and the remaining three), the impatient reader may skim 
this discussion and proceed to the next chapter without losing the thread of 
the argument. And again, if you choose to skip ahead, I encourage you to 
return here before proceeding to Part II. It will repay a proper perusal, I think. 
Given the developments in Sartre’s thought across the two decades from his 
earliest thoughts toward what would become Being and Nothingness to the 
publication of Critique of Dialectical Reason, we must think a bit about just 
how to take this next step to the pond if we are to take it with him. 

So, what of the maturing Sartre, the Sartre of the late 1940s and 1950s? 
(We will come to the Sartre of the 1960s in chapters 6 and 7.) What of Sartre 
the evermore self-consciously dialectical phenomenologist, if not Sartre the 
dialectician, tout court? It is this Sartre that we must first describe. 
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diAlECtiCAl ExpEriEnCE

We may begin with a nutshell version the story of Sartre’s movement from 
phenomenological ontology to a materialist dialectics—a story which, need-
less to say, can be and has been told in a number of ways.2 The story begins 
and ends with Sartre’s growing sensitivity to the integrativity of history and 
to its essential openness. As he writes early in Notebooks for an Ethics, “For 
an event to be historical it must always have an infinite future owing to the 
infinity of possible interpretations. It has its depth in freedom, that is, in an 
unmade future.”3 This is a guiding insight for the maturing Sartre, and it is 
fundamental to his mature understanding of the dialectic. Not incidentally, it 
reflects his lifelong sensitivity to the integrative and open-ended character of 
a human life. The dialectic is about freely making the future—and this even 
if that freedom is an alienated freedom—to see what we can make of what we 
have been made. This is what it is like to be human, whether alone or in pas-
sive collectives or in active groups. Sartre is explicit and emphatic about this 
by the time of the Search.4 In one of literally dozens of ever-varying defini-
tions of the dialectic scattered throughout his writings from the period—both 
within and outside the Critique—Sartre writes,

The experience of the dialectic is itself dialectical: this means that it develops 
and organizes itself on all levels. At the same time, it is the very experience of 
living, since to live is to act and be acted on, and since the dialectic is the ratio-
nality of praxis. . . . [The dialectic] will set out from lived experience (le vécu) 
in order gradually to discover all the structures of praxis.5

The dialectic is the rationality of praxis, the intelligibility of action toward 
daily and historical goals, that renders the experiential and historical struc-
tures of that same activity comprehensible. And in order to undertake the ren-
dering, the dialectic must begin with the phenomenology of lived experience. 
This sounds dialectical enough. But what does it mean? 

Sartre’s earlier emphasis on the phenomenology of experience is, in all 
its distinctness, continuous with his later emphasis on the dialectical ratio-
nality of praxis. I examine Sartre’s mature understanding of praxis in detail 
in the Third Interval (following chapter 5). As far as a definition of praxis, 
for the purposes of this Interval we may let Hazel Barnes’ unvarnished 
explanation suffice: “The Greek word praxis means ‘deed’ or ‘action.’ As 
Sartre uses it, praxis refers to any purposeful human activity.” Barnes notes 
further, and not incidentally, that Sartre’s mature understanding of praxis 
“is closely allied to the existential project which Sartre made so important a 
part of his philosophy in Being and Nothingness.”6 He has already given us a 
clue as to this close alliance, noted also by Barnes, and to both the similarity 
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and the difference between the earlier and the later perspectives: in each 
case, we begin at the level of lived experience; on the one hand, phenom-
enological experience, on the other, dialectical experience (the difference); 
and yet the two are of necessity also one (the similarity). And Sartre points 
us to the deeper continuity, the “double-sensation” of method, if you will: 
“Husserl could speak of apodictic certainty without much difficulty, but this 
is because he remained on the level of pure, formal consciousness appre-
hending itself in its formality.” This is, again, not incidentally, a formalist 
failing of which the very early Sartre, despite his many innovations beyond 
the Husserlian template, was not entirely innocent. He continues, “but, for 
us, it is necessary to find our apodictic experience in the concrete world of 
history.”7 This is a critical, in my estimation, arguably the critical transfor-
mative methodological insight for the mature Sartre. And for the following 
reasons.

If Sartre never loses sight of “the equivocal givens of experience,”8 he still 
hopes to have found a way to sort through intrinsic ambiguity that yields 
something apodictic; or if you prefer, something that has structural traits and 
historical effects of certainty. We must still, and at the same time, give phe-
nomenological pride of place to the totalizing experience of concrete persons 
(and groups, if such experience there is), and dialectical pride of place to the 
integrative and open-ended Totalization, to invoke a pivotal notion in Sartre’s 
dialectical lexicon that means, at the same time, the intelligibility of praxis 
and History writ large (again, if such a thing there is). This is no small chal-
lenge: to draw apodicticity, absolute certainty, out of its phenomenological 
homeland in the realm of the description of individual experience, and into 
the broader domain of collective dialectical experience, the lived, sensuous, 
and social realm of properly historical experience, with all its shifting struc-
tures and commingling forces. To call that sort of experience apodictic is no 
small thing, and to adequately describe it as such is no small aspiration. This 
is either madness and folly, or it is among the richest and most productive 
insights and efforts in the Sartrean corpus. Let the reader decide. Sartre calls 
this audacious aspiration comprehension, which he defines by drawing the 
workaday and the historic together: “comprehension is nothing other than my 
real life; it is the totalizing movement which gathers together my neighbor, 
myself, and the environment in the synthetic unity of an objectification in 
process.”9 It is to draw the part into the whole and see the whole in the part, 
a point to which we will return in earnest in chapter 5. And again, it is fair to 
ask, how does he do it? 

Sartre, at least, makes it seem easy. “The movement of comprehension is 
simultaneously progressive (toward the objective result) and regressive (I 
go back toward the original condition).”10 This is a thumbnail sketch of the 
movement from the abstract and backward-regressive reach of Volume I of 
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Critique to the concrete and forward-progressive thrust of Volume II—mir-
rored loosely also by the structure of Being and Nothingness,11 and also in 
the fact that, though Search for a Method appeared as the introduction to 
Volume I of Critique, Sartre originally intended it to be its conclusion. Time 
and again, and across the span of his oeuvre, we see the rheostatic gyration 
of his manner of thinking things through as the relentless reaching-back-
reaching-forward of thought; or, to put it the other way round, we see the 
methodologico-substantive unity of Sartre’s thought in the relentlessly recur-
sive logic of his manner of thinking things through. Seen from either side the 
result is the same. 

tHE ABSolutE in tHE rElAtiVE

At the abstract level of dialectical analysis, what matters is clarity and dis-
tinctness, to invoke a Cartesian and Husserlian concern that Sartre carried 
with him all his life. “The important point is to define the moments of the 
investigation in their purity, even if it is only logical, so as to avoid the dan-
ger of attributing to constituted realities characteristics which . . . belong to 
another moment of the dialectical process”12—that is, characteristics which 
belong to what Sartre calls the “constituent” (i.e., constitutive) moment. More 
simply put, in Sartre’s view it is important to comprehend what has been 
made if we are to make sense of the making. This is as true of a swimming 
pool as it is of a pond (as we will see in the next chapter). This is as true of a 
marshmallow as it is of a moon landing, if not as true of a chromosome as it is 
of a coup d’état (about which we will wonder at length in chapter 5). Thus in 
Volume II of Critique, an underappreciated passage that is rightly celebrated 
by those who know it as one of the crowning moments in the Sartrean corpus, 
Sartre writes of a boxing match: 

Action and knowledge are fused in this event, as we have always signaled. And 
that means, in particular, that the reality produced is lived (in other words acted, 
felt, known in the indissolubility of projects) as dialectical development and 
as irreversible temporalization, but not contemplated. The wisdom of praxis is 
defined by the latter [temporalization] and confines itself to illuminating the lat-
ter’s progress, without any separation. It is not a matter of comparing acts with 
one another, in order to derive a common concept: it is parties, organizations, 
the press, the government, that can reintegrate this particular case into statistics 
and draw conclusions. . . . The participants are actually living an absolute. And 
the real absurdity would be to introduce, at the level of the act, some relativism 
or other. Does anyone imagine you could die or sell your soul for the rela-
tive? . . .  Here, we find again what I said in Being and Nothingness: relativism 
is a historical attitude that can be based only on the absolute character of daily, 
immediate life.13 
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Human relationships, direct or indirect, pugilistic or otherwise, are the condi-
tional and conditioned and conditioning stuff of history. Far from any relativ-
ism, this conditionality is absolute, the very “apodicticity” of experience to 
which Sartre refers numerous times in the period of the Critique. We must not 
underrate the significance of the fusion of action and knowledge with which 
Sartre begins the passage. It is among the many unifying threads that bind 
Critique of Dialectical Reason to Being and Nothingness. As Sartre put it in 
the earlier treatise:

The point of view of pure knowledge is contradictory; there is only the point of 
view of engaged knowledge. This amounts to saying that knowledge and action 
are only two abstract aspects of an original, concrete relation. . . . Thus knowl-
edge can be only an engaged upsurge in a determined point of view which one 
is. . . . It is an ontological necessity.14

Thus the absolute we, like the pugilist, must live is no ordinary absolute. The 
experiential logic of human relations, like the conceptual logic of thought, 
is riddled with the structural logic of materiality in all its historical forms 
(technological, institutional, political, normative, symbolic, metacognitive, 
and so on), and just insofar as those same historical structures are also dialec-
tically constituted by the constituent dialectic (corporeal, cognitive, conative) 
of human relations. The “unsurpassable opaqueness of lived experience”15 
always comes first phenomenologically and dialectically—even though 
Sartre treats it second in the investigative structure of the Critique—for it is 
the stuff of all real mediations for us. 

To put it more simply again, but nontrivially, I would suggest that the later 
Sartre’s method is just the dialectical and increasingly materialist maturation 
of his longstanding phenomenological sensitivities and exemplarist proclivi-
ties. Sartre’s mature method is a manner of thinking things through that is 
sometimes descriptive, sometimes dialectical, sometimes both; sometimes 
(perhaps) more than an amalgam; often chimeric, and in this sense at least, 
sometimes more nearly integral. It is in any case always open-ended and 
always integrative. Looking toward more, and toward the future. Gathering 
and sorting and sifting and mixing. It is a method that neither subsumes phe-
nomenological description of experience to dialectical analysis, nor subsumes 
a dialectics of mediations to a variety of description that trivially privileges 
conflict and contradiction. Sartre’s method reaches in each direction at once 
and succumbs to no extreme precisely to the extent that it always aims to 
surpass the habitual distinction between the given and the taken: because 
the two are also one—a phrase I will invoke throughout this study for both 
methodological and substantive reasons. 

In this always heuristic movement between polyvalent dialectical abstrac-
tion and multilevel concrete description, undertaken in the light of Sartre’s 
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crucial (and long-incipient) interest in the materiality of life and meaning, 
engaging both analytic and synthetic forms of inference, and worked out under 
the demands of a strict exemplarist commitment—and all of this, if it needs 
to be said, in a continually shifting blend of tendencies and techniques and 
evocative literary flourishes—we see the slow and sure emergence of the most 
fruitful tension and productive friction in Sartre’s mature method: that between 
the constitutive and the constituted, or, as I prefer, between the taken and the 
given. At a crucial turn in the trajectory of the Critique, where Sartre explicitly 
shifts from the constituent dialectic toward the constituted dialectic, he writes:

Practical knowledge unfolds simultaneously on two planes and according to 
two types of rationality. . . . But this does not constitute an unintelligibility or a 
split in thought, since dialectical Reason sustains, controls, and justifies all other 
forms of thought, because it explains them, puts them in their proper place and 
integrates them as non-dialectical moments which, in it, regain a dialectical 
value.16 

By virtue of its internal tensions and frictions, the method works “at several 
levels simultaneously.”17 Nor does it rush to integrate this multiplicity of lev-
els: “Concealed, it directs the collection of facts; then it reveals itself by mak-
ing them comprehensible”;18 “Far from seeking immediately to integrate one 
[level] into the other, it will hold them separate until the reciprocal involve-
ment comes to pass and puts a temporary end to the research.”19 Hence, for 
example, the paired-chapter structure of the several parts of this study. 

If the earlier Sartre worked within the sphere of phenomenological 
description and logical inference and tended more and more toward a 
properly dialectical sensibility, for the mature Sartre it became possible to 
undertake the more complex task of a properly materialist and descriptive 
dialectics—again, a sporadically integral, consistently integrative dialectical-
phenomenological rendering of the intelligibility of concrete experience in 
the open-endedness of its immediate, mediate, and mediating material rela-
tions. This sounds complicated, but there is one saving grace. Thankfully, 
Sartre’s exemplarist sensibility never wanes. We do well to follow him. 
Hence, again, the movement in this part from phenomenological exploration 
to dialectical investigation in relation to a particular pond.

SHoW it AnyWAy

As is his wont, Sartre demonstrates the efficacy of the historical-structural 
investigations of dialectical experience by attending, in varying degrees of 
detail, to numerous concrete examples. In chapter 1, Volume II of Critique, he 
devotes nearly thirty-five pages to the aforementioned dialectical description 
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of the boxing match. It is perhaps his finest exemplarist moment. His task, 
there and elsewhere, is to display this living historical object, in this case the 
praxis of pugilism, in both its singularity and its universality; to demonstrate 
“that boxing in its entirety is present at every instant of the fight”;20 that “each 
fight is all of boxing”;21 that “the boxing match appears to all as a single event 
. . . and as all of boxing.”22 These are not cases of mere exaggeration; they 
are hyperbolic renderings that attempt to account for a surplus of significance. 
He is quite serious when he says these sensational-seeming things, and with 
good reason. 

Early in the chapter, Sartre sets the stage for this investigation of his boxing 
match—and provides an important hint of how we might proceed with our 
dialectical investigation of the pond. Again, I quote at length. 

From a certain point of view, it can be maintained that there is not really any 
problem. Nothing, in fact, prevents a practical ensemble—depending on the 
angle of vision and the activities to which it is related—from presenting itself 
as a more or less determined unity, duality, or multiplicity. It is the present 
action which decides whether the objective determination of my practical field 
is the valley, the meadow, or the blade of grass. Only we shall not consider 
the problem in this relatively simple light. We shall concern ourselves—albeit, 
of course, admitting that the fight may exist differently for the backers or 
for the boxers—with knowing whether as a struggle, as an objective act of 
reciprocal and negative Totalization, it possesses the conditions for dialectical 
intelligibility.23 

Here we see Sartre the phenomenologist again, ever sensitive to the problem 
of perceptual perspective: “all depends on the direction of my attention,” in 
any effort to understand any thing, event, or conduct; and we see Sartre the 
dialectician, increasingly sensitive to the centrality of conduct in determining 
our perspective on things, events, and praxis: “as an objective act of recipro-
cal and negative Totalization, it possesses the conditions for dialectical intel-
ligibility.” Admittedly, Sartre frames the latter point within a question. We 
know that the question is rhetorical. And we know Sartre’s answer. Despite 
his interest here in the conditions for dialectical intelligibility, an abstractive 
hangover of sorts from the regressive intoxication of Volume I, he knows it 
is time to get on with things. It is time to move forward and see what can be 
seen at the finer-grained level of concrete specificity, and he chooses a box-
ing match as the object of progressive investigation. Perhaps he could have 
chosen a valley or a meadow, if not a blade of grass. Or even a pond.

So which perspectives are available? And to which activities shall we 
attend? From where Sartre stands, “two dialectical procedures are possible.”

On the one hand, a procedure of decompressive expansion which starts off from 
the object to arrive at everything, following the order of significations. . . . On 
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the other hand, a procedure of totalizing compression which, by contrast, grasps 
the centripetal movement of all the significations attracted and condensed in the 
event or in the object.24

Here Sartre seems to mean that the heuristic options are either to move from 
the inside out or from the outside in, as it were; that is, from this specific 
concrete event outward, toward the broader universality of circumstance, 
or from the broader circumstance inward, toward the singularity of this 
concrete event. Later in the same passage, Sartre rightly warns against the 
dangers of the former approach: left uncoupled to the compressive moment, 
it “effectively dissolve[s] the event into the ensemble of mediations as non-
singularized concrete totalities.” In other words, it dissolves the reality of 
lived dialectical experience in the service of an abstract universal template. 
In due course we will try both tacks at the pond. 

Sartre predictably and rightly enough—though he overstates the point, 
I think—prefers the second approach, the gesture of totalizing compres-
sion, “which alone is capable of grasping the dialectical intelligibility of an 
event—[and which] strives to discover within the event itself the interactions 
constituting the singularity of the process on the basis of singularization 
of circumstances.” It is singularity which begets universality, not the other 
way around, Sartre will always insist, even as the universal given is the 
background of any singular taken. “It is actually through the project which 
condenses them that the mediating fields receive a new status of efficacy.”25 
In short, Sartre prefers the centrifugal to the centripetal approach, and he will 
engage both: he will work from the inside to the outside to the far side, so to 
speak, as we will in the remainder of this study. And the point of the guidance 
is clear enough. To begin at the inside seems the most likely means to see 
whether “there is a dialectical meaning of the practical ensemble,” and to see 
whether “each individual event totalizes in itself this ensemble in the infinite 
richness of its individuality,”26 or whether it can be shown that the work of 
historical intelligibility and the dream of comprehension are just madness and 
folly. We know that Sartre believed in the intelligibility of history, just as we 
know he believed in the comprehensibility of a human life. And we know, 
too, what he thought of belief—“to believe is to know that you don’t believe.” 
Lest we waste our time on sincere convictions, the task of dialectics as Sartre 
understood it is to show the tight coupling of history in the project and of the 
project in history, or at least as much of it as can be shown.

tHE nExt StEp

To end this Second Interval, we might look to Sartre, the man, singular indi-
vidual that he was. He was, himself, an experienced amateur boxer. And so it 
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might seem more than incidental that the boxing-match discussion is one of 
the finest bits of writing and thinking in all of the Sartrean corpus, one that 
rewards multiple readings. Human conflict was a pivotal concern in Sartre’s 
philosophy at least from Being and Nothingness and all the way through 
to the controversial late interviews collected in Hope Now. If one wants to 
understand it, it might not be such a bad idea to interrogate a boxing match. 
Two men—or women, of late—fists flying, ducking and feigning, bobbing 
and weaving in a dance that is at once highly choreographed and utterly 
improvisational; played out in a rigorously structured somatic, cognitive, 
conative, and affective context; nested in a particular social, political, eco-
nomic, and institutional milieu: all of it the stuff of history writ large made 
of projects writ small. 

Similarly, though perhaps not as obviously, if you want to understand 
relations between humankind and its world and other-and-more-that-human 
earthly creatures and powers, it might not be such a bad idea to interrogate a 
little pond in a nature preserve on a planet in crisis. 

Like Sartre, we will begin again, first by seeing the pond in the “relatively 
simple light”—a perhaps overstated underestimation—of “angle of vision 
and the activities to which it is related.” Then we will take the first few strides 
toward an answer to the question of whether the pond can yield its secrets to 
a totalizing view, and whether it possesses “the conditions of dialectical intel-
ligibility.” But can we really say of the pond what Sartre says of the boxing 
match? Can we say in any meaningful sense, for instance, that this pond is the 
incarnation of every pond? Or that “it relates, without any intermediary, to the 
interhuman tension produced by the interiorization of scarcity?” It does seem 
fair to wonder. Still, “it is this type of relation that we must first describe.” 
We can ask our guiding question again, now in the way the mature Sartre 
asked it anew in the Critique: “What do we see?”27 We have our descriptions 
of the pond from the previous chapter, and can easily imagine many more; 
but we must avoid the danger that the phenomenology devolve into just “so 
many frames in an insightful slide show,” to borrow Thomas Flynn’s apt turn 
of phrase.28 It is one thing to offer descriptions; it is quite another to see them 
together and to see them whole. This is the dialectical task.

So it is no longer—nor was it ever, really—a simple matter of describing 
and elucidating aspects and features and elements of the pond. The challenge 
is to figure out how to see each of this pond’s countless dimensions together 
in a single totalizing vision of the pond qua totality; how to see them all 
together, and to allow them their discreetness, and yet to display their con-
nections, mediations, imbrications, and so on; to see in a single glance the 
totality of their dynamical and nonlinear interfacings and at least hints of 
their coalescence in a watery Totalization; and somehow to do so in a linear 
written text that necessarily proceeds from word to word, clause to clause, 
sentence to sentence, paragraph to paragraph. This is no small challenge. 
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Chapter 4

A dialectical investigation

everything is in this pond

Now, phenomenological descriptions can discover, for example, that 
the very structure of transcendental consciousness implies that this 
consciousness is constitutive of a world. But it is evident that they will 
not teach us that it must be constitutive of one such world, which is 
to say precisely the one where we are, with its earth, its animals, its 
people, and the history of its people.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, The Imaginary (drafted 1937)1

What I am driving at is that human beings have infinite possibilities 
to live in different worlds, all of them part of reality, with an infinity 
of variety. It is complex, not complicated—that is to say, composed of 
meaningful relationships, not confusing ones.

—Arne Naess, Is it Painful to Think? (1991)2

It is another day. I head for the pond and wonder among other things and 
inevitably whether the osprey will be there. Just before the first ascent, I meet 
a snake on the trail. A small Garter, shorter than my forearm. We are each 
on our way from somewhere to somewhere. Our paths just happen to cross. I 
stop and she stops and we regard each other for a moment, and after a bit of 
debate with myself mumbled audibly so she knows what I’m thinking, I decide 
that I do want to pick her up. I can’t resist for some reason, even though I 
feel like I should really just leave her alone, just let her be. As if that would 
be the right thing to do, the right way to feel, the right way to approach this 
other-than-human creature with her more-than-human powers. Some such 
unthought thought. But I’ve already decided anyway. I don’t know what or 
how she is thinking exactly, but it’s a cool morning and she is cold blooded 
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so when I make my fast warm-blooded move she can’t move quite fast enough 
to get away. I easily get hold of her. 

I raise her from the ground and she strikes at me, weakly and with purpose, 
strikes at my face, twice or three times. It doesn’t occur to her to strike at my 
hand, at the part of me that constrains her. My cat knows what my hands do. 
This snake doesn’t seem to. She looks me in the eye and aims nearer to my 
intentions than to my grip. Her efforts would probably work if she got her 
mouth onto me. It would not hurt or cause me any harm, even if she had been, 
say, a juvenile copperhead, which she wasn’t anyway. So little venom from so 
uncommon a snake could only make a human my size anxious and confused, 
and perhaps a little nauseous. But even if this common Garter got her jaw 
around my hand I would likely let go of her, automatically. I would release 
her, reflexively. I might even throw her to save myself. If she bit me, delicate 
though the little nip would be, I would likely drop her hard for ancestral fear. 
And we could be on our way, our relationship a complete failure to me, a 
perfect success for her. Not this time. She strikes a my face a few more times. 
She attacks my gaze a while longer. Then she gives up and waits. 

I hold her out in front of me and she looks at me and I look at her and she 
tongues the air and we both look some more. She is not happy. I move her 
here and there and all the while she aims her face at my face, keeps her eye on 
my eyes. And I keep mine on hers, but for a quick glance at her smooth dark 
docile restive scaly body twined loosely round my gently closed fleshy fist. 

It is a brief interlude. After a minute or two I apologize and put her down 
and she slides under the leaves and disappears, another wisp of nothingness, 
her presence now an absence. Silent. Invisible. Palpable. We are each on our 
way again. 

For the rest of the morning I look twice at the sticks along my path and 
many of them manage to present their best serpentine aspect. Even better 
than they usually do. I must admit, I miss her a bit. It feels as though we cut 
things short, as though we hadn’t really worked things out, as though we 
might have if only we’d tried a little harder. And then I let myself think the 
horrible thought: perhaps this relationship between a human and an other-
and-more-than-human was doomed from the start. I’d rather not believe it, 
but it may be so. We will never know for sure.

I cross a little footbridge of two-by-fours and rusty nail heads decorated 
with tallied names in whittled hearts. Some old, some new, some scratched 
away in bitterness or guile or tears. I pass an old stone wall and round the 
last bend in the well-traveled path to the pond. Almost home. Just as the 
water comes into view the throaty thump of a helicopter cuts in from a dis-
tance and I look to the sky. I follow the whirling beast as it approaches and 
passes dappled behind the trees. Overbearing. Invisible. Ubiquitous. It rattles 
the Earth for a little longer and soon enough the rattle gives way to a rumble 
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and then again to the bated breeze and this new absence mingles with a bit 
of bird talk to remake the woodland stillness against a steady trickle into 
the marsh and brook below, and all of it conspires to make a silence. But 
to no avail. A bent and shifting fork of geese cuts a raucous transect across 
the heavens, honking their itinerant disputations. And beyond them high in 
the distance an airliner glides westward all glossy and taciturn, its feathery 
contrail stringing north and south together, as if to guide goose and gander 
alike, and beyond the diffusing diaphanous line a daymoon hangs suspended 
between two clouds, like some unearthly specter from another world. I take 
a few final steps to the edge of the pond. I look first for the osprey. She is not 
there. 

From EArtH to World

This chapter takes a second step along the path to an existential ecology. 
There will be several more steps, each of them from increasingly oblique 
angles and from greater distances in time and space. As in our phenom-
enological exploration of the pond in the previous chapter, this chapter’s 
dialectical investigation is not meant to be exhaustive. It is meant only to 
demonstrate the applicability and fruitfulness of Sartre’s dialectical way. Phe-
nomenology can only take us so far at the pond: “We are here in the presence 
of a primary and irreducible fact that is given as a contingent and irrational 
specification of the noematic essence of world.”3 Though description will 
remain an essential technique along the way, dialectics must be our primary 
tool from this point forward. As in the previous chapter, what I am up to in 
this one is avowedly heuristic, in keeping with Sartre’s own predilection: 
“Our method is heuristic,” he insists, “it teaches us something new because it 
is at once both regressive and progressive.”4 (We will see something of what 
he means by this latter point soon enough.) Above all, this preliminary and 
investigative dialectic is meant to provide a first demonstration of the incipi-
ent ecological sensibility in Sartre’s thinking, and so of the usefulness of his 
manner of thinking to help us to think “the ecological thought” anew.5 So let 
us look closely at the pond one more time through a new lens. What does 
Sartre’s dialectics allow us to see?

SECrEt idEntitiES And HyBrid nAturES

In truth, lectori benevolo, I have not been entirely forthcoming. It is time 
to come clean. They say that if you look carefully enough at the Earth from 
space through a clear sky from the right spot, you can see the Great Wall of 
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China. Maybe you can’t, as even China’s own Yang Liwei insists. Even so, it 
is a meaningful hyperbole, a myth, perhaps, but one with effects of truth. It is 
a reminder of our world’s all too palpable impact on Earth. Fortunately, you 
need not blast into orbit to think about such things. A visit to our pond will 
suffice. For if you look at the pond from nearly any angle and in any weather, 
it is easy to see that its southernmost limit is drawn not by more marly pouts 
and muddy thresholds, but by a straight and level line. Its downstream edge 
is no supple reedy rim but a solid wall of concrete. The keeper of this pond 
is a dam. 

The dam, of course, betrays some human purpose, even as the mosses and 
lichens and fallen leaves endeavor to disguise it. An aggregate of cement 
and rebar and gravel and gumption, it is riddled with cracks but still strong. 
About one hundred yards long and nearly as many years old, on its dry 
side—which not so terribly dry—myriad fissures weep steadily through algal 
beards, at once undermining the dam’s integrity and nourishing the vitality 
of the marshy flats below. One day, perhaps in the not-too-distant future, and 
likely long before the slow but irresistible gathering of silty runoff and rising 
detritus can accomplish their patient erasure; long before the pond literally 
fills itself up or feeds itself to death or both, as ponds are wont to do; the 
seeping water may finish its patient work and the concrete will crumble and 
the stones will loosen and the dam will collapse and the pond will disappear 
in a watery flourish, all in one final watery gesture of release, one last way 
of wetness. It is difficult to say who will win, the tortoise or the hare, but as 
likely futures would have it, one of them will. In any case, water always wins 
the race, one way or another. 

So I have spoken of a pond all along, and at first glance and despite the 
dam, the pond displays itself as a very pondy pond, like a proper pond should 
be; even, with one eye closed, not so unlike the pond I first set out to find, 
not so different from the one lost as I first feared the foundling would be. But 
take a second look and we must concede that this pond is no pond at all. It is 
a reservoir, and the dam and a nearby gaggle of crumbling stone structures 
and weatherworn walls are its witness. 

This place has a complex history, complicated enough to keep curious 
passers-by and local historians busy. We will not dwell on too many of the 
details. Three relevant moments will suffice: Originally this was a family 
estate and gentleman’s farm built with a fortune earned in the diamond 
industry; at some point soon after, the property was sold to another gentle-
man who paid with a fortune earned in the lead industry; and, ultimately, 
the property was given away to become a ward of the state which, in turn, 
folded its foundling into a growing young nature preserve. Built with blood, 
procured with poison, gifted to rest. The earlier portions of the tale remain 
a bit foggy.6 
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What sort of farming went on there at first is difficult to say, but we do 
know that the second owner presided over the husbanding of prize-winning 
Jersey cows, about which more presently. Of the first importance here is that 
reservoir and dam, brook and pond are each wrapped up with us. They are 
material expressions of human engagements and conducts, watery inflections 
of human projects, to use a favorite term of the early Sartre. Each in its way 
is practico-inert, to invoke a favorite and most useful technical term from 
the later. They are durable traces of human intention inscribed by past praxis 
persisting in the inertia of objects, of meanings, of institutions, of things; all 
made by human bodies, all wrought by human minds. So this hardly known 
body of water, despite its earthly appearances to the contrary, is in its way 
the quintessence of worldly worked matter. Right here in the forest, its waters 
originally gathered by human hands for human purposes, it is part and parcel 
of the human-built world, plopped right here the environment, right in the 
thick of nature, in a nature preserve. In short, this pond, if we may still call 
it that, is an artifact. We should pause to think about this pond’s artifactual, 
if not artificial, nature.

oF tHE nAturAl And tHE ArtiFiCiAl

It is one thing to say that there are artifacts, which there obviously are. Some 
living organisms assemble objects from other objects to make still other 
objects. Many can and do, us among them. In this weak sense, there are 
most certainly artifacts. It is quite another thing to say that there are artificial 
things, that there is such a quality as artificiality proper, in the strong sense 
that some artifacts are “not natural,” as we are wont to say; that some products 
of assembly pass beyond what we should find in nature—and this “should” 
bears within itself a quiet but insistent ought; that certain artifacts, though 
they come into existence by the handiwork of natural creatures and powers 
using materials that are part of the natural frame, are said to be somehow 
outside the natural frame. Some artifacts, at least, are thought to be artificial 
in this strong sense because of a poorly specified interpretation of how they 
are made and what they are made of and, more importantly, because we make 
them. This latter point is key: beaver dams are generally thought to be natural; 
the Hoover Dam is a paramount example of artificiality. If it needs to be said, 
the meaning of the concept of artificiality in the strong sense is, at best, moot. 

Strictly speaking, there should be no such quality in the context of a con-
sistent naturalism. That is, if all real phenomena are natural in the sense that 
they are in principle intelligible without appeal to any supernatural beings and 
powers or extra-natural entities and forces, then everything that exists is natu-
ral. A beehive is no more or less natural than a bathysphere, despite the wildly 
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divergent means of making them, and despite the very different ends of honey 
making and deep-sea exploration. This is a simple but nontrivial point. It is 
not to say that there is nothing to talk about regarding the natural and the 
artificial, any more than the fact that there is only one biological human race 
means that race as a political notion and racism as a social practice do not 
exist or matter. Obviously they do, and there is plenty to talk about. And just 
as obviously, there is something worth talking about regarding the similarities 
and differences between a beehive and a bathysphere, or a beaver dam and 
the Hoover Dam—to say nothing of the similarities and differences between 
the body of water that our pond is and the reservoir that it once was. There is 
plenty to talk about in this regard.

The problem for the stronger understanding of artifacts, the artifactual, and 
artificiality as such is at least threefold: first, that even the weak designation 
of artificiality presupposes a vantage point situated somewhere and somehow 
outside of nature—by which people seem to mean something like “what we 
should expect to happen of its own accord”—in order to identify the natural/
artificial divide and to cast the judgment that, for example, the beaver dam 
is natural and the Hoover Dam is artificial; second, the strong designation of 
artificiality posits something more like a fundamental gap, even a metaphysi-
cal rupture, between the natural and the artificial as such, for example, that the 
beaver dam somehow belongs in nature but the Hoover Dam does not; and 
third, the problem finds its roots, as do most important and interesting philo-
sophical problems, at the level of unexamined lived experience, for example, 
in differences between the lived experience of things found and things made, 
between things that grow spontaneously and things that must be assembled, 
between things that are expected and things that are not, like a stick in the 
mud at the edge of a pond and a plastic shopping bag floating nearby—we 
will see them both again in chapter 6. The stick fits. The bag somehow does 
not. It is one thing to stumble upon a beaver pond. It is quite another to 
stumble upon the pond we are investigating. The one seems natural, the other 
artificial. Fair enough.

Useful though these tools of sense-making are along the way, they may 
be incoherent in the end. Good heuristics are often critically suspect. In any 
number of ways, the natural/artificial divide is laid over the deep continuity of 
lived experience, not because we are blind or fools, but because things made 
sometimes seem fundamentally discontinuous with things found. The danger 
is that such experiential findings too often nudge us toward metaphysical 
makings. It seems that way, so it is that way. This is not such a surprising 
leap. It happens all the time. Experience is often enough disorienting, as when 
a jetliner passes above a throng of migrating geese honk-honk-honking their 
way along below a daymoon afloat between two clouds in the wake of an 
unseen helicopter’s thwack-thwack-thwack. And sometimes it is misleading, 
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as with some images and most dreams and all hallucinations, or as in a pond 
seen from one shore that turns out to be a reservoir when seen from the 
opposite shore, and that somehow seems to be both a pond and a reservoir or 
neither one nor the other, if not something else entirely, all at once. We are 
so often faced with such difficult hybrids, and it is so easy, or so it seems, 
to sort out the difficulty with the help of the natural/artificial distinction. The 
mark does good work in getting us through the day. In much the same way 
that mind and body might come to be conceived as separate because a handful 
of ordinary experiences make it seem as though they are, even though they 
aren’t, so it is with at least some artifacts in relation to what the world is made 
of: they seem to be outside the pale of nature; they seem to be outside the 
natural frame; they seem to be in some very important way unnatural. Little 
wonder when we call them artificial. Again, who can blame us?

Just as we will see in Part III that Sartre’s understanding of free organic 
praxis can help to overcome any lingering false intuitions about a gap 
between a human organism and her earthly world, we will see presently that 
Sartre’s notion of the practico-inert as index of the human artifact can help us 
to look beyond the erroneous intuition of a real rupture between things found 
and things made. Of course, there are ruptures of another sort, since things 
do not always turn out as we plan, as we will see in chapter 7 and the Fifth 
Interval, where I take up Sartre’s ecologically prescient notion of “counter-
finality” alongside praxis and practico-inertia. What matters in the present 
context is that the notion of practico-inertia, properly reimagined, effectively 
sidesteps the dead-end essentialist debate about the natural and the artificial 
because there is simply no way to decide where the one begins and the other 
ends. There is, as it were, a multilayered ontology of the natural, but no 
separate metaphysics of the artificial—to build upon a key distinction Sartre 
makes between ontological structures and metaphysical essences to which 
we will return more than once. If we take Sartre’s abiding insight about the 
goal-directedness of all human undertakings, it is not the thing made so much 
as the manner of making that counts; it is not the materiality of the product so 
much as the materialization of the project that matters. We need only consider 
our reservoir-become-pond to see the point.

JuSt tHE FACtS, plEASE

What draws the descriptions of the previous chapter and the range of other 
possible descriptions together? What, if anything, integrates this pond’s many 
facets into a totality, if not into something like a totalization? We already 
have the key to an answer; we know the pond’s first secret: this body of water 
that is a pond turns out also to be, or at least to have been, a reservoir. This 
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transformation is crucial, for this sort of movement from reservoir to pond 
is precisely what would interest Sartre—if he deigned to be interested at all. 
The question is how to approach this historical-structural transformation 
dialectically. 

Sartre’s answer is unequivocal: “What is necessary is simply to reject 
apriorism,” we must proceed to “the unprejudiced examination of the his-
torical object.”7 We must turn to the pond in order to see it all, and in all 
of its historical-structural depth. For “everything is there.”8 So let’s take 
Sartre at his word, at least for now: “. . . if there is such a thing as dialecti-
cal reason,” which is Sartre’s code language for, if experience and history 
make any sense at all, “it is revealed and established in and through human 
praxis, to men in a given society at a particular moment in its develop-
ment.”9 Given the expression of dialectical reason through human praxis—
the only sort of praxis there is in Sartre’s view (we will have to see about 
that, too, in Part III)—what could all that has been said so far, or any of 
it, possibly have to do with the watery complexity of our little pond-qua-
reservoir in the woods? 

If we are to answer with Sartre’s help, we must (first) take up the challenge 
of this pond’s dialectical intelligibility in the light of human praxis. What 
Sartre says of the French Revolution must apply no less to the pond: “It must 
first be made to pass through a process of mediation, one which will bring 
into play the concrete men who were involved in it, the specific character it 
took on from its basic conditioning, the ideological instruments it employed, 
the real environment.”10 If we cannot show this reservoir’s place in the fabric 
of historical relations and structural mediations, the pond itself has no place 
in history either. And if the pond has no place in history proper, the prospect 
of a properly existential ecology recedes. 

Not to worry. The dam will be our fulcrum. A durable trace of human 
praxis, the dam does not simply stop the water’s flow. It directs the flow, it 
orients the water toward many goals. It slows the movement and shapes the 
moved as a means toward several and shifting ends. Keep it here. Let it go. 
On the one side, the gathering. On the other, the flow. On the nearside, the 
world systolic; on the far side, the diastolic Earth.

At the dam’s midpoint is a spillway about fifteen feet wide and nearly as 
many inches deep. There the erstwhile pond water—or ersatz reservoir water, 
or sometime lake water, so many waters; one must choose the angle of one’s 
vision—this water flows out across this relief and runs down the outer wall 
onto stones and fallen branches and old shoes and crumpled beer cans and 
percolates through a gathering of more stones and suffuses into the swampy 
flats below. The glade narrows and in the visible distance folds itself up and 
the water becomes brook water again and enters the last leg of its passage to 
the mighty river below. 
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A few hundred yards downstream, after a varied course of cascades and 
pools and meanders and rapids, the brook is crossed by a massive and invis-
ible aqueduct. The result of one of the most remarkable feats of civil engi-
neering in U.S. history (about which more below), the Catskill Aqueduct 
carries its worldfuls of water on the earthbound journey from the Catskill 
Mountains to the faucets and hydrants and fountains of New York City one 
hundred miles away. A granite pump-house sits like a sentry atop the grassy 
berm that hides the giant tube. When the leaves are down, from the northeast 
side of the house, you can just make out the dark spot at which brook and 
aqueduct meet. And there the sometime pond water burbles through a nar-
row corrugated alloy culvert and passes undaunted beneath the silent torrent 
of borrowed mountain water—given or taken, gifted or stolen, depending on 
one’s angle of vision. 

It is a bit disconcerting to accept the facts. The brook water, visible, hur-
ried, and loud, flows downhill, as it should do; while all the water in the 
aqueduct, mum and unseen and colossal, flows up and cuts right through Bull 
Hill, as it shouldn’t do; having passed deep under the Hudson River, which 
it shouldn’t have done; and after having traveled its underground course, all 
of which it couldn’t have done, had it not been for the thousands of human 
minds and twice the number of hands put to the task over the course of more 
than a decade of difficult thinking and hard labor nearly a century ago. And 
yet these several waters, these further ways of wetness, the visible and the 
invisible, the titanic and the trickle, chatty child and massive mute, are some-
how mingled, as they must be. Not only because they all flow in the end to 
the same place—or perhaps in the same direction, since the planetary flow we 
call the hydrological cycle never stops—but also because we ourselves have 
braided them together in just the ways we have, physically, socially, politi-
cally, economically, and ecologically. We have woven them into the histories 
we have fashioned; and perhaps even into the totalization-of-envelopment, 
the grand History-writ-large of Sartre’s imaginings, if we dare to think it real. 
This remains to be seen. One step at a time. We should begin at the beginning. 
We should return to our pond. We should try to keep it simple.

A FloCk oF ContrAdiCtionS in A knot oF nEEdS

From any vantage point along the pond’s edge, from the loam and the dam 
alike, it is easy to spot in the trees what appear to be little red and white birds. 
Across the water and overhead. Wherever you look. In some trees there are 
as many as seven or eight. In others, there are only one or two. In only a few 
are there none. The overall effect of their presence is striking before you 
fully notice it. One experiences a certain impression of ubiquity, and a whiff 
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of discordance. Perched here and there and everywhere, they are small and 
uniform, silent and still. Too uniform, too silent, too still. Difficult to figure 
at first, but not for long. Since there are so many, chances are that one or two 
can be spotted nearby. More than likely you need only look up and perhaps 
a tree or two away to catch a better glimpse. Once you see one up close, it 
becomes clear that these bitty bright beings are not birds at all. They are little 
red and white plastic spheres. It is a gaggle of fishing floats. A flock of bob-
bers, forfeited to the trees by local anglers in nearly every instance with hook, 
line, and sinker still dangling. One singular cast at a time, one singular angler 
at a time, one singular rod at a time, one arm-rounded-wrongly-from-behind-
the-back-to-overhead-with-a-too-hasty-release at a time, countless dreams of 
success and sustenance tossed willy-nilly into the timber. And each bobber no 
doubt lands in its tree accompanied by a sigh, deep and drawn. Head shaking 
in frustration. A vain tug and many a curse. Dammit! Or worse. To a man—
and it is a safe bet, even if not a sure one, that all of these birdies belonged to 
a male before they belonged to the trees—each bobber was lost in the course 
of a particular project, in the thicket of angling praxis. 

But what’s in a bobber? Nothing, one might say. And everything, Sartre 
would retort. “Everything is there.” All of angling. All of its fishy history 
and structures. Each casting is an ephemeral reminder of the transition from 
earthly necessity to worldly sufficiency; from needs to wants to desires in 
contexts of social and ecological scarcity; from surplus to surfeit to civiliza-
tion, such as it is. Each bobber is a durable trace of the passage from means 
to ends to means again: hands first, then sticks, then spears, then hooks, then 
nets, all things that sink or drift away if the hand lets go; to say nothing of 
applied chemistry, of the complex polymers that make the little red and white 
birds so light, the red so red, the white so white, and the tacit grip on the sim-
ple facts of air and water and gradients that allow the bitty things to float; to 
say nothing, too, of the massive vacuums mounted to the transoms of fishing 
boats to suck up all the fishes with impunity, and much else along with them, 
all manner of benthic creatures and powers. And there is more, for rumor has 
it that we may soon run out of fish to fish for, for reasons both consumptive 
and destructive: we are eating too many and wrecking their home along the 
way. All of this in a bobber.

An angler arrives. He walks out onto the dam halfway between the spill-
way and the base of the osprey’s tree and kneels. He looks around and rum-
mages through his tackle box and looks some more and rummages some 
more. This angler from somewhere in Latin America, I surmise—rightly or 
wrongly, I am stuck with it. We may speculate about him, we may imagine 
it, and speculate and imagine we must if we are to situate this angler as part 
of this pond’s story and this pond’s story as part of this angler’s story, to say 
nothing of both as a part of the larger tale of angling, to say nothing of the 
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grand epic of History writ large, if such a tale there be. He has lived and still 
lives a complex story, his own dialectical experience, a life of spirals in the 
thicket of history. True, not all of life is historic, but all of history is lived. He 
has a part in history, as history plays its part in him. 

Nor are our speculations about this singular man groundless: “it is suf-
ficient in fact that the regressive-progressive method take into account at the 
same time the circularity of the material conditions and the mutual condition-
ing of the human relations established on that basis.”11 We can make some 
sense of known conditionings and conditioners and conditions without having 
to make it up, at least not all of it. Thus our effort to comprehend this man’s 
present action, his project of fishing here on just this particular day with just 
this particular rod and reel and hook and can of soda or beer—it is hidden 
from view by the tackle box—can begin with any one of those many miscast 
bobbers in the trees. That one over there, for instance, in that very tree. On 
the one hand, we can work our way back from it, in a regressive examination 
that shows us an etiology of this flock of bobbers, something of the stream of 
historical-structural relations that have laid the groundwork for their various 
landings and the larger frame of significance of which each is both an index 
and an element. We can do this, Sartre assures us. For these many dozens of 
bobbers have, on the one hand, come to this place on the winds of a long his-
torical unfolding; and on the other hand, this particular bobber still dangling 
from the end of this angler’s rod, like each of the others in its time, will soon 
be the concrete trace of this particular casting: evanescent if all goes well, out 
there floating in the center of pond; or enduring if things go awry, up there 
in a tree with all the others. And if there is any significance worth bothering 
about to its dangling for posterity from that branch or floating for a trice in 
this pond, that significance finds its origins in both the universal practice of 
angling and the singularity of this angler’s own practice which subtends and 
develops history as history sustains and transforms him. On the other hand, 
we may begin our effort of comprehension from the opposite shore, so to 
speak. We may look in the other direction and see this singular project of 
angling as it reaches toward the future, working our way forward in a progres-
sive examination of this angler’s patient work. His relaxed attentiveness, his 
glance toward this or that bit of the water, these ripples, that stillness, those 
reedy shallows where the fish ought to bite (later) given what he knows about 
them, recalling (now) where they bit last week (then), anticipation grounded 
in recollection expressed in this very act of casting here and now. And (later) 
there will be the walk out of the woods before dark, the drive home, the 
kitchen, the dinner table, the family conversation or the solitary soliloquy—
we cannot know, we must imagine. The possibilities may be endless, but the 
probable is there, like a damp summer breeze rippling the translucent surface 
of the pond, or the remnant of an early hurricane come across the valley to 
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wreak its last bit of havoc on the highlands. He will head home one way or 
another. And he will probably be back.

If we are to render this angler’s angling intelligible, several paired orienta-
tions are mutually requisite: toward the past and toward the future, toward 
the practico-inert and praxis, toward the object and the subject, toward the 
universal and the singular. Any effort of comprehension that leaves out one or 
the other axis, the (structural) traces or the (historical) project, the living and 
the lived, the regressive or the progressive, will be by definition incomplete. 
At worst, it will leave us with either a mystifying idealism or a stultifying 
materialism. Sartre would have us pass between these two equally abhor-
rent options. This lone angler’s life expresses the universality of history in 
and by means of his singular manner of living it, here today at the pond, for 
instance, in this successful cast and patient wait for the bobber to bob. He is a 
“universal singular,” as Sartre tells us in the preface to his Flaubert;12 he is a 
“singular universal,” in the reciprocal inflection that provides the subtitle for 
a little-known and underappreciated late lecture, “Kierkegaard: The Singular 
Universal.” (This essay, not incidentally, provides a concise synthetic intro-
duction to most of the key themes and concerns of Sartre’s mature thought.) 
There Sartre writes, “History, universalized by things—the bearers of the seal 
of our action—becomes, through each new birth of man, a singular adventure 
within which it enfolds its universality.”13 It may sound dramatic. It is no less 
true for all the drama. Life is dramatic. Every life captures the drama of his-
tory just insofar as history provides the stage for every life. Some live history 
large, some live it small. Every life is historic in its way. Sartre will not let 
us forget this. Nor will he let us forget the taproot of history in the living. 
There is neither angling nor angler unless hook, line, sinker, and bobber are 
cast; and not just anywhere, but out into the pond, out to where the fish are, if 
dreams come true; and not cast by just anyone, not by any angler, with all the 
abstract universality of the indefinite article, as if any angler could fish in just 
this angler’s way; but cast by this concrete individual, this singularly univer-
sal angler, on this cloudy still day, a this very pond. Dramatic? Yes. But writ 
small or large, each earthly life is part and parcel of a larger worldly drama.

So, too, we must keep in view the fact that our angler is aware and engaged 
in his situation. His is a situated awareness. A situated engagement. He lives 
his project of catching fish, not trees, despite the mixed messages of the bob-
bers dangling above his head. He may not be thinking about fishing, though 
he may be fishing thoughtfully. His task is not necessarily the inward struggle 
of thematizing the many machinations of angling, nor of characterizing its 
purposed paraphernalia, nor of justifying its means and ends—respite, suc-
cess, dinner. . . . Another one in the trees. . . . Dammit! . . . There is no getting 
it back. . . . It would involve such complications . . . much more sensible just 
to cut the line and let the thing hang with the rest of the flock and pick out 
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a new one from the tackle box, and perhaps crack another can of beer. . . . 
And so it goes. “Action and knowledge are fused in this event,” as Sartre 
repeatedly insists, “And that means, in particular, that the reality produced 
is lived (in other words acted, felt, known in the indissolubility of projects) 
as dialectical development and as irreversible temporalization, but not con-
templated.”14 And what is there to think about, anyway? The air is warm and 
still under the clouds. The fish will bite. They always do, or almost always. 
Otherwise he would not have come back as he always does—I have seen him 
before. And if he did not come back, if he and his angling clan did not return 
again and again, neither would the fish, at least not in the way they do: this 
reservoir-qua-pond is “stocked,” as we say, “seeded” each year with juvenile 
fishes, for the pond’s good health no less than for the satisfaction of anglers’ 
wants and needs. And these are one in the same, after all, the pond’s health 
and his own, two sorts of necessity, always imbricated if not intermingled; to 
say nothing of other wants and needs, those of the osprey perched watchfully 
in her tree, or the midges buzzing busily just above water, or the fishes swim-
ming wide-eyed just beneath them, each predator to one, prey to another. 
They all need to eat, and so does our angler, and so does the pond in its way. 

In Part III we will face this earthly knot of worldly needs in earnest. Here 
we can make a first pass. The requirement for sustenance is the simplest of 
needs. Sartre renders its ontological structure, in a typically hyphen-laden 
notion, as “the being-outside-of-itself-in-the-world on the part of a practical 
organism.”15 The notion hangs heavily on the words “on the part of.” There 
is neither nourishment nor hydration; the basic demand of every metabolism 
is for food and water and oxygen; and the relation we call sustenance is just 
the most rudimentary form of ecological need that undergirds the shifting 
complexities of social scarcity—even as this latter is ecological in its way, 
as we will see in due course. Such needs, from the simplest to the most com-
plicated, are expressed even in this angler’s quotidian project of fishing here 
on this particular day in just this particular way. And recall, for Sartre need 
lies at the base of all projects, need is the dialectic itself within every project, 
need is the basic form of any project: all at once. This is just “the fundamen-
tal priority of need . . . it sums up in itself all the existential structures. In 
its full development, need is a transcendence and a negativity (negation of 
negation inasmuch as it is produced as a lack seeking to be denied), hence 
a surpassing-toward (a rudimentary project).”16 A surpassing toward dinner, 
a surpassing toward health, a surpassing toward plenty, or toward hunger or 
famine or plague to invoke the negative face of the historic coinage of scar-
city that structures the currency of every need. It matters little which level 
we choose to investigate, or how things turn out: need sums up in itself all 
the existential structures. Sartre could not be more emphatic: “Everything is 
to be explained through need (le besoin); need is the first totalizing relation 
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between the material being, man, and the material ensemble of which he is 
a part.”17 This is the motivation of all motives. This is the spiral logic of all 
surpassing. “Organic functioning, need and praxis, are strictly linked in a dia-
lectical manner.”18 Our organic being, our biological functioning, our social 
conduct, in short, all our earthly ways in this world of ours are intimately and 
utterly intermingled—and this, as we will see in the next chapter, more so 
than even Sartre dared to imagine. 

Our angler is not alone today, if he ever is or ever could be. There are 
more of his kind, if not of his ilk. More and different, as things so often are 
in the woods. Two hikers arrive in a noisy swirl. They wear knapsacks made 
of space-age synthetic fabric. They use retractable titanium-tipped walking 
sticks. They carry high-powered compact binoculars. Ultra-light polymer 
water bottles. Smart phones with bird identification apps. Digital cameras. 
Lunch. They have been walking on trails, well-mapped, well-marked, well-
maintained; safe in the wild; secure in a coddled wilderness; cuddled on all 
sides by culture; a feint of civilization. Not so unlike the angler, and still so 
different, these two are here for a purpose: to get away from it all, to enjoy 
some peace and quiet, to take in a bit of nature, to leave culture behind for a 
spell. This is their hiking praxis as the angler’s is an angling praxis. Unlike 
the angler, their catch will be glimpses and photos, scents and sounds, 
moments and memories in the midst of a willful forgetting of workaday con-
cerns. They will find the feeling of having been elsewhere. No bobbers. No 
rod and reel. No fish. No doubt for them dinner has already been procured in 
some way, whether it sits at home in the refrigerator or in some restaurateur’s 
larder, their future need is already satisfied. Nothing is scarce for them in this 
milieu of scarcity. 

Sartre in his day would have called their concerns and their activity bour-
geois. And it is. He often called his own behavior bourgeois, even if not all 
his concerns. And as noted earlier, he took his own share of walks in the 
countryside and hikes in the mountains, and he did fifty years of hard labor 
on a neurotic French novelist: bourgeois business, all of it. Our hikers, too, 
might be vaguely, if not translucently aware of their activities and concerns 
as bourgeois, even if they might name it by some other more current (and 
misleading-enough) honorific, like “middle-class” or “white collar,” if not by 
some less flattering gaff, like “yuppie” or “dink”—double income, no kids.

The angler coughs and clears his throat and spits. The hikers look at him 
and look away. He is not supposed to be here. He is not what they have come 
to see. He feels much the same about them. Each has his reasons. A clash of 
needs and wants, his and theirs, to say nothing of desire. He impales another 
night crawler on the hook and casts and stares at the bobber. He is all the way 
down at the far end of the dam, easily a hundred yards away; yet somehow 
there isn’t room on it for the three of them. The hikers gaze out across the 
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water and soon enough step onto the dam and stand and look some more. One 
leans on his walking stick. The other crouches, sets his pack down, rummages 
through it a bit and looks around and rummages some more and stands. They 
point and talk about what they are pointing at. They aim their lenses: retinas, 
cameras, binoculars. And they talk some more, their feet, like the angler’s, 
planted firmly on the concrete.

Everyone who goes to the pond steps onto the dam. It is irresistible. Solid, 
flat, secure. Linear and level. Immediately comprehensible. Predictable. 
Unambiguous. Or so it seems in this ambiguous clash of worlds, human and 
other-and-more-than-human, set against the mounting ambiguity of this, our, 
earthly situation. Who can resist this step onto the familiar in the forest? What 
human can refuse the creaturely comforts of things manufactured amidst all 
these other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers? None that I have 
seen. The dam, this action-made-matter, this residue of past praxis that Sartre 
calls the pratico-inert, has a certain centripetal pull. We are at home in the 
practico-inert. The dam is like a door that leads to a familiar place. We want 
to open it; we feel an uncanny need to pass through it. It is comfortable on the 
dam, like a doze on a sofa between tasks, like a sauna after a long day. Just 
don’t stay in there too long. Like all things manufactured, the dam at once 
unifies the world and divides it; it both integrates and fractures this place in its 
way, as does all of the practico-inert in every place. It pulls these hikers and 
that angler together—or this angler and those hikers, depending on your angle 
of vision—and it pushes them apart. It associates them and dissociates them 
in their common humanity along human-made lines. Dialectically both/and, 
and yet analytically either one or the other. It depends on the moment of one’s 
vantage point. As the mature Sartre still reminds us, “the spectator chooses 
his point of view.”19 And from one’s chosen point of view, the practico-inert 
reveals its grip, on the soles of their shoes, and on their souls. 

Artifacts pull us together and push us apart. A fishhook, a dam, a fishing 
club or a learned society; each shapes the present and sketches a future. Sartre 
writes:

materialized praxis (the minted coin, etc.) has the effect of uniting men precisely 
to the extent that it separates them by imposing on every one a meaningful real-
ity infinitely richer and more contradictory than they anticipated individually. 
Materialized practices, poured into the exteriority of things, impose a common 
destiny on men who know nothing of one another, and, at the same time, by their 
very being, they reflect and reinforce the separation of individuals.20 

Nor is it only or even primarily the dam that separates and unites these three 
men; the three together, the one alone, the two together, all three apart in their 
way. They are separated, too, by a chasm of practico-inertia inscribed in their 
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respective paraphernalia, each from the others and each from himself. One 
need only visit a tackle and bait shop and a hiking outfitter to see the gap. 
Unbridgeable? No. Those who visit either store are likely to encounter each 
other in the woods. Deep and wide? Most certainly. The hiker who angles is 
more and more the exception than the rule. In these times, the hunters rarely 
consort with the gatherers

Their separation and unity is hardly exceptional. For each of these three 
men—as it is for all of us—“the historical content of [his] project is condi-
tioned by the fact of [his] already being amongst men, and being recognized 
by them as a man of a certain kind and milieu, with [his] place in society 
already fixed by meanings engraved in matter,”21 significations inscribed in 
the hard polymer sides of this angler’s tackle box and its contents, in the soft 
polymer fibers of those hikers’ knapsacks and their contents. Plastic mocks 
plasticity; the product resists the very property it names. Each container car-
ries within itself a part of a story about who these men are, each alone and all 
together. It is a story that each of them always already knows how to read, a 
real story cloaked in an imaginary one (about which more in chapters 7 and 
8), even as hardly a phrase from this angler’s tackle box can be dug out of 
that hiker’s knapsack. And all of this, to say nothing of the other stories, of 
the squirrel who scurries along dam for a half its length and leaps to a branch 
to avoid all three of them and shoots fast and invisible up to her bowered 
flat; or the gnats and midges who do everything they can to get close to them 
and enter into the moisture of their open eyes. The fishes, if they knew these 
men’s mixed intentions, mingled as they are with the osprey’s and their own, 
would likely be ambivalent if they could be. We will never know what they 
are thinking, these other-and-more-than-humans. Or so we like to think. Their 
scaly otherness trumps their watery more-than, at least for us. Be that as it 
may, the fish keep their distance as well as they can.

The hikers keep their distance, too. They look out over the water and talk 
and look some more. They sip from their half-full collapsible water bottles, 
lean on their retractable walking sticks, snap more pictures, take more peeks 
through binoculars. The angler looks at them and looks away and fishes 
more pointedly. He takes a sip of beer from his half-empty aluminum beer 
can and casts again the nylon line with its steel alloy hook and store-bought 
vermicultured worm still wriggling below the gray lead sinker and red and 
white plastic bobber. These various tools speak volumes about these men 
and their worlds. Each wears his message on his sleeve, like management 
and labor, two brows high and one low, crème de la crème meets hoi polloi: 
“Each of them is defined in reality as a class individual by the objects which 
he uses or modifies, to the extent that he uses them, that is to say, to the 
extent that he arouses and sustains materialized meanings by his praxis; he 
makes himself into the manual worker, the proletarian, which this particular 



 A Dialectical Investigation 121

machine requires”;22 no less than one makes himself into the angler which 
this particular fishing tackle elicits; and the others into the hikers which their 
particular titanium-tipped retractable walking sticks demand. 

Needless to say, the dam and these men’s respective bags of tricks are 
neither the beginning nor end of the practico-inert here at the pond. Even 
if, as Sartre insists again and again in different ways, “Alterity comes to 
things through men and comes back to men from things in the form of 
atomization,”23 is it only the practico-inert that carries alterity? Is it only 
artificiality that bears the otherness nested in the ersatz naturalness of this 
pond? Is this the whole story? Not at all. Alterity lies coiled in the things we 
make, to be sure, like nothingness at the heart of being. And it is in us, too. 
We do see it in our lone angler as in our yoked hikers, and each displays 
alterity to himself as to the others. “Each of them, as the objectification 
of self in the world, reaffirms the unity of the world by inscribing himself 
in it through his work and through the particular unifications which this 
work brings about; thus each of them can discover the Other, as an object 
actually present in the universe, within his own situation.”24 Here we see 
again the extent to which our materialized praxis unites and separates these 
hikers and that angler. And we see that it is something more. Not only the 
things that we make, like dams and digital cameras, the farms and nature 
preserves; persons, too, within themselves, bear their own burden of prac-
tico-inertia in the conditions and conditionings of their “fleshy conscious 
bodies,” to borrow Catalano’s apt phraseology. The unity-qua-separation 
is in their experience. It is their experience. It is there, in the experienced 
ambivalence of the nature lovers as they hike along through the woods, tak-
ing for granted the trail and its colorful round vinyl markers tacked to the 
trees with rust-resistant galvanized nails, ignoring the clatter of a single-
engine aircraft as it buzzes 700 feet overhead, the distant muffled roar of a 
jetliner seven miles high, a train whistle down by the river, the odd plastic 
water bottle nestled in the crispy leaves; enrapt by the wildness of it all, 
they turn the corner and see the crumbling buildings of the sometime farm 
and are filled with mixed emotions, with curiosity and repugnance, perhaps 
in equal measure; and finally they stand securely on the dam, the very soul 
of an erstwhile reservoir and gaze at the far side of a very pondy pond. 
And we see it, too, in the angler as he walks through the same woods, up 
the former driveway to the former estate, toward such different relations by 
such diverse means and ends than those with whom he will shortly share 
the simple surety of the dam. Complicated, yes. Ambiguous, at best. Which 
of the many ambiguities will leave them feeling which ambivalence? What 
will his ambivalence be like for him, the one alone? What will theirs be for 
them, the two together? These are good questions, if only because they are 
open questions.
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Yes, there is the human-made dam and all the other material stuff; and 
there is the distinctive materiality of human encounter on the dam, the 
anatomies and physiologies and psychologies all mingled atop the indiffer-
ent rampart; and there is also the materiality of language and meaning, the 
stuff of thought, the physicality of affect: aren’t the many meanings and feel-
ings—so beautiful, so pleasant, so strange, so familiar, So what?, as the case 
may be—just the accompaniments to the welling emotions? And aren’t these 
latter, the emotions themselves, just a body’s way of reading things here in 
just this particular way on just this particular day,25 the bodily elucidation of 
earthly and worldly things? The body does ontology first; the phenomenolo-
gist swoops in to claim the prize; the dialectician turns to look again. There is 
always other and more than meets the eye. Relations and mediations prolifer-
ate in the promiscuity of life. But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

The visitors are ambivalent, each in their way. And what is ambivalence, 
after all, if not lived ambiguity? Much like the bodies of these three men 
assembled ambiguously on the dam, this body of water is ambiguous if it 
is anything. It summons ambivalence. This reservoir, like this pond, is not 
so unlike us—it is what it is not and is not what it is in its way. And it is so 
different from us, too, in its other-and-more-than-humanness. So different 
that it forces rather uncomfortable questions, at least within an existential 
frame. It doesn’t have to be its ambiguity; we do, Sartre insists. We must 
live ours; it just is, says he. But is it so certain? Is it perhaps only probable? 
And isn’t its probability slipping as we learn more and more of the worldly 
ways of earthly creatures and powers? Is the relation of alterity relative only 
to human experience and to things made by human hands? What of Nature 
itself? What of the nonhuman, the other-than-human, the more-than-human? 
What of the reeds and grasses? The fishes and turtles? The osprey? These are 
not rhetorical questions. We will take them up in earnest in the next chapter. 
There we will see motley web-like linkages of other-and-more-than-human 
creatures and powers; quilt-like interfacings that at once precede and facili-
tate and surpass all human relations; mesh-like interweavings (to borrow a 
helpful notion from Timothy Morton26) that transcend the human face-to-face 
and human artifice alike. And we can see much of this even here, even as we 
remain firmly within a human frame.

When the hiker steps onto the dam to admire nature, when the angler steps 
onto the dam to catch a fish, when the game warden steps onto to the dam to 
check the angler’s fishing license, when the park ranger steps onto the dam 
to chat with the hikers and anglers alike, when the Department of Environ-
mental Protection agent steps onto the dam to take a water sample, when 
delinquent teens hide behind it on a warm Saturday evening to build an illegal 
fire and illegally sip illegally procured beer and argue about life through a 
cloud of expletives and smoke and laughter: the dam and its reservoir-pond 
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unites and separates them all; all of them together and apart, at every level 
of materiality, from simple matter like concrete and bobbers to evermore 
complex and inscrutable inflections, like brains in bodies in environments, 
like crumbling estates and abandoned farms in nature preserves; sundry insti-
tutionalized meanings and their associated practices and the constraints and 
freedoms they confer; all the stuff of thought and all bodily affect and all the 
things of civilization, commingled here at the pond. “Everything is there.” 
We see a bygone reservoir folded into the legislated landscape of a nature 
preserve; that sometime cistern made into this very pond by the conservation-
ists and preservationists, by all their ideas and words and deeds, and remade 
each day by the anglers and the hikers, the wardens and rangers and teens 
and all the rest. This pond is worked matter through and through, worked 
again and again and reintegrated in the rereworking into ever new inflections 
of meaning and mattering: reservoir, pond, private, public, farm, exploited, 
abandoned, neglected, protected, preserved; all of it comprehensible to some 
indefinite yet intelligible extent—even if not wholly intelligible—the shifting 
inertial residue of material relations and mediations, of human expectations 
and aspirations, and all of it interwoven, as we will see in the next chapter, 
with other-than-human expectations, if not more-than-human aspirations.

A BrAid oF FloWS in A WEB oF SCArCity

Everything matters. It doesn’t always feel that way, thankfully, but even if 
we are not inclined to face up to it all the time, it is true. The task of dialecti-
cal reason, as Sartre understands it, is to show how everything is everywhere 
always at stake (a descriptive moment), in order to understand just what is at 
stake (an eductive moment) and how it came to be (a regressive moment) and 
how it comes to be (a progressive moment), and all of this so that we might 
get a better grip on a way forward (a normative moment). This is one way to 
think about Sartre’s regressive-progressive method, or what I prefer to call his 
integrative and open-ended method.27 After all, Sartre changes his mind about 
it here and there as it suits his purpose, and so may we, provided that we do 
not lose sight of his abiding sense that everything matters and that everything 
is everywhere present in its way. At stake in the boxing match, for example, 
is “nothing less than the fate of humanity.”28 This is, in its way, a regressive 
assertion made right in the thick of Sartre’s most rigorous exploration of the 
progressive moment. After all, strictly speaking fate comes only after all is 
said and done. It is a backward-facing notion set like stone at the end of the 
future. And we can see his point, even if we might not be inclined to take 
two men’s beating each other senseless for a screaming crowd of onlookers 
to be quite so grave. The challenge is to face forward. “Everything is given 
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in the least punch. . . . And if everything were not present and transcended, 
the singular invention—the unique and concrete reality that is this punch, 
delivered on this day, in this hall, in front of this audience—would not even 
be possible.”29 All of human history can be gathered together in an integra-
tive glimpse of an abstractly possible Totalization; and only an open-ended 
totalizing gaze can point us to the lived reality of this match, to these two 
men in this ring on this evening, to their trainers and managers, to this crowd 
and these wagerers, both real and imagined; this is the same history that has 
pointed through all its differentia to all the other goings-on on this evening 
in this hall and all the other goings-on around town, too, and in the nearby 
region, and across the Earth and all around the world. No less, and no more. 

And so it must be a fortiori with the objects of our interest: the impromptu 
pond and sometime reservoir; the dam, some ruins, many trails, one road; a 
little brook and a massive aqueduct and a great river; to say nothing of the 
ocean to which all the water flows. Each in its way is wrapped up with our 
praxis; all of them wholly, even if not solely, linked through human actions 
undertaken toward the bent and shifting fork of our goals; all of it related and 
mediated across worldly time and earthly space; all of it pointing obliquely 
to these actions on this very day; all named generically by terms like angling 
and hiking; expressed genetically, in at least two senses of the term, in this 
angler’s casting and in these hikers’ ambling as they in their turn nudge his-
tory along its leaping and lurching course. They are not so unlike our three 
flows at a crossing: the brook into the pond and out of it and under the aque-
duct; the aqueduct under the river and over the hill; the brook to the river; 
all three later mingled: the aqueduct into the big city further downstream 
and then into the river through drainpipes and spill-off; the brook in its turn 
past the city by way of the river; and all of them, brook, aqueduct, and river, 
into the ocean, and further on still through all the worlds across the Earth. 
(All of this, to say nothing of the countless other-than-human agencies and 
countless more-than-human goals right here on Earth in this world right now. 
Again, be patient. We will come to them in the next chapter.) These are the 
facts—phenomenological, dialectical, hydrological—difficult as they are to 
gather together. 

As Sartre would have it, one goal underlies all others: the satisfaction of 
need in a milieu of scarcity. In the idiom of this study we might think of 
the satisfaction of earthly needs in a context of worldly scarcity. However 
we inflect the relation, for Sartre, the relation between need and scarcity is 
all important. We should think a bit about the scarcity. (As for need, it will 
find its proper place in the axiological context of chapter 6.) All of experi-
ence, individual, social, historical, “takes place in the insupportable tension 
of scarcity”;30 indeed, “the whole of human development, at least up to now, 
has been a bitter struggle against scarcity”;31 and, perhaps most important to 
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Sartre and to the present purposes, all scarcity is at once found and made, of 
both the given and the taken: “at every level the basis of the passive actions 
of worked and socialized materiality [be it a dam or an aqueduct or a charted 
inland waterway, M.A.] will turn out to be the original structure of scarcity 
as a primary unity transmitted to matter through men and returning to men 
through matter.”32 As Sartre understands it, we elicit by our concerted con-
duct the very scarcities that we must in turn overcome. Thus the central task 
of history, as Sartre conceives it, is to break this “yoke of scarcity,”33 even as 
the yoke forever refuses to be unbuckled. In this sense, any momentary satis-
faction of need is just a waypoint in the perpetual refusal of scarcity. 

So the task at hand, the task always at hand, is to navigate our way through 
some worldly threat of insufficiency, despite all earthly sufficiencies; some-
how we must make safe passage through this perpetually shifting milieu that, 
at the dawn of each new day, we know might not satisfy our needs and wants, 
both real and imagined, both congenital and conjured. We are not foolish in 
this effort. We do know that the “yoke” can be broken in practice, at least 
for an hour or a day or a year. And we have a hunch that perhaps it could be 
removed forever. Even Sartre leaves the question open, as he hints in his “at 
least up to now,” and as he reminds us explicitly (in another context) that 
scarcity is contingent, not necessary; that “relations of immediate abundance 
between other practical organisms and other milieux are not inconceivable 
a priori”;34 that at least in principle, scarcity might be unknown elsewhere; 
that perhaps in some hetero-world on some alter-terra, and perhaps even 
here on Earth, “the Elsewhere of all Elsewheres,”35 scarcity might even be 
permanently surpassable. So Sartre hints, though only once and with hesita-
tion: permanent escape is neither unimaginable nor unrealizable. After all, 
“Nothing is settled except past being,”36 as he says more than once in more 
than one way in the Critique. After all, as he says in Search for a Method, 
“the point is to subordinate nothing a priori.”37 All we know is that it could 
happen somewhere, and that if it could happen elsewhere it might happen 
here; even though it has not happened up to now, even if it has not happened 
yet. In any case, scarcity is historical, a product of our projects, which makes 
it by definition open-ended.

We can trace the historical path of scarcity in either direction right at the 
pond. If we peer through the regressive lens, we can follow it back from 
pond to reservoir to brook, from preserve to estate, from territory to colony, 
from homestead to aboriginal homeland. Scarcity lies at the root of each; 
erstwhile reservoir and ersatz pond, each in its way natural and cultural, 
the pond tracking more the one, the reservoir more following the way of 
the other—natural, cultural, innate, connate; how shall we draw the line? Is 
there a line to draw? If we peer through the progressive lens, we see that the 
watery inflection has been oriented by shifting needs and wants; that these 



126 Chapter 4

have driven each transformation, the projective movement forward, from 
brook to reservoir to pond, from wilderness to home ground to territory to 
preserve and on toward all possible futures. Scarcity lies across the map of 
history like a wayfarer’s bearing line, straight, then bent, segments rubbed 
out, redrawn. The history and currency of scarcity points the way backward 
and forward for our investigation. And, in either direction, it provides an 
index by which we might keep the investigation concrete: “scarcity is never 
an abstract principle, or one external to the social ensemble. At every instant, 
it is a synthetic relation of all men to non-human materiality and of all men 
among themselves through this materiality, inasmuch as the ensemble of 
techniques, relations of production and historical circumstances gives this 
relation its determination and its unity.”38 Like the dam itself, scarcity is at 
once durable and plastic. It provides the ever-shifting context of all human 
relations and worldly mediations. And as we will see in the next chapter, 
even Sartre thinks there might be more to the story of scarcity. Perhaps scar-
city and need link all earthlings to all others in a properly historical bond 
between all life-worlds and a living Earth. Perhaps scarcity is earthly, too, 
not just a thing of the world. This remains to be seen. The reservoir tells a 
good enough story of worldly scarcity for our needs here in this chapter, if 
not in this world. 

Enter the faux aristocracy of the American imaginary, the counterfeit 
gentry who would keep prized cows in the barn and grow exotic flowers in 
the greenhouse and sip cordials and gaze at the river and valley from the 
terrace. Fakers or not, they are rich and thirsty. When they arrived, there 
was not enough water, not right here where they needed it. Here water was 
scarce. There was water beneath their feet, and more of it up there in that 
lake. We will take what is given, they said. They would make water abundant 
here in this milieu of scarcity. They dug a well. They built a dam. They built 
walls and fences. They wrote deeds and trained dogs and bought guns. Time 
passed. Things changed. 

Further on, after the landholders and landlords left, the reservoir’s story 
gave way to a pond’s tale. Along with all of the crumbling and decay and 
forgetting, come the preservationists and conservationists, the nature lovers 
who would immortalize mortal Nature and the nature keepers who would 
store up some portion of Nature’s plentiful yet finite bounty. There is not 
enough Nature here now, not right here where we need it; in the future 
Nature’s gifts may be scarce everywhere. We will make Nature and its 
bounty abundant. We will love it. We will preserve it. We will conserve it. 
Like strawberries in sugar. We will draw borders. We will make laws. We 
will enforce those laws and guard the boundaries. We will have laws and 
maps and guns. No dogs allowed. The details of the task and target will 
change. And the stratagems, too.
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Crucial as the details are in the give and take of History—perhaps espe-
cially the details we do not know—still it can be said that each singular task 
and each singular target shapes in its way the universal struggle against scar-
city. Each means and every end inflects the givens of history just insofar as 
history is inflected in every taken. These particular struggles, to farm the soil 
and feed the cattle, to steward the forest and provision the future, are the same 
struggle against scarcity: “every struggle—as a rift—is the incarnation of all 
others: in other words, at once of the fundamental scarcity and of the specific 
forms that contemporary society gives to this scarcity.”39 The earlier agrar-
ian forms developed and spread, and these came to affect larger and larger 
swathes of the landscape, more often than not to the point of unrecognizabil-
ity. (How many have seen a “virgin forest” or “untrammeled wilderness?” 
How many such places are there, if ever there were any?) And often enough 
to the point of degradation (polluted streams, dwindling aquifers, unabated 
gray and black water); accelerating deterioration (eutrophication of whole 
ponds, lakes, dead zones in legs of rivers and swathes of coastal waters); 
and more and more often wholesale depletion (the decimation of the upper 
Hudson forests, the crash of the lower Hudson fishery, to say nothing of the 
silted winds of the Great Dustbowl or the vanishing Aral Sea). “Above all, 
although scarcity is universal, at a given historical moment it may vary from 
one region to another.” It must vary. 

To this Sartre adds parenthetically and not incidentally: “And while some 
of the causes of these variations, such as over-population or underdevelop-
ment, are historical, and are therefore fully intelligible within History itself, 
others, such as climate, or the richness of the sub-soil, given a certain level 
of technical development, condition History through social structures with-
out being conditioned by it.”40 The question remains, are these latter con-
ditionings of history so surely unintelligible within History? Here again we 
encroach on the terrain of chapters 5 and 7, where we will have to take up 
the question of Earth’s conditioning by and of (and for?) worldly history—a 
mutual conditioning which Sartre conditionally rejected; and the mounting 
challenges in our ongoing struggle in the milieu of ecologically mediated 
social scarcity—which Sartre increasingly acknowledged and even examined 
on a few occasions. 

At this stage of the investigation we know that the dam began as and 
remains a durable trace of our adaptive struggle under the shifting yoke of 
worldly scarcity. While the dam holds, there is water aplenty, for fishes and 
ospreys and anglers and amblers alike. The dam keeps the water level where 
it needs to be most of the time, just the right amount in just the right ways of 
wetness, as if Goldilocks, herself, were running the show. In any case, some-
one who thought like her designed the dam. And those who built it believed 
well enough in her measured response to earthly things needful in a world 
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where worldly things are scarce. Then, not too high, not too low, just enough 
for the cows and the garden and the pool. And now, just enough for the osprey 
and the angler. But Sartre has bigger fish to fry. 

likE rungS in A lAddEr

Again and again in both volumes of Critique Sartre asks, eyes wide, “What 
do we see?” For him, once again, the way to render the world intelligible is 
to see it in and through the lens of lived experience and human conduct. (This 
is one way only, a sensible enough first measure for the human organism, as 
we will discuss in chapter 9.) To this abiding orientation toward anthropos 
the mature Sartre adds a subtle orientation toward oikos. All experience and 
conduct occur in the context of need and scarcity. Earthly need and worldly 
scarcity, I add. And he says again and again: “It is this type of relation that we 
must first describe.”41 This is our task, to describe early and often, only with 
the difference that as our orientation becomes more dialectical our seeing 
must look to a wider and more nuanced spectrum of relations and processes 
and mediations. 

So what have we seen? Let’s take stock. We have seen something of what 
comes of Sartre’s approach with the help of our angler and hikers, our dia-
mond merchant and lead monger, our preservationists and conservationists, 
to say nothing of our agents and wardens and delinquent teens. We have seen 
hands on the brook, the brook taken hold of by human intention, at least from 
the day the diamond merchant decided to dam it. And surely long before that 
in ways we can only imagine. Humans have been present in the region for 
many millenniums. And busy. A flock of contradictions in a knot of needs in 
a braid of flows in a web of scarcity: so far so good. 

The next challenge is integrative: to gather our three flows together—
brook, aqueduct, and river; to show the interlacing of these flows, if they are 
interlaced. What else, what more, do we see through the prism of praxis? 

First, a bit of philosopher’s boxing to help get us oriented. Imagine: two 
titans come to a stalemate in a dazed hug against the ropes. “Here as every-
where we ought to oppose to Hegel Kierkegaard, who represents the claims 
of the individual as such.”42 Sartre has insisted on this at least since Being 
and Nothingness. It has been a long fight. And in Search for a Method, as 
he sets the stage for his big round with dialectical reason, and with the pros-
pect of a historical and structural anthropology, he insists that both Hegel 
and Kierkegaard are right. From the anti-philosopher of Copenhagen, we 
learn that “grief, need, passion, the pain of men, are brute realities which 
can neither be surpassed nor changed by knowledge.” From the philosopher 
of Jena, we learn that “mediation is always presented as an enrichment.”43 
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Neither relations nor mediations are of mere knowing. They are neither inert 
nor static. “Knowing the cause of a passion is not enough to overcome it; one 
must live it, one must oppose other passions to it, one must combat it tena-
ciously.”44 All mediations are matters of lived meaning, experiences of truth 
developing and transforming and fashioned from history. Mediations are the 
stuff of history. And they are not happenings; they are doings. We know, in 
the end, Sartre placed his bet on Kierkegaard, on the singular universal: “in 
relation to Hegel, he marks progress toward realism, since he insists above 
all on the primacy of the specifically real over thought.”45 Still, he always had 
a soft spot for Hegel, in the early works no less than in the later: “Hegel’s 
brilliant intuition is to make me depend on the Other in my being. I am, he 
said, a being for-itself which is for-itself only through another. Therefore the 
Other penetrates me to the heart.”46 This is, of course, the animating intuition 
of Sartre’s ontology of the Look, which he never abandons; and in the later 
social ontology, the same insight spills into the critical role of ternary rela-
tions, the gathering and gathered glance of the “Third,” whose recognition 
imbues all serial undertakings, and collective action and group praxis alike 
with their distinctive unities. 

And Sartre’s debt to Hegel runs deeper still. “For us, truth is something 
which becomes, it has and will have become. It is a totalization which is for-
ever being totalized. Particular facts do not signify anything; they are neither 
true nor false unless they are related, through the mediation of various partial 
totalities, to the totalization in process.”47 If we are to trust Sartre—and he 
has gotten us this far—immanence and transcendence are the necessary and 
sufficient conditions for the generation of history, the imminent [sic] no less 
than the eschatological. We suffer the truth and through our particular manner 
of suffering it, on this particular day at this historical conjuncture in our work 
toward this particular end, we change the world. This is the passion of life 
and truth. We relate to each other as to ourselves through and by means of a 
brutish reality—Sartre never gave up his habit of calling it “brute” tout court; 
we need not follow him all the way—and in so doing we mediate the selfsame 
reality that mediates our relations. Here the angler angles and the hiker hikes, 
there the debate rages and the laws are enacted, elsewhere the shots are fired, 
the bombs fall, another mother loses another son, another daughter is born. 
We nudge history constantly forward with and against its constant nudging. 
And so it is with truth. 

This much we have seen already: worldly need is mediated by earthly scar-
city, as worldly scarcity is mediated by earthly need. What else do we see? 
Let us turn the prism of praxis around. What more do we see if we look at our 
brook and aqueduct and river through the prism’s edges rather its faces? What 
else do we see if we peer through its end, if we risk a more kaleidoscopic than 
spectral vision? Might the temporal and spatial mediations that we see tend 
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toward a particular relational form? Is there a particular shape to the histori-
cal and structural mediations among these flows? Dare we call such things 
structures of history? Are they historical structures? Sartre gives us a hint in 
his eductive preference for hierarchy.

Sartre’s manner of seeing often, and in a sense always, displays a hierarchi-
cal arrangement of relations and mediations. All relations are mediated and 
all mediations related in a synchronically vertical process of reconfigurations 
stacked upon reconfigurations (the regressive moment); and this even as 
mediations and relations are reworked through diachronically horizontal proj-
ects (the progressive moment). In other words, when seen together at the level 
of historical structures, experience and world are layered. From the daily to 
the epochal (think angling vs. hiking, exploitation vs. preservation, domes-
ticated vs. wild) history is structured and the structures are stratified. The 
context within which things happen provides forms and layers. When seen in 
sequence, at the level of lived experience and historical transformation, the 
different moments signify different degrees and kinds of historical import 
and impact. From the workaday (anglers angling and hikers hiking) to the 
world-historic (dammers damming rivers and preservers preserving nature) 
to History writ large (some work toward the collapse of civilization, others 
toward the city of ends, all of them against the horizon of human extinction). 
At this level of analysis, we see that the contextual structures and the strata 
are historical. Thus at every level of a dialectical investigation, from the most 
abstract and tragicomic plain of historic events to the finer-grained layers of 
daily tragedies and comedies in the historical stream, we find something of a 
hierarchical form. Or rather, what we find can be informatively fitted into a 
hierarchical template. How so? Look at Sartre’s choice for an entry point into 
Volume II of Critique. Look at the boxers.

Sartre has not chosen the boxing match simply because it is interesting 
in and of itself, which it certainly is. He has chosen it because he takes its 
hierarchical form to be dialectically paradigmatic, both historically and 
structurally. We will raise questions about the sufficiency of this paradigm 
soon enough. We should first consider its necessity. Whatever its limits, 
the example of boxing helps us to take a first measure of both structures 
and history, of both the riverbed and the flow. “What counts is the fact that 
there exists a competitive hierarchy . . . and that every fight takes place at 
the very heart of this hierarchy; indeed, [every fight] derives its meaning 
from it.”48 Granted, Sartre here speaks of a simple dyadic combat, a battle 
between two men. But he speaks of much more than this. He takes up the 
pugilistic event as a means to address broader questions of the intelligibil-
ity of struggle as such, which points toward the comprehension of history, 
not least, of social history, political history, and economic history—to say 
nothing of environmental history. If the bout itself is plainly hierarchical, 
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so too, “the evening is hierarchical,” and the whole world of boxing itself 
is a “hierarchical ensemble.” It is an “ongoing process” that can be seen in 
a glance. Again, everything is there: “Thus the diachronic synthesis (living 
hierarchy that gradually becomes established) is at one and the same time 
a real product of the synchronic synthesis (the organizers have chosen the 
bouts on the basis of the [achievement] and reputation of the fighters) and the 
[evening’s recapitulation] of the synchronic hierarchy.”49 What can we make 
of this dialectical hierarchism with regard to our three flows, the brook, the 
aqueduct, and the river?

At first glance, these boxers’ worldly struggle and the world of boxing in 
which their bout unfolds could hardly seem farther from an earthly brook or 
a river. The aqueduct does stand out in its way. What are the relations among 
them? And however we may describe their respective meanings, can we 
speak of mediations among them? 

First, as noted above, all of our relations, both among ourselves and 
between us and the other-and-more-than-human world, take place in the 
context of scarcity; and all of these relations are substantially, even if not 
exclusively, mediations of our struggle as expressions of need, that is, of the 
struggle to escape the yoke of scarcity. This cannot be overemphasized. And 
Sartre’s tendency toward hierarchical analysis helps, so far as it goes. The 
matrix of earthly need and worldly scarcity is hierarchical in its way—albeit 
in a way we ourselves have had a significant hand in fashioning. It can be 
figuratively characterized by the dual possibility of victor and vanquished: 
“it is a question of being present at an individual episode of an ascent, and 
at a moment which may begin or accelerate a decline. Ascent and decline 
have any meaning, of course, only if they are understood in terms of the 
entire hierarchy.”50 We might say as much of the diamond merchant’s need 
for water right where he will build his country estate. Imagine that some 
Other—industrialist, farmer, beaver, it hardly matters, even as it matters so 
much—thought to divert the brook upstream. What then? It can be said, too, 
of the angler’s favorite fishing spot. Imagine he arrives one day to find some 
Other fishing from it. Or what’s worse, some hiker standing there. A gawker 
just gawking where there are fish to be had. And it can be said no less of 
the hikers and the teens, for reasons fitting to their particular needs and to 
the specific scarcities which together sketch out their respective spectra of 
possibilities. 

There is conflict in each case, whether actual or possible. And there is a 
hierarchy of sorts to their mutual relations, both historical and structural. 
Each struggles to climb the ladder, both real and imaginary, to rise out of 
worldly scarcity through the satisfaction of earthly need. And the challenges 
are seemingly endless. Like the industrialists no less than the angler, Sartre’s 
boxers know and live this truth: 
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These mediocre but solid fighters who know their job . . . represent the first 
rungs—tough and almost inert—of the ceaseless to-and-fro movement which 
makes up the world of boxing . . . the initial bout on the program is synthetically 
united with the rest as the first moment of an ongoing process. . . . The beginning 
of the evening is the temporal equivalent of the first rungs of the ladder. . . . At 
the same time as this ephemeral reality—the first bout—vanishes, determining 
(with its very disappearance) and confirming its immutable place in the spatio-
temporal hierarchy, the two opponents move up, move down: in short, find 
themselves after the fight on a different rung.51

This is certainly an apt description of the shape and mien of the world of 
boxing—movement up and down, no one ever stands still for long, past bouts 
pointing the way to the present one, this evening’s bout giving us tomorrow’s. 
The metaphor of a ladder and its rungs is apt, to say the least. Sartre can fairly 
enough take the world of boxing as paradigmatic of a more complex concern 
with hierarchical structures and histories, to say nothing of History writ large, 
if such a thing there is. And we, too, might take hierarchy seriously as a first 
measure of relations and mediations among our flows. 

What more can we make of Sartre’s scalar metaphor in regard to them? Is 
there a way to see something like a ranking of the many watery relations in 
this pond’s tale thus far? Do we have a ladder of flows before us in any sense? 
And if so, which flow is the lowest rung, which the next, and which the high-
est? Can we discern, for example, a temporal hierarchy of earthly needs that 
might string together the three flows, brook, aqueduct, and River, and delimit 
the relations and mediations among them? And after that, might we be able to 
challenge pure hierarchy and discern a spatial holarchy of processes that might 
show us their interlacings in a context of worldly scarcity? It’s worth a try.

tHE Bottom rung

Scale is an obvious consideration in a spatial hierarchy—big, bigger, big-
gest; small, smaller, smallest, as the case may be. There is also scale in a 
temporal hierarchy—eldest, middling, and youngest, for example, or some 
other calibration of duration, like our three Sartres, the early, the later, and 
the mature. What, then, of our three flows? The brook could come first on the 
spatial scale. It is the smallest and of the least geographic import. In another 
sense, cultural if not natural, it has also had the least historic impact of the 
three, even if it is older at least than the aqueduct, though likely younger than 
the river—it would take a geomorphologist to know for sure. In any case, the 
brook provides us with an obvious starting point. A bottom rung for analysis. 

At some point late in life, its eminently earthly flow was taken up in the 
service of earthly need satisfaction by the worldly capitalist-qua-agricultural 
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hobbyist who built the estate in the context of early twentieth-century scar-
city. About this singular individual little is known. We do know that he was 
in the diamond business—not incidentally one among many socially and 
ecologically destructive inflections of the extractivist paradigm, about which 
more in chapter 7. We also know that he had done well enough to build 
himself a short-lived manor house (lost to a fire) and an even-shorter-lived 
fiefdom in the lower Hudson River Valley (lost to the late capitalist conflagra-
tion we call The Depression). His project by the brook was, we may safely 
infer, to produce leisure and pastime; to have a place “to get away from it 
all.” He was not so unlike our hikers and our anglers in his way, their projects 
undertaken on the former estate grounds in the wake of the preservationists’ 
and conservationists’ efforts to preserve and conserve the “away-from-it-all.” 
And if recently released photographs tell us anything, one must imagine that 
the rock merchant succeeded well enough in making such pleasure and pas-
time possible for himself and the select few who were invited to partake.52 For 
unknown reasons he had to pass the place on to another mogul soon after its 
completion. So the same flow, our brook and some portion of its surround-
ings, was again bought to produce still more leisure and even a cultivated 
avocation to animal husbandry; purchased with brook, reservoir, barn, and 
manor house in place—and not without another hint of social and ecological 
irony—this time with a fortune won in the lead industry. Like Rome, this 
little empire would also soon fall.

We may also safely infer that in each case, both the first and second owner-
ships, at least some of the produce of the toy farm spilled out into the nearby 
region, to a level beyond the immediate vicinity of the estate. It spilled out 
in the form of surplus milk pinched impatiently from the herd by cold and 
calloused servants’ hands in the manurey ambiance of the barn. It flowed out, 
at least under the second owner, in the form of prize-winning Jersey cows 
to other husbandmen—no doubt all of them men, even if not all of them 
husbands—of lesser means and little renown. It sprinkled out, perhaps, in the 
form of coveted flowers, an orchid, a rose, tended lovingly by gloved hands 
in the warmth of the greenhouse on steamy hot summer afternoons. It wafted 
out in the mingled scents of precious perfumes, fine cigars, old brandy, 
through the open parlor door on warm summer evenings. And, after its brief 
respite in the reservoir, the water of the brook flowed past it all, consistent 
and predictable enough, integral and indifferent to it all; as the river valley 
then in sight—now obscured by a second-growth forest—reminded everyone 
every day, both the fortunate few as they sipped their colorful cordials by 
the poolside and the indentured many who scurried about collecting the tiny 
hand-blown glasses and scraping crumbs from the breakfast table to make 
room for lunch. The steadfast brook flowed into the reservoir and through it 
and out of it and beyond it all on its way to the river. Even if few deigned to 
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notice it nor to wonder where its many waters had come from, nor where they 
were headed, nor to imagine just quite how far they would flow, nor that some 
of those waters would even return—we will have to think about these cycli-
cal sorts of things, too, when the time comes—still it flowed. As it still does.

It is not clear just how many warm summer evenings there were before the 
estate was abandoned. But abandoned it was, and with it the reservoir and 
the brook. And still the brook flowed and the reservoir took its first halting 
steps toward becoming a pond. One can only imagine the course of events, 
the departure of the people and all that they left in their wake and what hap-
pened to it all. For all but the passing few who witnessed it piecemeal, one 
can only imagine what came after the great departure. There is no record. And 
just as with our angler and his singularly universal life, imagine we must and 
imagine we can53—which is not to say that we may leave reality behind. Far 
from it, as we will see in Part III. 

We might imagine, for instance, viewing the well-ministered reservoir 
from the painted steps of a graceful gazebo. There are orderly plantings along 
one shore of the reservoir. A row boat is pulled half onto the grass on another. 
A school of iridescent tangerine carp drift together just below the surface near 
the center. A pair of half-domesticated half-wild mute swans with no one to 
hiss at floats as one. And we can imagine all of it slowly transforming, each 
element at its own pace: the shrubberies and trees reproducing themselves, 
for the first time by themselves and for themselves and where and when they 
choose; some years later the prickly raspberry bushes making their perennial 
parabolic way across the lawn to the water’s edge, leap by leap, root to root; 
the gazebo in the loving embrace of vines, paint chipping and peeling, lat-
tices graying and warping, sills rotting, the whole thing leaning, at first just 
a little, and then a little more, and with each passing year still more, until a 
decade later it leans too far and the weight of its lover twined loosely around 
its every element takes it down and the vines take their leave to make a better 
stand on some plumb young tree nearby. All of this in ten or twenty or thirty 
years. The swans left before any of it, no doubt. Soon after the supply of daily 
corn dried up they lumbered into the air and flapped away, perhaps blowing 
a final hiss at the little skiff as it slipped off the muddy shore after heavy rain 
and slid ghostly across the water and under the rushes to rot its way into their 
roots and become reeds and grasses in a watery oblivion. All of this and more, 
we may imagine, in half a century, give or take a decade.

All the while the local towns grew in strides over the ensuing decades, four 
times post-war—the First World War, then the next “war to end all wars,” 
and then the next two, to say nothing of all the rest. The towns spread wide 
with the help of cars and roads and more cars, all around the highlands, never 
in them. The terrain was too rough. And decades of private interest in keeping 
the highlands wild or exploitable or both had an impact too. The bout went 
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on and little by little those interested in preservation and conservation won 
out against the push for prey and profit. The hunts were forbidden and the 
mines and quarries were closed and the lands were purchased piece by piece 
by piece, some pieces by smaller collectives of interested citizens, much of 
it by the larger collective of the state. By the late 1960s most of the Hudson 
Highlands State Park Preserve had been secured. By the late 1990s a final few 
parcels were added to make it what it is today. All the while a little brook 
flowed out of a lake and into a river, the brook punctuated by a reservoir that 
became a pond; the pond amidst ruins of a former estate, now all tucked away 
safely in a nature preserve.

tHE middlE rung, tHougH not tHE middling

The brook is a local flow. It touches the regional scale, and is old enough 
though not the eldest. From another angle, we might take the young aque-
duct as the next rung in this sketch of a hydrological dialectic. After all, it is 
smaller than the river. At first glance its obvious regional significance seems 
smaller than the world-historical impact of the mighty Hudson—to say noth-
ing of great river’s deep-time roots and imprint, about which more in the next 
chapter. Still, not the aqueduct but the river comes next in this hierarchical 
adumbration, for many reasons. 

In his elegant history of the Hudson, Tom Lewis reminds us that the pro-
found impact of flowing waters on the North American story can hardly be 
overestimated. “This continent’s great rivers have in large measure defined 
and shaped American history and culture.”54 This should come as no surprise. 
Waterways, after all, provide the quickest access to new places, and it only 
made sense here, as it always does, to settle on or near their shores whenever 
and wherever possible—both for the original settlers of the land, and for the 
colonizers who came after them. (We will touch on the social and ecological 
pathologies of colonialism in chapter 7.)

Impacts always take place in a place. Regions and edges abound. “The 
West belongs to the roiling red waters of the Colorado,” Lewis writes, “The 
East belongs to the Hudson.” Though it has drifted somewhat out of the lime-
light in the American imaginary, as we will see, it remains among the cultural 
accoutrements of natural Americana. “Far more than a short river flowing 
through New York state, the Hudson is a thread that runs through the fabric of 
four centuries of American history.”55 We know, for example, that numerous 
industries thrived along the Hudson, and more importantly, because of it. We 
know that millions of logs were floated down the Hudson to be milled, and 
that thousands of whales were dragged up it to be rendered. We know that 
dozens of vineyards and hundreds of orchards sprouted along its banks. We 
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know that millions of tons of ice were cut from its surface; and millions of 
tons of clay for millions of bricks were dug from its bottom; and as many tons 
of sand to make many more tons of cement. We know that a major foundry 
was built with bricks and cement by federal mandate and with federal funds 
on the secure shore opposite West Point. The foundry, now in ruins, is dubi-
ously credited by local devotees with determining the outcome of the Civil 
War. It manufactured a particularly accurate rifled canon. The gun, they say, 
won the war. We know all of this and more. For these and many other rea-
sons the Hudson would seem to count as the true prize-fighter and champion 
among our three flows. But we know other things, too. We know that prior to 
their demise, each of these flourishing industries was more and more devoted 
to serving the needs of the ever-growing world-historical city downstream. 
We know that without New York City, only a handful of them would have 
come into existence at all, and none that did would have grown so much 
and so fast as they did. The emergence and burgeoning of the great city is 
ultimately responsible for the river’s greatness. Not the river itself. And so, 
too, the city is responsible for its demotion to second rung in this analysis, as 
the second step along the scalar way, as the next rather than final rung in the 
spatial and temporal ladder. 

Great though it was, the river is now the middle child among our three flows. 
At least insofar as its primary relations and mediations are now regional, and 
even if its reach was once world-historical and remains intermittently global, 
in a most unlikely knockout in an unplanned bout, the Catskill Aqueduct has 
taken the belt. But how can this be? 

Through the aqueduct flows satisfaction of the most earthly of earthly 
needs—water—in the context of the most worldly of worldly scarcities—the 
city. The thirst of millions: vanquished. What a victory. The celebration 
becomes more plausible with a bit of historical and structural context.

tHE top rung, For noW

The story of New York City’s struggle against water scarcity is more of a 
saga than an epic—though it has its epic moments, as we will see. There was 
never enough clean water, plenty of poor quality water, and until surprisingly 
recently, ubiquitous waterborne disease.56 So the struggle begins where all 
such struggles begin, with ecological need in the framework of unsatisfied 
biological and social thirsts: thirst of body, thirst of land, thirst of industry, 
the many thirsts of poverty and wealth. Just as the estate builders stood by our 
brook and scratched their heads in worry about water, so have the inhabitants 
of New York City long worried about water. If for First Nation peoples and 
the early European colonizers water scarcity was just the workaday problem 
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of gathering enough of the stuff for a family or a small community, as the 
city stepped into regional prominence and then onto the world-historical seen, 
finally displacing its nearby rivals—Boston to the north, Philadelphia to the 
south—water became a problem of historic proportion, too, multifariously 
inflected in the multifarious lives of New Yorkers. Gerard Koeppel describes 
the moment vividly, and the problem:

From 1810 to 1840 New York’s population more than tripled, adding an aver-
age of 7,200 new people a year, many of them poor Irish immigrants. New 
York turned from an overgrown colonial-age town into a dense industrial city 
of 330,000. And yet, on the cusp of world dominance, New York was still 
drinking water as it had in the days of burghers and bouweries: from wells that 
had always been distastefully hard and brackish but now were extraordinarily 
deficient and dangerously polluted.57 

Whether it is about want of good water for tea—the so-called “Tea Water” 
that was thought to be the best in the city and coveted by all—or about 
the class conflict that always (and everywhere) surrounds the coveted sub-
stance—the wealthy had fine water delivered in containers by the poor who 
only had access to poor water themselves—the burgeoning city’s version of 
water need is the workaday water scarcity story writ large: there is not enough 
water here where we need it, and there are so many of us. And the city’s solu-
tion is just the same old solution writ large: we will take it from somewhere 
else, and we will take lots of it. So the questions are the same, and simple too: 
where shall we take it from, and how? 

Long before New York’s rise up the ladder to cosmopolitan world-class 
status, the solution that would ultimately win the day had been proposed. 
In 1774, a recent immigrant by the name of Christopher Colles, “the first 
individual clearly identified with New York’s water fortunes,”58 proposed 
that water should be piped in from some cleaner and better-tasting source 
outside the city. The demand was already there. All the solution required was 
a supply and a delivery system. It was as sensible a proposal as could be, and 
the city got behind it. Somewhere outside of town would be a waterworks 
proper. A deep well would provide the supply. A reservoir would store the 
precious fluid. A steam engine would do the work of pumping it. A string of 
log pipes would deliver it. Things moved ahead swimmingly. The deep well 
was dug, the reservoir was built, and the steam engine assembled. Despite 
much ado about the whole thing, only the latter contraption had any real 
impact. And ultimately its impact had nothing whatever to do with moving 
water or quenching thirst. Still, it had much to do with need and scarcity in its 
way, as a form of entertainment, and even a beacon of hope. “The completed 
engine was an immediate and fascinating attraction,” Koeppel writes. “Few 
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New Yorkers had seen a steam engine in operation. Workers raised a flag on 
a high pole at the waterworks before tests. Large crowds flocked up from the 
town to experience this belching, hissing, clanking harbinger of the industrial 
future.”59 Like our pond’s irresistible dam onto which everyone steps, every-
one came to see the steam engine. Who could resist this sign of progress and 
the new world that lay ahead? Would it be a world of plenty? Surely. A world 
beyond scarcity? Surely. This was the promise. But that world would have to 
wait for some other revolution. Not this one.

The testing of the steam engine began in March of 1776. “Six months 
later, British forces occupied the city. Most New Yorkers, including the 
patriotic Colles, fled. The New-York Water Works, a ‘dangerous’ example 
of American ingenuity, was destroyed by British troops. The log pipe distri-
bution network was never laid.”60 The American revolution was underway, 
as dangerous an example of “American ingenuity” as ever there was. And 
the rest is history, as we say. The success of that revolution changed many 
things for New Yorkers, no doubt for good and for ill. If it needs to be said, 
it did nothing at all to resolve their immediate water problems, which only 
got worse as the emerging new industrial world steamed ahead toward an 
inchoate future.

Fast-forward a little more than two hundred years to the turn of the 
nineteenth century. With the city’s abrupt leap into all the promises of the 
twentieth came many new things. Great industry, high commerce, rapidly 
growing political-economic influence not least among them. And still there 
is not enough water. Still, the gathering multitudes of urbanites are thirsty. 
From fewer than 50,000 souls in 1800 to over a million in 1860; then 1.4 mil-
lion in 1870; 1.9 million in 1880; and 2.5 million in 1890—all of them busy 
building the newest of our new worlds, and still too little water clean enough 
to drink, and too little of it good enough for tea. 

And then came progress. Finally, the long-dreamt-of great leap forward 
arrived. After one more abortive attempt to build a working solution at the 
turn of the 18th century—undertaken by the Manhattan Water Company 
which soon saw more profit in banking than in water provision and shifted 
gears, inadvertently leading the way New York’s future global financial 
preeminence—finally, Christopher Colles’ two-century-old dream could be 
fulfilled: the overcoming of water scarcity writ large in an upstate-sourced 
waterworks of a scale and complexity never before realized, albeit one long 
imagined by thirsty New Yorkers—to say nothing of the ancient dreams of 
many a Roman. There would be water aplenty. And all of it good to drink. 
The tea would be fine, to say nothing of the coffee for which New York had 
recently become famous all across the young nation. And here enters the new 
prize-fighter in our braid of flows, the great human-built aqueduct that would 
do more to bring New York City nearer to the top of the next new world than 
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the glacier-gouged great river ever did or could do. To say nothing of the 
little brook. 

The Catskill Aqueduct is the result of one of the most complicated and 
demanding efforts of civil engineering in U.S. history. The great hydric beast 
carries its worldfuls of water at millions of cubic meters per second, a tor-
rential journey from the Catskill Mountains through the Hudson Highlands, 
even under the Hudson River, and on finally to the faucets and hydrants and 
fountains of New York City. 

The Catskill Aqueduct is, in fact, the second in New York’s own braid 
of three flows. It was preceded by the Croton Aqueduct, put into service in 
1842; and followed by the Delaware Aqueduct, put into service in 1951. Still, 
nothing like the conduit from the Catskills had ever been built. Anywhere. 

Almost ninety-two miles of aqueduct was necessary to negotiate the landscape 
between the headworks at the Ashokan [Reservoir] and the receiving reservoir 
at Hill View. The engineering involved was of unprecedented complexity and 
the construction was of enormous scale and difficulty. Diverse structural solu-
tions were employed to transverse the hillsides, to pass through the mountains, 
to cross deep and rugged valleys, and ultimately, in perhaps the greatest engi-
neering achievement of the Catskill Water Supply system, to slip safely under 
the Hudson River.61 

In addition to the sheer endurance involved in the many years of planning it 
and even more years of building it, the project took advantage of the cutting-
edge of early 20th-century construction techniques. It used poured concrete 
rather than brick and stone, giving it a prospect of unprecedented success 
and durability in the new history of water scarcity solutions. What’s more, 
it required fully four different sorts of structural engineering. Most of it was 
simple “cut-and-cover,” essentially a gravity-fed tube laid in a shallow cut 
near the surface of the ground and buried. Also employed were the “grade 
tunnel,” the same sort of gravity-fed tube, this one carved into ridges and 
tunneled through hills; the “pressure tunnel,” where the water is under pres-
sure because the conduit passes under the hydraulic gradient, that is, below 
the overall downward grade of the flow; and the “steel pipe siphon,” which, 
as its name suggests, sucks the pressurized water down and then up through 
a portion of its course that runs far below-grade.62 This latter takes special 
advantage of a great earthly power in the service of great worldly ends, draw-
ing the gigantic new flow of clean fresh water deep under the great tidal flow 
of the ancient river. The siphon is a pivotal twist in our braid of earthly and 
worldly flows. 

The river crossing was an extraordinary accomplishment, to say the least. 
In its way almost unimaginable, its reality was only fully understood by 
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those who built it with their hands, their blood, their sweat, their tears, and 
for some, their lives. The prospect was first imagined and conceived by those 
who figured out how to build it, and those who figured out where to build 
it. Where to pass the giant tube under the great river? How deep shall it go? 
No small questions these, and to answer them was no small difficulty. If the 
spatial challenges of the task were daunting, the duration of the preparations 
was almost overwhelming. So much so that the decision took more time and 
gumption than any other aspect of the waterworks program. “Somewhere 
below the bottom of the river was a preglacial gorge of solid rock.” No one 
knew where. “To determine the geologic profile of this gorge and its adjacent 
rock strata was the most complex subsurface exploration ever attempted. It 
took more than five years to determine the conditions below the river. . . . One 
of the [exploratory] holes took six months to put down.”63 A patient work, 
indeed, and one for which all New Yorkers are grateful to this day, whether 
they know it or not.

With the long exploration completed, the harder work could begin. As 
with the first interlacing of our flows nearer to the pond—the brook’s passage 
under the aqueduct and the aqueduct’s through the hill—and even more so, it 
is difficult to accept the facts. Consider this catalogue:

The Hudson River Siphon crosses below the river at an elevation 1,114 feet 
below sea level. The tunnel is a fourteen-foot-diameter concrete-and-steel-lined 
circular pressure tunnel connecting the vertical shaft at the base of Storm King 
Mountain with the vertical shaft at the base of Breakneck Mountain, a distance 
of 3,022 feet. The Storm King side of the siphon is 24 feet higher than the 
Breakneck Mountain side, this being the actual vertical fall of the water after 
dropping more than 1,000 feet below the river.64

This is a water scarcity solution of epic proportions. And it is only a little 
more than a half-mile length of a ninety-two mile solution that involved the 
grueling travail of literally thousands of laborers over the course of half a 
generation—and involved enough concrete to keep a few riverside industrial-
ists in business for at least a little longer than that. 

To get some sense of the difficulty, imagine as a point of comparison the 
task faced by the builders of our little erstwhile reservoir. They aimed only to 
capture the flow of a little brook: build a dam—8 men, perhaps a few months. 
Dig a well—4 men, another month. Lay some pipes to the house and barn—2 
men, a week or two. Et voila! Swimming pool, healthy heifers, delicious tea. 
Water, water, every where, to invoke once again Coleridge’s desperate vision 
of water scarcity at sea. As for the aqueduct, it would have been far more 
efficient and far simpler and far, far less costly just to build a bridge. And 
yet, to anticipate a central concern of Part III, they chose the harder path. The 
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designers designed and the builders built in a manner better suited to a world 
with us, if not in a manner less likely to leave the planet without us. This, too, 
remains to be seen.

With the giant siphon under the great river, we come closer to the pond. 
Closer to the dam, nearer to the poolside cordials, to the prize-winning Jer-
seys up the hill by the barn by the erstwhile reservoir. The siphon, this most 
difficult bit of the construction miracle, was wrought less than a mile from 
our sometime reservoir. It still passes by only a thousand paces or so from our 
ersatz pond. The rock monger and lead merchant could see the point of cross-
ing from their terrace. There, by the narrowest navigable twist in the Hudson, 
the upstart aqueduct passes under the ancient flow to quench the young city, 
massive mimic of our tiny brook’s passage under the aqueduct itself on its 
way to the river and the sea and on to the sky. Our braid is complete, albeit 
unfinished. 

From HiErArCHy toWArd HolArCHy

In this final twist, we have perhaps come up against the limits of Sartre’s pref-
erence for hierarchy in dialectical reason. We can imagine our braid of three 
flows, and see them, as we have done, first from the worldly vantage point 
of human praxis: the dam which turned a brook into a reservoir; the brook 
which must be assisted by a small alloy culvert in its passage under the gigan-
tic aqueduct as it flows on into the historic river; the aqueduct which carries 
its life-sustaining mountain water assisted in its passage under the river by 
the deep hidden siphon as it flows on to the great city; the ancient river as 
it carries cargo ships and pleasure boats and greasy barges nudged along by 
tugboats and tides up and down the watery way. And so on. We may see them 
also from the vantage point of earthly space and time: the brook which carries 
pond water to the great river; the Muhheakantuck in its primordial tidal flux 
carrying pond water and borrowed mountain water and drifting fallen trees 
floating half-submerged along its surface and out to sea; the stealthy sturgeon 
among many more-than-human Others swimming through the briny tidal 
depths as far upriver as the tide itself, and spawning still further upstream in 
fresh water; all three flows joined together to deposit some of the pond silt 
and river bottom and not a little of the city sludge itself on the ocean floor 
nearly a thousand miles away deep in a dark trench off the Florida peninsula; 
and all of this to say nothing of the drift of some of it across planet and globe 
entire, as we will soon see. Across the whole Earth and the whole world alike. 
Thus we may imagine, if we dare, the whole spectrum of needs and conducts 
together with the whole spectrum of scarcities and overcomings, human and 
other-and-more-than-human. The whole of it. All of it reverberating with 
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earthly needs, all under the yoke of the manifold scarcities of myriad worlds. 
For us as for all the rest. The needs of all of us earthlings in our daily and life-
long struggle against worldly scarcity. No matter how tenuous or temporary 
any given overcoming may be, no matter how satisfied some are, no matter 
where or when, no matter how bountiful the harvest, how plentiful Earth’s 
bounty: we all live bound together by earthly need in the context of worldly 
scarcity. Now, surely, I go too far. This remains to be seen. One step at a time. 

Or better, we should take a half step back. Are we willing to say of the 
reservoir, for example, what Sartre says of the boxing match? That it “relates, 
without any intermediary, to the interhuman tension produced by the interior-
ization of scarcity”? Relates? Surely. Without intermediary? It seems doubt-
ful—of his boxing match no less than of our reservoir. This, too, remains to 
be seen.

Can we say that the reservoir is the incarnation of every reservoir? Sartre 
so loves to say of his bout, “Everything is in the least punch.” Everything, he 
says, is there. Can we say this of the pond? Everything is in this pond. All of 
the ravine’s deep-time history. All of natural history. All of human history. 
All of angling and hiking. All of class conflict and political economy. All of 
prized Jersey cows and exotic flowers and premium cigars and brandy. All 
of horticulture and agriculture. All of conservationism and preservationism. 
All of emigration and immigration. All of nature loving and nature hating. 
And all of indifference, too. All of progressivism and reactionism. Are we 
willing to see all of these moments in the broader fluidity and flux of the liv-
ing pondscape, in all of its practical momentum and practico-inertia? Some 
of us are. And some of us are not. I hope to convince them they should be 
in the next chapter.

For his own reasons, and some of them not such bad reasons, Sartre kept 
his view narrow and hierarchical. The boxing match is all the paradigm he 
needs: “We shall concern ourselves—albeit, of course, admitting that the 
fight may exist differently for the backers or for the boxers—with know-
ing whether as a struggle, as an objective act of reciprocal and negative 
Totalization, [the fight] possesses the conditions for dialectical intelligibil-
ity.”65 Sartre’s answer concerning the fight was an emphatic Yes! The bout 
does possess the conditions for dialectical intelligibility. Most important 
for the present purposes is that Sartre’s answer to the sorts of questions 
just raised about our pond and three flows; his answer to any such question 
about dialectics and Nature, was a consistent and emphatic No!—albeit an 
open-ended one, as we will see. In the movement from the temporal through 
the spatial, from timeline through topography, from historical and structural 
hierarchies toward a historico-structural holarchy, from the natural through 
the cultural and back again, we catch a first glimpse of a cautious and equally 
emphatic, Perhaps. 
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WHAt on EArtH iS going on in tHE World?

The challenges of the two chapters of this part of the study have been several. 
I have tried to show a natural phenomenon in the light of its cultural dialec-
tic; to see the pond’s earthly bearing in its worldly bearing as a reservoir; to 
see its ecological aspect in its social aspect; to take seriously the hierarchical 
temporality of the dialectic, seen through the prism of praxis, exemplified 
for Sartre by a single boxing match, and discernible even in this pond-qua-
reservoir, too, and even in the brook, river, and aqueduct flowing out of it and 
near it and past it. I have tried to take seriously the structural dynamics of the 
historical dialectic, exemplified for Sartre by the world of boxing, and also 
discernible in the earthly spatiality and temporality of our worldly pond and 
braid of flows. I have tried to draw the descriptions and analyses together, to 
treat the temporal and the spatial, the historical framework and the structural 
strata, not as explanatory ends in themselves, but as a means to a more inte-
grative and open-ended comprehension of this pond as a flow in-itself and 
for-itself in its way. In short, this has all been an attempt, or at least a sketch 
of one, to see the pond together and to see it whole, as totality and, in its way, 
as Totalization. Here, of course, Sartre would demur. For many reasons, some 
good, some questionable, some bad.

If it needs to be said, the analysis throughout this and the previous chap-
ter has been heuristic. Recall Sartre’s heuristic commitment in Search for a 
Method: “Our method is heuristic; it teaches us something new because it is 
at once both regressive and progressive.”66 Any good heuristic helps to nudge 
an investigation backward and forward, toward a more gathering and open-
textured comprehension; in the case of our pond, toward a more descriptive 
and hierarchic-holarchic reconfiguration of the Sartrean template of dialecti-
cal intelligibility itself. As we will see in the next chapter, without slipping 
down the slope into the magical and mystifying tendencies of too many 
strains of so-called holism, this heuristic is holistic. It has given us some new 
purchase on the human and other-and-more-than-human dimensions of this 
pond’s tale. It has provided a sufficient opening, at least, to the empirical and 
axiological concerns of Part III, in which we must of necessity move from 
the heuristic and maieutic toward the critical and demonstrative—a shift not 
so unlike Sartre’s methodological movement in The Imaginary from phe-
nomenological psychology and the domain of “the certain” to experimental 
psychology and the domain of “the probable.”

We saw in chapter 3, one of the things that happens when you take Sartre’s 
early phenomenological sensibilities into the woods and to the pond is that 
the harder anthropocentrist, exceptionalist, instrumentalist, and exclusiv-
ist edges are softened. In chapter 4, peering as it does through the prism of 
praxis, we have seen a bit of a resurgence of each of Sartre’s sins. So it bears 
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repeating that none of them need win the day in order to be worthy of our 
qualified consideration. We do take our first measure by human means; we 
do stand out in our way; we must of necessity find and make the tools of our 
subsistence around us; and human history certainly seems, to us, importantly 
unlike all the rest of nature’s history. We will think more about all of this as 
the story unfolds, and in great detail in Part V. 

If I have suggested something of what Sartre—both the early and the 
mature—might have to offer to the interested ecological philosopher, still, we 
have only scratched the surface. Sartre the phenomenologist begat Sartre the 
dialectician. This much we know. And there was always Sartre the ethicist, 
from beginning to end. It is to the worldly moralist that we must inevitably 
turn. But not yet. There is another stop along the way. It is the Earth itself, 
“the Elsewhere of all Elsewheres,” to borrow Sartre’s evocative phrase.67 
The evolution of Sartre’s thought provides some of the trail markers. And 
not just the colored dots nailed to trees along the path. As it turns out there is 
an arrow bolted to a boulder at the fork we have come to, pointing the way. 
We must now take the earthward turn in earnest. For if we miss it, I daresay 
the world is lost.
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Science is always open, since it does not totalize in its current state. 
The scientist totalizes in spite of himself (praxis), but not science, which 
explodes his totalization. And this openness results in its permanent 
progress.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume II (1958)1

Scientific conversations have two advantages over other conversations. 
Both come from two rules of how to pose questions to nature: first, 
scientific questions must encourage nature to answer ‘no’; second, it 
must be possible to ask nature the same question over and over again.

—Andreas Wagner, Paradoxical Life (2009)2

On the way back to the pond from the aqueduct a nearby trail cuts southward 
from the brook and winds its way up Bull Hill—formerly, Taurus Mountain, 
demoted now, from a miniature mountain to a big bump, like poor little 
Pluto, from planet to planetesimal. After a series of switchbacks and straight 
stretches and crags the trail joins and leaves and joins again what I presume 
is a towpath left behind by loggers some decades ago. No doubt it provided 
some convenience during the dig-through for the aqueduct. The path contin-
ues on three-soles-wide and bends and rises briefly to the north before turning 
westward, and for a while it joins a remnant of an old terraced road, almost 
Roman, sliced into the hillside and seated on a bearing wall. The road fades 
and the trail cuts off into denser woods for a short steep ascent across a series 
of rocky outcroppings left behind by receding glaciers at least ten millennia 
ago. Soon enough, after a bit of up and down and across a grassy glade the 
trail reaches a rounded stone outcropping and a view nearly panoramic.

Chapter 5

order and Autonomy in 
nature and History

what ponds do
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Looking inland along a shaded ravine a scrap of the pond is visible, 
just a glimpse of its southern end from this angle and height. No doubt few 
notice it from here, but there it is. To the northwest, the Muhheakantuck, 
an ancient name given the Hudson River by First Nation peoples, widens 
away toward its tidal end at Troy, and beyond that toward its origin in 
Lake Tear of the Clouds, a recent name taken from an 1872 journal entry 
by the European explorer Verplanck Colvin. To the southeast, beyond the 
trees and the western hip of Bull Hill “the river that flows two ways,” 
which is what Muhheakantuck means to the original people of the valley, 
passes by the suburbs and the palisades and the city and wends its watery 
way through the Verezzano Narrows and on to the sea. Most of the Hud-
son’s water, and much of the aqueduct’s, and not a little of the pond’s by 
default, finally joins the Gulf Stream on its circuit past the coasts of Africa 
and Europe and Greenland and back again, to say nothing of the sedi-
ments from river and brook, and not a little residuum from the endgame 
of the New York City waterworks which spills to the south along the ocean 
bottom for nearly a thousand miles. And some of the waters of brook, 
aqueduct, and river will drift still further east in wind-blown mists and 
microbe-seeded clouds, perhaps to shed a few lake tears on the anxious 
anglers of the Sahel and Scandinavia, as overhead African dust and Saha-
ran sand drifts eastward across the Atlantic to nourish the Amazon Basin 
and joins another great river that will carry it to the sea again. These are 
the facts, difficult as they are to gather together. These are the ways of the 
Earth, difficult as it may be to imagine.

A piouS drEAm?

In this chapter I argue that Sartre’s manner of thinking things through can 
be both broadened in its aspirations and deepened in its implications through 
dialogue with recent developments in science, particularly what have come 
to be called the new sciences of life and complexity.3 This is a strong and 
(perhaps) counterintuitive claim, and it presupposes an answer to a question 
Sartre always left open: What is the proper relation between science and phi-
losophy? More perspicuously posed, what is the relationship between empiri-
cal science and rational thought? The question quickly reveals its dialectical 
character and can be posed thusly: What is the specific relevance of our best 
philosophical understandings to our best scientific explanations; and, con-
comitantly, what is the specific relevance of our best scientific explanations 
to our best philosophical understandings? 

Posed from Sartre’s mature philosophical perspective, at least two ques-
tions are nested in this Janus-faced one. First, is there a natural history—one 
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that can be accommodated by Sartre’s plenary sense of History? Second, is 
nature dialectical—in Sartre’s plenary sense of Dialectics? Difficulties arise 
in the history of answers to these two questions, and particularly in answers 
to the second—and to raise either of them is inevitably to raise the specter of 
Engels, so we will have to face up to that presently. I should note forthrightly 
that Sartre’s ‘official’ answer to both the question of natural history and the 
question of a dialectics of nature was an emphatic No! His unofficial answer 
was less univocal, indeed, he was characteristically ambivalent about the 
questions. In what follows, I answer the first question, regarding natural his-
tory, with a cautionary yes, and the second, regarding nature and dialectics, 
with a precautionary perhaps. Not incidentally, both answers are developed 
on grounds and terms set by Sartre himself.

We begin inevitably with Frederick Engels. In 1883, Engels published 
The Dialectics of Nature,4 a work much extolled and more often maligned 
within Marxian circles, and little known outside them. The general per-
spective of Engels’ book, and Lukács’ well-known rejection of its thesis in 
History and Class Consciousness, set the terms of the debate on Nature’s 
nature for most mid-20th-century Marxists, as it did for the mature Sar-
tre. It was invariably Engels’ version of a dialectics of Nature that Sartre 
repeatedly invoked, and it was also the more or less Engelsian solution to 
the problem that Sartre emphatically rejected. To Sartre’s way of thinking, 
Engels’ abiding concern with “showing that dialectical laws are really laws 
of development of nature, and therefore are valid also for theoretical natural 
science,”5 and his expectation that, seen through a dialectical lens, “The 
eternal laws of nature become transformed more and more into historical 
ones,”6 is only “a pious dream,” as Sartre put it in the Critique; it is not 
so much false as it is heuristically misguided and so critically misleading. 
It was not any of the available Marxian sorts of solution to the problem 
but rather the prospect of some as of yet unavailable solution that seems 
more than once to have captured Sartre’s speculative imagination; and it is 
through the lens of this imagined possibility that we ought to look for a new 
answer to the old question.

Thus this chapter is not about the Dialectics of Nature for Engels or 
(necessarily) for those directly influenced by Marx and Engels. Nor is 
it about a dialectics of Nature for Sartre. Nor am I concerned with the 
validity of Sartre’s interpretation of Engels, about which I comment only 
briefly below. The task here just is to rethink the Engelsian question with 
Sartre’s idiosyncratic phenomenological sensitivities and dialectical sen-
sibilities as a guide to the rethinking. As we will see, Sartre posed the 
“Nature question” well, and in my estimation, he posed it more provoca-
tively and subtly in the mid-20th century than Engels (or anyone else, for 
that matter) could have posed it in the mid-19th century. And it should 
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come as no surprise that we can pose it even more effectively at the dawn 
of the 21st century.

Thus Sartre here provides occasion to revisit the fascinating questions of 
science, nature, and the intelligibility of history not only in the light of novel 
philosophical understandings, but also in the light of new scientific explana-
tions—many of which, it turns out, he had obliquely anticipated. Unlikely 
as it might seem, Sartre offers an opportunity to face anew these interrelated 
questions of natural history, a dialectics of nature, and our proper place in 
each, in a way that bears directly on the prospects for an earthly future worth 
wanting, one in which we might enjoy both a habitable planet and a livable 
world. 

pASSiVity, ExtEriority, inErtiA

Before digging into the science itself, we ought to look briefly at Sartre’s 
views on nature, science, and humankind. In Sartre’s early ontology, Nature 
is (almost) entirely subsumed under the rubric of brute Being, functioning 
as hardly more than an extra name for the inert and opaque passivity of the 
in-itself, and opposed to the active translucency of the for-itself. Nature is 
en soi, humankind is pour soi. Even as it is cut from nature’s own cloth, 
the human is characterized by the “absolute interiority”7 to which Sartre 
consistently contrasts “the principle of inertia which constitutes all nature 
as exteriority.”8 In stark contrast to nature’s recalcitrance, “There is no 
inertia in consciousness.”9 What the early Sartre says of human suffering 
in bad faith he could just as easily have said of nature itself: “it is there in 
the midst of the world, impenetrable and dense, like this tree or this stone; 
it endures; finally it is what it is.”10 Indeed, nature is “pure exteriority,” as 
he puts it in the posthumously published Notebooks for an Ethics, written 
soon after his most famous treatise.11 And there is more. In the Notebooks, 
Sartre speaks also of “the hidden irrationality of nature”; he indicts “the 
equilibrium of nature and death”; and he situates Nature—in relation to 
(modern) humankind—as “at base, passivity” (13, 60, 350). While there 
is a real danger of caricature in conventional readings of Sartre that place 
the brute and passive in-itself in some absolute opposition to the engaged 
and active for-itself—suggesting any number of metaphysical dualisms 
that Sartre repeatedly and emphatically rejected—Sartre’s early ideas 
about nature and humankind are consistently couched in language that only 
serves to highlight and enhance the caricature, and the tension is as pal-
pable as Sartre’s metropolitan preferences and love of things human. Still, 
despite its excesses, the caricature captures something of Sartre’s abiding 
attitude toward bugs and plants and vegetables, and to a cow’s warm milk 
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from a soft and fleshy udder, if not the prospects for a natural history and 
a dialectics of nature. 

HiStory, CulturE, mAtEriAlity

We catch a clear glimpse of the real tensions beyond the imaginary carica-
ture in a ‘transitional’ essay from the late 1940s, the period during which 
Sartre makes his way toward a more fully dialectical manner of thinking 
the materiality of lived experience. In “Materialism and Revolution,” Sartre 
explicitly rejects Engels’ construal of the dialectic of nature—and not for 
the first time, nor for the last.12 To this habitual repudiation he adds perhaps 
the clearest statement of what I have called his historical exclusivism, to 
wit, that “it is obvious that the notion of natural history is absurd . . . only 
human history is possible.”13 Biological change across time is not historical; 
Darwinian evolution is “of a mechanical and not dialectical order.”14 For this 
reason, among others, Sartre unsurprisingly reaffirms his longstanding com-
mitment to a rigid divide between nature’s exteriority and human interiority, 
a seeming chasm between the “objective” and the “subjective” which in this 
instance he attributes explicitly and rightly enough to Hegel.15 And this chasm 
is no shibboleth, even if it might turn out to be less real than imaginary. 
Separation is lived in its way. Thus Sartre speaks of the laborer as “the link 
between man and Nature,” the mediator who expresses “the original relation 
of man to the world, which is precisely the coordinated action of one upon 
the other.”16 Despite Sartre’s increasingly dialectical sensibilities, these many 
prepositions—between, of, to, upon—carry the burden of an all-too-familiar 
supposition: that humankind and nature are somehow radically distinct from 
each other—even if they are, and at the same time, fundamentally wrapped 
up with one another. 

Still later, in Search for a Method, and well along the path to Critique of 
Dialectical Reason, little has changed for Sartre in regard to nature. Though 
the phenomenological language of in-itself, for-itself, for-others, and rela-
tions among them has been subsumed (for the most part) by the dialectical 
orientation toward material mediation through free organic praxis, praxis-
process, and practico-inertia, Sartre still, albeit now more subtly, opposes 
nature to freedom: “What we call freedom is the irreducibility of the cultural 
order to the natural order.”17 The chasm is not some metaphysically unbridge-
able existent; it is a structure of being which is ontologically irreducible even 
as it is lived. And again, little will have changed by the time Sartre poses the 
question that will dominate the remainder of his philosophical career: “Do 
we have today the means to constitute a structural and historical anthropol-
ogy?”18 Anthropos is the only relevant sort of being for a social ontology no 
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less than an individual ontology, and the relevant structures are just as human 
as the history they support—a philosophical perspective that has recently and 
controversially been dressed up in new scientific clothing, as we will see in 
chapter 7. As Sartre makes his way toward an answer in the notoriously pon-
derous Critique of Dialectical Reason (and, more comprehensively, in The 
Family Idiot, his notoriously long psychological, philosophical, and histori-
cal “biography”),19 Sartre’s understanding of nature does become somewhat 
more nuanced, albeit largely implicitly. Still, when all is said and done (that 
is, by the time of Sartre’s death), the human and the nonhuman remain, in 
his estimation, heuristically, if not critically, apart; and this, even as they are 
ontologically cut from the same metaphysical cloth. 

True, Sartre knows that the two are forever bound up in a necessary, albeit 
asymmetrical, relation with one another. But that relation is neither historical 
nor dialectical. From Sartre’s perspective, this is just a way of expressing the 
historicity of lived experience, of taking seriously the materiality of human 
experience, in all its contradictory subtlety and nuance. Sartre puts the point 
thusly:

The monism which starts from the human world and situates man in Nature is 
the monism of materiality. This is the only monism which is realist, and which 
removes the purely theological temptation to contemplate Nature ‘without alien 
addition’ [Engels]. It is the only monism which makes man neither a molecular 
dispersal nor a being apart [sic], the only one which starts by defining him by 
his praxis in the general milieu of animal life, and which can transcend the fol-
lowing two true but contradictory propositions: all existence in the universe is 
material; everything in the world of man is human.20

In short, this is the maturing Sartre’s way of taking seriously the properly 
dialectical character of the human condition in a natural universe.

Another decade later, toward the end of The Words (admittedly, not part 
of Sartre’s systematic philosophical project, but revealing nonetheless), he 
echoes the same sentiment in another way: “Culture doesn’t save anything 
or anyone, it doesn’t justify. But it is a product of man: he projects himself 
into it, he recognizes himself in it; that critical mirror alone offers him his 
image.”21 I emphasize the word, alone. We see ourselves, according to Sartre, 
only in the mirror of culture, not in Nature. If there is a mirror of nature 
(pace Rorty), it is not one worth peering into, for it does not reflect us, Sartre 
insists, in a vampiric erasure not without a certain historical pertinence, if not 
a possible evolutionary irony. In any case, whatever it does reflect, it does not 
reflect what matters most about us. In this sense, on Sartre’s accounting, we 
are apart from nature, even as we must of necessity be a part of it, for we are 
alone in it. Though Sartre escapes both trivializing reductionism and trivial 
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dualism—respectively the original and originary difficulties of conventional 
materialisms22—even as he situates humankind relationally within Nature, 
he remains solely concerned with the intelligibility of human praxis and the 
comprehension of human history. For nothing else, on Sartre’s account, is 
dialectically intelligible, let alone subject to comprehension in his robust 
sense of the term. Though he is sensibly, if sporadically, intrigued by the 
broader task of elucidating nature as such, and by extension tacitly sensitive 
to the present demand of reconceiving the natural place of humankind on 
Earth, Sartre consistently turns away from both tasks. Dialectics is, for him, 
about the contradiction that we are and that we must be in this material uni-
verse on this planet dominated by need in this world dominated by scarcity 
that we have created. Dialectical thinking is for us and only us, the same 
heuristic ‘for us’ and ‘only us’ that are ever-present in Sartre’s oeuvre, and 
which point critically to the ways in which we must live the real contradic-
tion that we are. 

immErSion, SEpArAtion, iSolAtion

The question remains: What is the specific character of the distinction 
between the worldly human and all the rest of earthly nature? What is the 
significance of this separation? What does it mean to be alone? On this point 
Sartre is always subtle in his own way. In an early journal entry, he writes, 
“All of a sudden, however, we posit as the object of our interrogation not 
the mind, not the body, not the psychic, not the social or the cultural, but 
the human condition in its indivisible unity. Idealism’s error is to posit the 
mind first. The error of materialism and all kinds of naturalism is to make 
man into a natural being.”23 Long before the Critique, and well before Being 
and Nothingness, Sartre was sensitive to this nuance of life. He knew that 
the path had to lie either between ideality and materiality, or beyond them. 
Even two decades later, near the end of “Materialism and Revolution,” he 
writes in a similar vein and more evocatively, “It is not true, then, that man 
is outside Nature and the world, as the idealist has it, or that he is only up to 
his ankles in it, baulking like a bather having a dip while her head is in the 
clouds. He is completely in Nature’s clutches, and at any moment Nature 
can crush him and annihilate him, body and soul.”24 Our relationship with 
the rest of nature, on this account, is essential, and our way of mediating 
that relation is, as Sartre sees it, wholly adversarial. And, what is worse, our 
adversary may have the upper hand. For Sartre, most importantly, negotiating 
the relation depends not on nature, but upon the mediatory undertaking that 
is human history. It is task of human history—again, the only sort of history 
there is, in Sartre’s estimation—to shake free of Nature’s clutches, to release 
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ourselves from the only true given, to escape the captivity of humanity to the 
natural order, so that we may take the true liberty of the human condition, that 
we might make what Sartre will call, in the 1964 Rome Lectures, “integral 
humanity.” Thus it comes as no surprise—even if it comes as a disappoint-
ment—that as late as 1965, in “Morale et histoire,” Sartre reaffirms the two-
fold adversarial relation: “Through this moment the agent posits the vocation 
of praxis for unconditionality: that is to say, he discovers the meaning of 
action, which is the subjection of the world to man without reciprocity.”25 A 
boxing match, indeed! And what if it turns out that both orders are irreducible 
in the relevant sense, both humanity and all the rest of nature? If both orders 
are intelligible, both the human and the other-and-more-than-human, in some 
properly dialectical sense? What then? This remains to be seen.

mAgiC, dESirE, AmBiVAlEnCE

Perhaps even Sartre had some secret almost-forgotten sense of natural clarity, 
if not of Nature’s charity. As he writes midway through the Notebooks: 

From the fact of the priority of the world, from the fact of the reciprocal and 
magical action of desire on desire, man is everywhere crisscrossed by Nature. 
He himself is a natural being, to the extent that Nature is magic. If he is an 
actualization of the natural object through desire, reciprocally we can say that 
Nature desires itself in and through him. He is the catalyst and unveiler of 
Nature. He is so that Nature reaches its maximum of fecundity.26

Engels said as much. Even if he used different terms than Sartre ever used and 
gave reasons different than any reasons Sartre ever gave, the scientific social-
ist was just as convinced in the 1880s as the existential humanist seems to 
have been in the 1940s that the human animal is the most remarkable natural 
being, if not the fullest expression of Nature. 

Again, so many years later in The Words, Sartre says more: “truth flows 
from the mouths of babes and sucklings. Still close to Nature, they are 
cousins of the wind and the sea: their stammerings offer broad and vague 
teachings to him who can hear them.”27 Teachings broad and vague, perhaps, 
but worth listening to. Of course, magic is hardly a good thing for Sartre. It 
is perhaps the surest index of all mystification, and belief in it just as surely 
lies at the root of much alienation. And this, to say nothing of the lack that is 
desire or the stammerings of those who cannot (yet) speak, those for whom 
the gift of names and the naming of things remains only a distant horizon. 
Still, whatever else may be said, Sartre’s lifelong ambivalence toward all 
things natural is easy enough to imagine, even if not the depth of it, for human 
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experience is crisscrossed by the very real ambiguities of Nature, as we will 
see later in the chapter. 

To the extent that Sartre’s mature dialectics is ultimately an open-ended 
and integrative praxis of comprehension, the ambiguities and ambivalence 
are of a piece. In this sense, Sartre’s manner of theoretical rendering neces-
sarily reopens the practical prospect of a properly natural history if not a truly 
dialectical nature. The challenge is at once philosophic and scientific.

SArtrE, SCiEnCE, And diAlECtiCS 

Sartre always held science at arm’s length, at once openly acknowledging 
its remarkable explanatory power, subtly demeaning its “abstract point of 
view,”28 and always challenging its analytic and positivistic character.29 If for 
Sartre the phenomenologist, humanity is as humanity does, then for Sartre the 
dialectician, science is as science does; and science slices reality into pieces 
and, in perhaps the grandest gesture of seriousness, imagines the pieces to be 
independent of both thought and each other. Ever-fascinated with “objective 
relations” and wholly sunken in “the world of objects,”30 science “aims at 
establishing relations of simple exteriority.”31 Like the very “objects” she has 
carved out, the scientist is “a de-situated investigator,”32 and so remains by 
default forever trapped on the nearside of historical intelligibility and dialecti-
cal comprehension. The work of science is, in effect, a double abstraction—a 
double-blind effort, as it were—to explain external relations from the outside. 
To Sartre, this is folly. He says as much even in Being and Nothingness:

The point of view of pure knowledge is contradictory; there is only the point 
of view of engaged knowledge. This amounts to saying that knowledge and 
action are only two abstract aspects of an original, concrete relation. . . . A pure 
knowledge in fact would be a knowledge without a point of view; therefore a 
knowledge of the world but on principle located outside the world. But this 
makes no sense.33

If, at worst, the dream of science as pure knowledge is nonsensical, at best, 
“really existing science” remains a matter of ancillary philosophical concern. 
For both phenomenologically and dialectically science is wholly dependent 
upon “an ontological relation which must render all experience possible,”34 
to wit, the internal relation between lived experience and meaning making, 
between praxis and history—if not between all of earthly life and any worldly 
existence. This remains to be seen. One thing is clear: the “object” is no more 
inert than the “observer” is passive. “It is one thing to be moved by the imagi-
nary representation of [nature] . . . [quite another] to discover [it] gradually, 
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within an event which is actually taking place and whose reality strikes you 
first. . . . Precisely because the event is not imaginary, moreover, the spectator 
does not have the means to remain passive.”35 If we know this to be true of a 
boxing match, near the end of his productive career Sartre dared to imagine 
it of the bacterium, as we will see.

Early on Sartre put the key point unequivocally: “The world resists ethics 
just as Nature resists science. One should speak of a hidden immorality of 
the world just as one speaks of a hidden irrationality of nature.”36 Despite 
the undeniable explanatory prowess and myriad technological fruits of the 
scientific manner of knowing the world, like being-in-itself, Sartre insists, 
nature still and always resists us with its fundamental irrationality, and by 
implication, it rebukes us with its own sort of immorality. Again, science 
ever remains on the near side of true comprehension. History proper, the give 
and take of human undertakings across time, is the sole domain of rational-
ity and morality, for only history is dialectical. Or so Sartre would have us 
believe. Still, there is neither magic nor mystery here. Both Nature’s rebuke 
and its resistance must come from somewhere. It always bears repeating that 
that which is given must be taken in some way. Perhaps there is a better way 
to do the taking.

SCiEntiFiC EVolution

Despite his many philosophical misgivings about science, the prospect of 
a better science seems always to have lurked in the back of Sartre’s porous 
mind. If in Being and Nothingness he obliquely shares Husserl’s dream of 
philosophy as a rigorous science, early in the Critique, he openly acknowl-
edges some real progress toward science as rigorous philosophy, as it were, 
and hints at the prospect of more:

[Newtonian] science does not have to account for the facts that it discovers; it 
establishes their existence and their relation with other facts. Later, the move-
ment of scientific thought itself will lift this mortgage. . . . Without ceasing to 
be a fact, it is no longer the untranscendable final fact; it is part of a new con-
ception of the universe and we know now that every contingent fact, however 
untranscendable it may appear, will be transcended in its turn, by other facts.37

This inherent open-ended integrativity of science is dialectically promis-
ing—even if Sartre refuses to call it dialectical—and comes as some relief in 
light of the nontranscendable climate of impossibility for ethics about which 
Sartre worried during the same period.38 But what exactly does it promise, in 
the domain of rationality, if not of morality? 
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Not many pages later, Sartre evokes the prospect of “the existence of 
dialectical connections in inanimate Nature,” but quickly asserts that “in the 
present state of our knowledge . . . we are [not] in a position to affirm or deny 
it.” There is, as of yet, no place for science in the dialectical conversation, 
let alone for a dialectical science. As it is for dialectics in Nature, so it is for 
a Dialectics of Nature: “[The] claim must be extra-scientific . . . for if there 
is such a thing as a dialectical reason, it is revealed and established in and 
through human praxis,”39 not, so far as we know, in natural objects and the 
exterior relations among them. We may have avoided foreclosure, but the 
mortgage remains. Still, here and there we see the intransigent irrationality of 
earthly nature and the hidden immorality of the world coming closer together. 
But Sartre is waiting for something.

An ABErrAnt SCiEnCE

If Sartre recognizes a certain “soft” dialecticity in scientific progress and 
process, a full-blown dialectics of Nature as such “cannot be anything more 
than the object of a metaphysical hypothesis.” On this point, at least, Sartre 
follows Lukács, who unequivocally, and for many definitively, rules out the 
dialectic of Nature in History and Class Consciousness. And Sartre comes 
across as just as unequivocal:

The procedure of discovering dialectical rationality in praxis, and then project-
ing it, as an unconditional law, onto the inorganic world, and then returning to 
the study of societies and claiming that this opaquely irrational law of nature 
conditions them, seems to us to be a complete aberration. A human relation, 
which can be recognized only because we ourselves are human, is encountered, 
hypostasized, stripped of every human characteristic and, finally, this irrational 
fabrication is substituted for the genuine relation which was encountered in the 
first place. Thus in the name of monism the practical rationality of man making 
History is replaced by the ancient notion of blind Necessity, the clear by the 
obscure, the evident by the conjectural, Truth by Science Fiction.40

Typically strong words, though it must also be noted that Sartre’s inflection 
of the Lukacian rejection is characteristically open-ended. Sartre rules noth-
ing out on principle. “What is necessary is simply to reject apriorism”; “the 
point is to subordinate nothing a priori.”41 He only asserts without argument, 
and fairly enough, that “at present, the absolute principle that ‘Nature is 
dialectical’ is not open to verification at all.”42 Who knows what will come? 
The future, like praxis itself, is open-ended. Imaginable, yes, but not (yet) 
real—about which more in chapter 8. Sartre only shows us where we are now. 
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“We shall accept the idea that man is a material being among material beings 
and, as such does not have a privileged statute; we shall even refuse to reject 
a priori the possibility that a concrete dialectics of Nature will one day be 
discovered.”43 What he rejects he rejects only provisionally and only on prac-
tical grounds—or better, on “praxional” grounds. He reminds us explicitly of 
the heuristic tenor of his exceptionalism even as he holds fast to his historical 
exclusivism. And he waits.

If he is not sure what he is waiting for, he is sure of what he isn’t waiting 
for. The dream of a dialectics of Nature, if there is such a thing, cannot be 
what Engels hoped it was, even if it could be something else. The hypothesis 
of a dialectics of Nature cannot mean what Engels hoped it meant, even if it 
could mean something else. 

In fairness to Engels, Sartre tends to downplay the remarkable ambition 
and undeniable, albeit scattered, merits of Engels’ effort in Dialectics of 
Nature. And after all, Sartre himself reminds us more than once that “The 
possibility that a dialectic exists is itself dialectical.”44 Not incidentally, J. B. 
S. Haldane, in his preface to the English translation of Engels’ original text, 
captures a rather more Sartrean than Engelsian sense of a dialectical compre-
hension of Nature. According to Haldane, the dialectical worldview must be

not merely a philosophy of history, but a philosophy which illuminates all 
events whatever, from the falling of a stone to a poet’s imaginings. And it lays 
particular emphasis on the inter-connection of all processes, and the artificial 
character of the distinctions which men have drawn, not merely between verte-
brates and invertebrates or liquids and gases, but between the different fields of 
human knowledge such as economics, history, and natural science.45

This is a notion of dialectics the mature Sartre could cautiously, if not hap-
pily, endorse, provided the actual historical conditions for its possibility are 
fulfilled. In the Critique, as elsewhere, though Sartre set aside the possibil-
ity of such a comprehensive dialectics of nature, one that takes account of 
both matter and meaning, both reality and imagination, again, he does hint 
more than once at a provisional opening to the prospect of a dialectical sci-
ence that includes the nonhuman natural order in its sights as it takes aim 
at explanation and understanding—that is, at the intelligibility of natural 
phenomena and the comprehension of nature, in Sartre’s plenary sense of 
these terms. 

Still, Sartre is right enough to assert that Engels’ dream of subsuming to 
a cosmological history wrought by natural forces the intrinsic dialecticity of 
a human history wrought by human hands cannot be fulfilled, at least not if 
the goal is to do so in a manner consistent with Engels’ dialectical inflection 
of 19th-century analytical and positivist science. As Sartre worries, and not 
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without reason, “the universe becomes a dream if the dialectic controls man 
from outside.”46 But, again, science is as science does, not merely as it has 
done; and what it will do remains an open question. It bears repeating that, 
“The possibility that a dialectic exists is itself dialectical,”47 and the sweep of 
dialectical possibility cannot be foreclosed a priori and on principle. It can 
only be held closed in practice. Engels knew this as surely as anyone ever 
has. Sartre simply calls him to task in the light of the limits of analytical and 
positivist science as it had so far been practiced. He knew that something else 
could come. Perhaps he even had a sense that something new was afoot. We 
will never know, though I have a hunch he did, for reasons that will become 
clear presently.

tHingS to ComE

In a long and prescient footnote in the Critique, Sartre puts his cards on the 
table. He suggests that if certain requirements can be fulfilled through proper 
scientific methods, then the idea of a dialectics of Nature “becomes more 
interesting”; that if science makes a certain sort of progress, then a dialectical 
philosophy of nature becomes “more than a pious dream.” While the footnote 
bears the marks of hasty construction (a complaint that can be made against 
many pages of the Critique), it also accurately identifies a set of core ques-
tions that must be addressed if there is to be any viable dialectical account 
of natural phenomena, to say nothing of a full-blown Dialectics of Nature. 
The note warrants unpacking—a task that will take up the remainder of this 
chapter—so to set the stage, I quote it in full:

It may be said that the metaphysical hypothesis of a dialectic of Nature becomes 
more interesting when it is used to explain the passage from inorganic matter 
to organic bodies, and the evolution of life on Earth. This is true. But it should 
be noted that this formal interpretation of life and evolution will never be more 
than a pious dream as long as scientists have no way of using ‘totality’ and 
‘totalization’ as a guiding hypothesis. Nothing is gained by proclaiming that the 
evolution of the species or the appearance of life are moments of the ‘dialectic 
of Nature’ as long as we are ignorant of how life appeared and how species are 
transformed. For the present, biology, in its actual research, remains positivistic 
and analytical. It is possible that a deeper knowledge of its object, through its 
contradictions, will force biology to consider the organism in its totality, that is 
to say, dialectically, and to consider all biological facts in their relation of interi-
ority. This is possible, but not certain. In any event, it is curious that Marxists, as 
dialecticians of nature, denounce as idealists those who, like Goldstein, attempt 
(rightly or wrongly) to consider organic beings as totalities, although this only 
involves showing (or trying to show) the dialectical irreducibility of the ‘state 
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of matter’ which is life, to another state—inorganic matter—which nevertheless 
generated it.48

Again, Sartre rules nothing out on principle; the problem is practical. So what 
is he asking science to do?

His general demand is just that science must be truly scientific. If there is 
to be a dialectics of nature that is more than a “dogmatic metaphysics,” as 
Sartre characterizes the idea in Search for a Method,49 it must not merely be 
hypothesized and mapped onto existing science, it must be dialectically dem-
onstrated by new science. And Sartre has an impressively clear sense of what 
must be shown. To demonstrate the meaningfulness of, minimally, a properly 
natural history, and, maximally, a proper dialectics of nature, would require 
the fulfillment of four broadly empirical criteria (I extrapolate these from the 
note, and have modified the order in which Sartre presents them): science 
must (1) explain the origin of life, (2) consider the organism in its totality, (3) 
explain the evolution of species, and (4) consider all biological facts in their 
relation of interiority. These four empirical criteria can be gathered, for heu-
ristic purposes, under an overarching fifth criterion that is broadly theoretical: 
(5) science must demonstrate the dialectical irreducibility of life to nonliving 
matter. As far as Sartre is concerned, unless science can satisfy these strin-
gent criteria (at least these), a dialectics of nature, and even its tamer cousin, 
the idea of natural history, are at best a pale shadow of knowledge, and at 
worst, meaningless.

Before proceeding further, it should be noted that there are dialectical 
relations among the criteria themselves; and there are other criteria nested 
within the note; and even criteria nested within criteria. As for the first point, 
suffice it to say here that to explain the origin and evolution of life, science 
must “consider the organism in its totality” and “consider all biological facts 
in their relation of interiority”—concerns to which I return in detail presently. 
As for other and nested criteria, there are several. For example, Sartre sug-
gests (perhaps) implausibly that science must explicitly take up the notions of 
“totality” and “totalization,” and by implication, that it would benefit from the 
use of other key notions in a dialectical lexicon, presumably, terms like praxis, 
praxis-process, practico-inertia, or at least their relevant meanings, a rigorous 
distinction between concepts and notions, intelligibility and comprehension, 
and so on. This is, admittedly, an example of Sartre’s “idiosyncatism” hard 
at work, a perhaps too personal provocation to science and scientists. But the 
demand is not without merit. The pivotal terms in Sartre’s mature nomen-
clature, some of them invented by him, and the rest critically reformulated 
by him, are rich in philosophical significance, and together do—or could, if 
scientists adopted their meanings—confound the sort of linear naturalistic 
legalism of conventional science and the dialectical formalism that Sartre, 
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at least, saw in Engels’ efforts to produce a dialectical philosophy of nature. 
If such a refashioning of scientific discourse is implausible, still, the overall 
requirement for a dialectical comprehension of nature is not merely discur-
sive. It is methodological and substantive, as evidenced in Sartre’s persistent 
concern with science’s captivity to positivism and analytical reason, and its 
persistent failure to take proper account of the human. These shortcomings 
can be transcended, Sartre seems to suggest, to the extent that science can 
discover how to consider biological facts in and through the investigation of 
their contradictions. In principle, at least, natural science could include all of 
nature within the dialectical comprehension, that is, it could fold humankind 
and the rest of the community of life and all of nonliving matter, too, into “the 
real movement of a unity in the process of being made.”50 To demonstrate 
the irreducibility of life to dead matter is, or would be, just the natural scien-
tific extension of Sartre’s (and others’) efforts to demonstrate the dialectical 
irreducibility of lived experience and historical meaning to meaningless dead 
matter. In short, if Sartre’s requirements can be fulfilled scientifically, the 
prospect of a Dialectics of Nature becomes “more interesting,” at least. Sartre 
recognizes that these things are possible, but they are not certain. Whether 
they are probable or not, he cannot say. And so he waits.

nEW AnSWErS to old quEStionS

Perhaps Sartre was right in 1959 to insist that “the only dialectic one will 
find in Nature is a dialectic that one has put there oneself.”51 But things have 
changed. The burden of proof has shifted. Much has happened in the natural 
sciences since Sartre’s time, and in the life sciences in particular. It is to these 
developments that we must now turn.

To repeat, the broad concerns of this chapter are roughly five: the place 
of dialectics in science, the place of science in dialectical philosophy, the 
prospect of a properly natural history, the prospect of the dialectical intelligi-
bility of nature, and all of this while lurking in the background is the plenary 
notion of a comprehensive Dialectics of Nature dreamt by Engels, and at least 
imagined by Sartre. The task is to reconsider each of these prospects, and to 
do so in the light of new science refracted through the lens of Sartre’s fivefold 
expectation concerning the origin of life, the evolution of life, the organism as 
totality, interior relations in nature, and the dialectical irreducibility of life to 
dead matter. As noted, other criteria might be adduced, but for the purposes 
of this chapter I restrict discussion to the explicit criteriology of Sartre’s foot-
note. There is more than enough to worry about there. Before we enter into an 
overview of recent developments in science—and particularly of what some 
call the “new sciences of life and complexity”—several caveats are in order. 



164 Chapter 5

First, the next several sections provide highly condensed sketches of recent 
developments in only some of the relevant sciences. The primary purpose of 
these overviews is to allow the reader to see the relevance of recent scientific 
developments to the central concerns of this chapter and to the study as a 
whole. Some of this may be familiar ground to some readers. If you are one of 
them, you may, of course, choose to skim. Needless to say, familiar territory 
or not, the present overview is intentionally selective. It is oriented specifi-
cally toward the issues raised by Sartre’s fivefold expectation and is oriented 
by the prospect of an existential ecology that guides this study. 

Second, throughout this chapter I quote extensively from the technical 
scientific literature and exposit where needed. In this instance, there seems to 
be no alternative but to let the scientists speak for themselves. Contemporary 
science, after all, is very much a team sport, and so it seems appropriate to 
leave it to the players themselves to explain the rules and points of the new 
game as it is being played by what many consider to be the winning team. 

Third, and more important, given Sartre’s overarching concern with the 
irreducibility of life to dead matter, this discussion of the new sciences of life 
and complexity works its way upward “from the bottom,” moving in stages 
from the level of the molecule to the cell to the organism to nonliving and 
living subsystems which support higher-order ecosystems and ending finally 
with the planetary scale and the whole Earth System. This trajectory is in 
no way meant to confirm or endorse the conventional reductionist account, 
predicated as it is upon two things Sartre emphatically rejected: a commit-
ment to atomistic entities as fundamental explananda and to ‘upward’ physi-
cal causation as the driver of all change. The ‘bottom-up’ approach adopted 
here is a heuristic device to carry the reader along a critical path toward the 
complimentary ‘top-down’ approach that has captured the imagination of 
many contemporary life scientists. That said, if many biologists today claim 
that the standard bottom-up account has lost its grip on good science, certain 
of the scientists I discuss still rely on and even gladly profess reductionist and 
mechanistic assumptions which seem to fly in the face of a properly dialecti-
cal imagination. Suffice it to say that many good scientists are not such good 
philosophers. Hence a further caveat.

Those same scientists might fairly retort that most philosophers are not 
scientists at all, good or bad. In any case, I am not a scientist. The scientific 
developments here reviewed warrant a far more rigorous scientific assess-
ment than I am qualified to provide. So be it. I admit forthrightly the limited 
aspirations and force of the assessments offered, which I nonetheless believe 
are valid. 

With all of these warnings and posturings in mind, the reader is advised 
that this will be a circuitous paddle. We will have to stop to study various 
eddies and pools, we will run rapids, we will trace meanders and float down 
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a few tributaries. This should come as no surprise. There can be no linear 
passage along a dialectical path. This is what makes dialectics so maddening 
to some, and so fruitful to the rest of us. 

So, les jeux sont faits. What sorts of things are life scientists saying that the 
Sartre of our footnote might want to hear?

originS And totAlity: 
molECulES, Autonomy, orgAniSmS

What of the origin of life and the organism in its totality, Sartre’s first and 
second criteria? It should come as no surprise that many scientists look to 
the molecular level to seek insight into the origins of physical order. More 
importantly, and perhaps more surprising, some of them are looking to the 
molecular level for the original form of autonomy which, in their view, pro-
vides a key to the origins of properly biological order and living systems as 
such. In other words, the etiological relation between living matter and mate-
rial motive may be the opposite of what common sense suggests it should be. 
They suggest that the intuitively obvious order be reversed: agency precedes 
life. Not to put too “existentialist” a point on it, if existence precedes essence, 
these scientists are suggesting in some sense that freedom precedes experi-
ence. If they are right, this counterintuitive suggestion is of the utmost dialec-
tical significance, and is directly pertinent to both Sartre’s rejection of natural 
history and his hesitation before a dialectics of nature, and to the prospects for 
an existential ecology. What exactly does it mean to discover actors among 
the nonliving?

Stuart Kauffman, for example, is a molecular geneticist, theoretical biolo-
gist, and pioneer in the formal and empirical study of emergent order in com-
plex systems, who is engaged in the study of the origins of autonomy. He asks, 
“What must a physical system be such that it can act on its own behalf?”52 
Though he gives us the question “in its Kantian form” (Kauffman’s words), 
he does not ask it for strictly Kantian reasons. While surely interested in the 
conditions for the possibility of agency for possibility’s sake (the Kantian 
question), like most practicing life scientists, Kauffman is more interested in 
a proper explanation of agency as it actually occurs here on Earth, because 
only this kind of agency can provide the empirical foundations for a theoreti-
cal biology “freed from the confines of our known example of Earth life” (9); 
only observable earthly agency can yield insight into the conditions for the 
possibility of any biosphere and so ground a “general biology” for a universe 
such as ours. (True, Kauffman often speculates on the possibility of new life 
forms. “One way or another, we will discover a second life—crouched under 
a Mars rock, frozen in time; limpid in some pool on Titan, in some test tube 
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in Nebraska, in the next few decades.”53 But this is not our present concern.) 
As a philosophically inclined scientist, Kauffman knows that the most reli-
able way, if not the only way, to find out what has to happen for agency to 
happen anywhere in the universe is to first find out what exactly is going on 
when it happens here on Earth. And for Kauffman, in principle and in fact, the 
best way to find that out is to head for the molecular level, because all actual 
physical systems are made up of molecules. 

How is life possible, and by extension, how is agency possible, given the 
sorts of molecules we know and what we know about relations among them? 
Kauffman’s answer is straightforward enough: “as the molecular diversity 
of a reaction system increases, a critical threshold is reached at which col-
lectively autocatalytic, self-reproducing chemical reaction networks emerge 
spontaneously.”54 From these physical networks emerge living systems. We 
know that this is the case, even if we are not quite sure how it happens. Just 
how far “down” we must ultimately go to explain the shift from nonliv-
ing matter to living matter and just where agency ultimately begins remain 
open questions. But Kauffman argues that we do have empirical evidence of 
autonomy at the molecular level, and he does not mince words: “autocatalytic 
[molecular] polymer systems are examples of a primitive kind of agency, the 
locus of survival and death, the locus of integrated response to the environ-
ment.”55 And it is to this advent of proto-freedom that we must look to dis-
cover the critical steps along the path to the emergence of life here on Earth, 
if not anywhere else in the universe. 

Kauffman does not seek to explain what molecules are and how they came 
to be that way—as for instance a theoretical physicist might. He seeks rather 
to understand, and for a biologist’s reasons, what molecules do and how they 
do it. Despite his willingness to trace the conventional order of biological 
inquiry to the lowest level, that is, to nonliving molecular systems, his inter-
ests and conclusions are anything but conventional. Again, Kauffman looks 
to the molecular level to seek insight into the fundamental origins of order, 
and more importantly in the present context, in search of a rudimentary form 
of molecular autonomy as the key to the origin of living systems in a universe 
such as ours. Rudimentary autonomy exists, elementary agency happens at 
this level, Kauffman insists. 

For heuristic purposes he begins with an example from the domain of life. 
We see agency in the dynamic aggregate of nonliving molecules that we call 
the bacterial cell, which he takes as the paradigmatic exemplar of the deep 
continuity of autonomy and life. We need only to “consider a bacterium 
swimming upstream in a glucose gradient,” Kauffman writes, “its flagel-
lar motor rotating . . . [and] without attributing consciousness or conscious 
purpose, we view the bacterium as acting on its own behalf in an environ-
ment.”56 And, not incidentally for the present purposes, he draws us into the 
fray as well:
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An autonomous agent is a physical system, such as a bacterium, that can act on 
its own behalf in an environment. All free-living cells and organisms are clearly 
autonomous agents. The quite familiar, utterly astonishing feature of autono-
mous agents—E. coli, paramecia, yeast cells, algae, sponges, flat worms, anne-
lids, all of us—is that we do, everyday, manipulate the universe around us.57

A few comments are in order, for Kauffman here hints obliquely at the trajec-
tory of this chapter.

Note first Kauffman’s emphasis on physicality as such. His transcenden-
tal question—what must a physical system be in order that it can act on its 
own behalf?—cuts straight to the material and empirical heart of biological 
autonomy. Even the simplest living system we know, the bacterium, is a 
physical system, as Kauffman frequently reminds us. (In fact, he identifies 
the “pleuromona” as the simplest such system,58 though the being to which 
he refers seems to go unnoticed elsewhere in the scientific literature.) Thus 
at least insofar as biological agency must be rooted in the stuff of chemis-
try—or more precisely, in molecular physics—the reductionist cannot be 
faulted for posing the essential biological question in physical terms. Leav-
ing open for the moment the question of whether a molecular system must 
be a living system to qualify as autonomous, the agency of living molecular 
systems is undeniable. Again, the simplest known living system, even a 
creature simpler than the one above that wends its way along a sucrose 
gradient, acts on its own behalf. Thus Kauffman’s notion of molecular 
autonomy highlights first the autonomous, open-ended, and integrative 
character of certain sorts of molecular assemblages. Recall that autonomy, 
open-endedness, and integrativity are among the quintessential hallmarks 
of dialectical phenomena—about which more later in the chapter and in 
the next Interval. Though perhaps not limited to life as Kauffman argues 
in great detail, autonomy is patently evident in living molecular systems, 
and even in the simplest among them. But just what distinguishes life from 
nonlife, anyway? 

The work of Humberto Maturana and his sometime student and longtime 
collaborator, Francisco Varela, is at once provocative and compelling. Each 
of them a biologist by training, the interests of this dynamic duo pass far 
beyond the conventional confines of the life sciences. Their work reaches 
explicitly into the domains of cognitive psychology and neuroscience and 
immunology, and of necessity, borrows from and influences the social sci-
ences and even the humanities. Maturana and Varela are credited together 
with developing the foundational principles of the so-called Santiago School, 
and pioneering efforts to discover “the biological roots of human understand-
ing.” Among their central goals is to defend the claim that “Living systems 
are cognitive systems, and living as a process is a process of cognition,” a 
statement that they consider to be “valid for all organisms, with or without a 
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nervous system.”59 Thus Maturana and Varela argue that the single cell is the 
smallest cognitive unit. We will have to return to this provocative claim in 
due course. Here I will focus on only one of their contributions to the sciences 
of life and mind, the theory of autopoiesis. 

Autopoiesis was proposed as a term of art useful in the life sciences, 
particularly origins-of-life theory, synthetic biology (or artificial life sci-
ence), and theoretical biology. It has been of interest to select psychologists, 
social scientists, and philosophers of science and mind. Though its recep-
tion among scientists has been mixed, and its place in the lexicon of the life 
sciences is far from secure, whether the term itself will be widely adopted 
is of little consequence, for in both intent and content the theoretical stance 
denoted by the term autopoiesis seems likely to stand the test of time. And 
the theory is directly pertinent to Sartre’s dialectical criteria for the life 
sciences.

Not incidentally, and nowhere noted in the secondary literature, on the 
opening page of his theoretical monograph, Principles of Biological Auton-
omy, Varela quotes Sartre’s footnote in its entirety as an epigraph.60 Thus 
Varela’s book—and much of his subsequent work—is arguably an effort to 
fulfill some, if not all, of Sartre’s demands, or more generally to render theo-
retical biology explicitly dialectical. 

If, as Sartre fairly requires, biology is to make any real progress toward 
explaining the origin of life, it would be best to work back from an under-
standing of just what distinguishes living from nonliving matter. This is not 
the same as the apparently Quixotic project of providing a definition of life, 
but is a rather more phenomenological task of describing the fundamental 
organization and structure of living processes. Maturana and Varela pro-
pose to do just that. As a foundational theoretical notion autopoiesis aims to 
answer “the ever-present question” for biology and philosophy of biology: 
“What is common to all living systems that allows us to qualify them as 
living?”61 With their theory of autopoiesis they seek to provide a guided tour 
of the organization and structure of the autonomous living cell. Let us see 
what this might mean. What distinguishes life from the nonliving? What, in 
a word, is autopoiesis?

The etymology of the term is transparent: Gk. auto—self + poiesis—
making, production, creation. Thus autopoiesis denotes self-making or self-
creation—or even “self-poetizing,” if you like.62 The term is meant to provide 
“the organizing principle of [all] living systems whether the operative whole 
is itself a single cell, an organism, or the continuity of life through all evo-
lutionary time.”63 I emphasize the inclusive character of the term. (Given 
the broader trajectory of this study, it should be noted that in his early work 
Varela resists application of the term to social systems, though he becomes 
more open to the possibility in his later work.) If the notion is uniquely 
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ambitious in its aspirations, it is also exemplary in its logical simplicity and 
its descriptive parsimony. For these reasons, among others, the rudiments of 
the theory are easy to summarize. 

According to autopoiesis theory, the original life form and all subsequent 
life forms that have evolved from it, from the single cell to the multicellular 
organism—and on to the ecosystems and social systems of which these are 
integral parts as we will see in a later section—share a simple set of charac-
teristic organizational and structural features. Varela provides the following 
definition of an autopoietic system in Principles of Biological Autonomy: 

An autopoietic system is organized (and defined as a unity) as a network of 
processes of production (transformation and destruction) of components that 
produces the components that: (1) through their interactions and transforma-
tions continuously regenerate and realize the network of processes (relations) 
that produced them; and (2) constitute it (the machine) as a concrete unity in the 
space in which they exist by specifying the topological domain of its realization 
as such a network.64

This dense passage requires some unpacking. 
First, in order to dispel a likely misunderstanding, given Varela’s choice 

of terms, it should be noted that his use of “machine” is contextually moti-
vated, unconventional, and unsurprising. He was, at this point, still under the 
“trans-mechanistic” spell of cybernetics, an early iteration of the very sort 
of complex “second-order” systems theory toward which he was ultimately 
headed—and toward which we are headed in this chapter. For the Varela of 
this period, a machine is no “mere” machine; it is no mean mechanism in 
the passive sense of a causally connected contraption of rods and cogs and 
pistons and wheels all in a Rube-Goldbergian whirl. A living machine in 
Varela’s usage is a living system in the plenary sense of the term as it was 
and is used in Systems Theory. Varela clarifies thusly: 

In saying that living systems are ‘machines’ we are pointing to several notions 
that should be made explicit. First, we imply a nonanimistic [i.e., nonvitalistic] 
view, which it should be unnecessary to discuss any further. Second, we are 
emphasizing that a living system is defined by its organization, and hence that it 
can be explained as any organization is explained, that is, in terms of relations, 
not of component properties. Finally, we are pointing out from the start the 
dynamism apparent in living systems and which the word ‘machine’ or ‘system’ 
connotes.65

To make sure the point is not missed, Varela adds a note on the interchange-
ability of the terms “system” and “machine,” emphasizing that they do have 
somewhat different but overlapping connotations. 
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To return to the definition of autopoiesis, Pier Luigi Luisi summarizes 
its meaning more simply and in a single sentence: “An autopoietic unit is a 
system that is capable of sustaining itself due to an inner network of reac-
tions that regenerate the system’s components” (Luisi 2006, 158).66 He then 
identifies three interrelated but distinguishable fundamental characteristics of 
any autopoietic system that are entailed by Varela’s functional definition:67

1. The autopoietic system must have a semipermeable boundary.
2. The boundary must be produced and maintained from within the system.
3. The system itself must contain the reactions that regenerate the system.

The significance of these characteristics is transparent enough:

1. If a living cell requires a semipermeable boundary, this boundary provides 
a necessary distinguishing function in at least two ways: first, because the 
boundary is a boundary, and so determines the identity of the cell within 
its medium and across the time of its life; and second, because the bound-
ary is semipermeable and so permits certain substances to pass through it 
while other substances are prevented from doing so.

2. It follows that a complex of chemical reactions and processes must occur 
within the boundary to produce and maintain the boundary. The bounded 
nature of an autopoietic system, as exemplified in all actual terrestrial 
cells, entails the complex biochemistry of membrane production and 
membrane maintenance, and is critically dependent on processes internal 
to the healthy cell. A cell that fails to produce and maintain its own bound-
ary is a pathological cell and one that will not long endure.

3. As it is for the boundary in particular, so it must be for the autopoietic 
system as a whole—the autopoietic “unity” in Varela’s terminology, 
which might just as easily be rendered “totality.” The cell’s structurally 
closed internal organization must be the locus of all self-producing, self-
maintaining, and self-reproducing functions. (Strictly speaking, repro-
duction in the sense of producing progeny is a contingent function of an 
autopoietic entity. As Varela points out, logically the autopoietic unit must 
come prior to the prospect of its producing more of its kind. It is a logical 
and chronological point: “reproduction and evolution indeed require and 
depend on autopoiesis” (18). Moreover, it seems likely that the earliest ter-
restrial autopoietic entities were not yet self-reproducing. For more on this 
consideration see the discussion of collective autocatalysis below.) The 
important point here is that not only boundary production and boundary 
maintenance but all relevant production and maintenance processes must 
be internal to the autopoietic system. An autopoietic system—as distin-
guished from an allopoietic system, about which more presently—must 
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exhibit “operational closure” such that all of the relevant behavior, pro-
duction, maintenance, waste removal processes, and so forth be self-con-
tained; and such that the system produces the right sorts of reactions both 
within the cell and near to its surface to guarantee that the various influxes 
and outflows involve the right sorts of materials and energy moving in the 
right directions and to the right places at the right times. It is, to say the 
least, a delicate balance, or more to the point, a subtle balancing act.

In short, a system is autopoietic when it “organizes the production of its 
own components, so that these components are continuously regenerated 
and can therefore maintain the very network that produces them.”68 It is as 
remarkable that this happens as it is easy to describe.

Clearly, the fundamental unit of autopoiesis on Earth is the cell. The auto-
poietic analysis of the cellular unit places equal emphasis on arrangement 
and process, or structure and organization in the original idiom of the theory. 
Varela stipulates the meanings of the latter terms. Organization connotes 
the relations that obtain within a cell to define it “as a unity, and determine 
the dynamics of interactions and transformations it may undergo as such a 
unity” in its openness to a world. Structures are “the actual relations that hold 
between the components” to provide the integrativity necessary for a given 
cell to persist within a given milieu.69 Structure supports organization and 
organization maintains structure. In this sense, the structural-organizational 
logic of autopoiesis is circular. As an organized structural process, it is, I dare 
say, dialectical. 

Any middle school biology student knows that cells are remarkably 
complex. How they do what they do involves a complicated array of inter-
actions, relations, and mediations among literally billions of molecules 
which constitute the more familiar and relatively discreet “parts”—nucleus, 
ribosomes, cytoplasm, mitochondria, plastids, lysosomes, centrioles, and 
endoplasmic reticulum, to name the most famous among the cast of charac-
ters that all but the future biologists among us assiduously memorized and 
soon forgot. Still, it is no exaggeration to say that what cells do is relatively 
straightforward and simple to say: they make themselves. In a word, they 
are autopoietic.

Important for the broader argument of this chapter, Luisi’s three orga-
nizational-structural criteria (again, each entailments of Varela’s two-part 
functional definition) can only be satisfied by the fulfillment of a fourth ther-
modynamic criterion, one that holds for all autopoietic systems in a universe 
such as ours. As Gale Raney Fleischaker notes, if living systems are “opera-
tionally closed” they must remain “materially and energetically open.”70 The 
operationally closed system must remain thermodynamically open for the 
duration of its life, such that ambient energy and matter of the right quality 
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and quantity can be taken in from the medium to power the processes of 
self-development, self-production, self-maintenance, and other behaviors; 
and such that transformed residua can be effectively returned to the medium 
for reentry into other and larger thermodynamic processes and systems. Thus 
an autopoietic system is by definition and necessarily a far-from-equilibrium 
system. In strict adherence to the second law of thermodynamics, every living 
cell, like every complex of cells, is a system wherein ordered, high-quality 
energy must continuously be taken up and released back to the ambient in 
degraded form after having been put to work in the service of self-making. If 
energetic openness of the autopoietic system reveals its fundamental depen-
dence on an external environment, operational closure is the clearest index 
of its fundamental unity and autonomy, that is, of its integrativity grounded 
in its own interior relations—about which more in a subsequent section. A 
cell is a natural autonomous system, a totality intimately embedded within a 
material environment and always situated amidst other autonomous systems 
that, in turn, affect and effect other smaller and larger autonomous systems, 
both short-lived and long-lasting, and so on. In short, a cell must do what it 
does in its world and for itself and, as we will see, for a world that is no mere 
“in-itself.” 

All of this is in sharp contrast to allopoietic or properly mechanical sys-
tems which, no matter how complicated a given “machine” may be, are by 
nature heteronymous because all relevant processes are grounded in exterior 
relations. To put it in terms closer to Varela’s own idiom, the heteronomy 
of an allopoietic machine is a consequence of its organizational-structural 
dependence on component properties. All purely mechanical systems are 
in principle and in fact externally coordinated and externally activated, that 
is, designed, engineered, built, and run from without. An allopoietic system 
is, precisely, an aggregate of components that are produced and integrated 
from the outside; and all such systems require that energy be injected from 
the outside, that maintenance be performed from the outside, that wastes 
be forced toward the outside, and so on, in order to prevent breakdown of 
system’s structures and functional collapse of the system’s organization. In 
short, purely mechanical systems are defined in exteriority. This is as true 
of a bicycle as it is of bathysphere. It is not true of a bacterium, a beetle, or 
a bison, which are in (nearly) every important respect defined in interiority, 
or as Sartre might have it, can be considered in their relations of interiority 
(again, we will return to this question in earnest in a subsequent section). 
The crucial point here is that neither the bicycle nor the bathysphere satisfies 
the criteria of unity (Varela’s preferred term) or Totality (Sartre’s preferred 
term).

In summary, both the bicycle with its gears and wheels and the bathy-
sphere with its bulkheads and seals are externally motivated, organized, and 
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activated. It is quite a different matter for the bacterium, with its semiper-
meable boundaries and internally generated capacities of self-development, 
self-production, self-maintenance, and self-activation, to say nothing of the 
bison’s goal [sic] of making more of itself and more bison, or the hive’s 
goal of making more hives. This is what no bicycle or bathysphere has ever 
done or will ever do. Yet this is precisely what every living cell does all the 
time—and every multicellular organism and, as we will see, every biome and 
biosphere. 

So, where have we come to? Whatever else we may discover below of 
the character and function of Kauffman’s collective autocatalytic sets of 
molecules in the origin of life, autopoiesis is precisely what living cells do, 
and what every one of them has done since the first one entered the earthly 
fray and began the patient work of building worlds. If the energetic openness 
of the autopoietic system reveals its fundamental dependence on an external 
environment, its operational closure is the clearest index of its fundamental 
autonomy within that environment. In this sense, an autopoietic entity is a 
totality—or in Varela’s preferred term, a “unity”—and thus the structural-
organizational logic of autopoiesis is both integrative and open-ended. In 
a word, autopoiesis is dialectical. Luisi insists that “autopoiesis is the only 
available simple theory that is capable of providing a unified view of life 
from the molecular level up to the level of human perception.”71 This remains 
to be seen. Still, the claim reminds us of Haldane’s comment on Engels’s 
aspirations, if not of Sartre’s cautious expectations regarding biology’s abil-
ity to consider the organism as a totality. And we still have further to go.

trAnSFormAtion: ComplExity, 
SElF-orgAnizAtion, CoEVolution

If many of the relevant questions about the origin and nature of life at the 
smallest spatial scales have been taken up by molecularly oriented biophysi-
cists and biochemists like Kauffman, and for different reasons, by cytologi-
cally and organismally oriented biologists like Maturana and Varela, equally 
fundamental questions about biological patterns and processes have recently 
been taken up at a variety of temporal scales—developmental, ecological, 
evolutionary, geological—under the rather more holistic umbrella of com-
plexity science and on the ever-shifting terrain of evolutionary biology. The 
new sciences of complexity include a diverse extended family of formal and 
empirical inquiries into the origins of order and varieties of pattern in for-
mal (artificial) systems, and in nonliving (abiotic) and living (biotic) natural 
systems—and increasingly concerned with the creation of artificial (in silico) 
life-like systems and synthetic physical (in vitro) living systems. In light of 
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these various modes of inquiry we may take up Sartre’s third criterion for a 
properly natural history and dialectical nature. What of the evolution of life 
and the transformation of species? 

Robert Reid, a theoretical biologist, phrases the central question thusly: 
“What we really need to discover is how novelties are generated, how they 
integrate with what already exists, and how new, more complex whole organ-
isms can be greater than the sum of their parts.”72 The conventional answer 
to this question is well known. Darwinian natural selection is said to be 
both the necessary and sufficient condition for the emergence of order and 
variety in living systems. In this regard, complexity-oriented biologists like 
Kauffman and Reid argue that Darwin only got it half-right. Natural selection 
is necessary, most assuredly, but it is not sufficient. In order to think this con-
troversial claim through we may begin with what they claim is missing from 
the standard evolutionary story. Enter complexity theory and self-organizing 
processes.

Of complexity, only two things need to be said here. First, complex does 
not (necessarily) mean complicated. “Systems are complex not because they 
involve many . . .  rules and large numbers of components but because of the 
nature of the system’s global response. Complexity and complex systems . . . 
generally refer to a system of interacting units that displays global proper-
ties not present at the lower level.”73 Second, in each such complex system, 
self-organizing processes come into play. “Self-organization [occurs in any] 
process in which pattern at the global level of a system emerges solely [or in 
part] from numerous interactions among the lower-level components of the 
system.”74 There are at least two such sorts of naturally occurring system, 
abiotic and biotic. In nonliving systems, like water spinning down a drain or 
an autumn leaf tornado whirling its way down the sidewalk, pattern is just 
“a particular, organized arrangement of objects in space and time.” In living 
systems, like ant colonies and schooling fish and traffic jams [sic], pattern 
always emerges “through interactions internal to the [living] system, with-
out intervention by external directing influences,” and involves information 
exchange.75 The crucial point about all such systems is that each of them 
behaves in nonlinear ways not entirely predictable based upon even the most 
detailed knowledge of the constituent parts and relations among them, and 
each displays a profound sensitivity to initial conditions (see below for fur-
ther examples and discussion; Wolfram76 provides the most thorough formal 
study to date of emergent complex output from simple numeric input). This 
renders all predictions of behavior in complex systems probabilistic. For what 
this means, one need only think of the weather report or the behavior of a 
flock of migrating birds. Much can be known about what each will do, but not 
everything; and slight changes early in the process can result in substantially 
different trajectories. 



 Order and Autonomy in Nature and History 175

If the aforementioned distinction between complicated and complex is 
important, more important for the present purpose, its significance is perhaps 
nowhere more apparent and more pointed than in the relation of complexity 
to self-organization. Self-organization is a term of art in the new sciences of 
life and complexity, and shares nearly the same stature as the term complexity 
itself. And like the latter, it is a generic term first. “Self-organization refers 
to a broad range of pattern-formation processes in both physical and bio-
logical systems, such as sand grains assembling into rippled dunes, chemical 
reactants forming swirling spirals, cells making up highly structured tissues, 
and fish joining together in schools.”77 For the purposes of their studies of 
self-organization in biological systems, ranging from slime molds to bacterial 
communities to groups of feeding Bark beetles, and from the synchronized 
flashing of fireflies to the schooling of fish to the foraging habits and building 
techniques of ants, bees, and wasps, Camazine and colleagues provide the 
following working definition of self-organization:

Self-organization is a process in which pattern at the global level of a system 
emerges solely from numerous interactions among the lower-level components 
of the system. Moreover, the rules specifying interactions among the system’s 
components are executed using only local information, without reference to 
the global pattern. In short, the pattern is an emergent property of the system.78

A good place to begin the unpacking of this definition is to focus on the dif-
ference between abiotic and biotic self-organization. 

Though the patterned properties of living systems are biotic inflections of 
the more general and ubiquitous appearance of pattern in complex artificial 
systems and abiotic systems, biological self-organization differs from purely 
formal and physical complexity in at least one important respect. In the 
formal and physical domain, recall, pattern is just a certain pattern of things 
situated in a particular place at a particular time; in biological systems, pattern 
always emerges “through interactions internal to the [living] system, without 
intervention by external directing influences.”79 It is the internality, the “rela-
tions of interiority,” even the “self” in self-organization, if we dare say such 
things, that is perhaps most intriguing to biologists, and is most pertinent to 
the philosophical context of this discussion. For this internal process is more 
than a mere passive happening; it is autonomous and active spontaneity, and 
so forces upon us the more fundamental question of the origins of complex-
ity, self-organization, and evolutionary transformation as these actually occur 
in this material universe on a planet such as ours. Thus if “complexity” high-
lights the general character of a broad range of natural and artificial systems, 
“self-organization” concerns the specific character of an important subset 
of those systems: all self-organization is organization for or toward a goal. 
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This, of course, is a problematic claim in a reductionist and anti-teleological 
scientific context. What can be said about this alleged “towardness” in light 
of the new sciences of life and complexity?

Though many self-organizing systems are both vectoral and goal-oriented, 
self-organization does not necessarily entail the sort of directionality and 
purposiveness discussed above in relation to molecular autonomy (Kauffman) 
and autopoiesis in living cells (Maturana & Varela). If the spontaneous emer-
gence of order—what Kauffman somewhat whimsically likes to call “order 
for free”—strikes some as a counterintuitive or perhaps nonscientific notion, 
it is worth recalling that we encounter self-organizing processes all the time. 
They are commonplace. We see it, for example, in the behavior of cooking oil 
in a frying pan on its way to a desired temperature. As the oil passes through 
a certain thermal range, orderly patterns of convection cells emerge—and, as 
will become relevant later in this chapter, the orderly patterns disappear once 
the temperature rises beyond a certain threshold. We see it in the arrayed 
symmetries of crystalline mineral structures like quartz and emerald and, in 
perhaps less pleasing forms, in the gritty stalactites made of who-knows-what 
that grace the ceilings of highway overpasses and subway tunnels. We see it, 
of course, in the orderly way water spins down an open drain, and in the gall-
ing pulsations of a traffic jam, and in the sifting and sorting of seashells by 
form, dimension, and density along tidal beaches. 

Self-organization may sound mysterious, but it is ubiquitous, and there is 
nothing magical about it. Most pertinently to the present concerns, Kauffman 
reminds us that every “snowflake’s delicate sixfold symmetry tells us that 
order can arise without the benefit of natural selection.”80 Thus we may fairly 
ask with him, “What are the sources of the overwhelming and beautiful order 
which graces the living world?”81 The conventional (Neo-Darwinian) answer 
to this question warrants repeating even as the new sciences of life and com-
plexity tend to challenge it: aided by inevitable variation and faithful-enough 
inheritance, natural selection is said to be both the necessary and sufficient 
conditions for the emergence of order in living systems. Again, in this regard, 
complexity-oriented biologists are only willing to meet their neo-Darwinian 
colleagues halfway—and, some worry, less than halfway. Darwin only got 
it half-right. (If it needs to be said, the fact that the work of complexity sci-
entists has been taken up by some under the banner of “intelligent design” 
hardly matters, since all of the complexity scientists themselves recognize 
that “ID Theory” is many things, but it is not science since it is neither empiri-
cally testable nor theoretically grounded.) The challenge is the suggestion 
by Kauffman and others that while natural selection is necessary, and most 
assuredly it is, it is not sufficient to explain the origin and transformation of 
species. Kauffman, Reid, and others argue that the same sort of spontaneous 
order so familiar in the nonliving realm must cross, again, neither magically 
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nor inexplicably, into the realm of the living. The question remains, how does 
the crossing occur? Whatever the details of an answer, what is increasingly 
apparent is that life could never have emerged nor have gotten anywhere new 
without self-organizing processes. Only an interactive relation among natural 
complexity and natural self-organization and natural selection can yield life 
and its evolution. Put somewhat differently, both horizontal selection and ver-
tical order are necessary, and only together are they sufficient to produce the 
ever-changing and exquisitely complex panoply of living creatures and sys-
tems. If we dare to say it, only a dialectic of natural selection and spontaneous 
order and autonomous processes can generate the diversity of living forms 
and life functions and yield the continual transformations and endless novelty 
that are the stuff of earthly evolution within and of this worldly biosphere. 

Thus far, of course, Sartre will still demur. But we still have more to say to 
him. And still, there is overwhelming evidence that order and pattern emerge 
spontaneously in the natural world, in both nonliving and living systems. This 
endlessly observed and now rigorously studied fact deserves an explanation, 
and the explanation thus far nudges us ineluctably toward dialectics. 

Science has only come part of the way to an explanation, and part of the 
explanation involves the interplay of negative and positive feedback and, in 
biological systems at least, includes the further contribution of information 
exchange; for even if such loops and exchanges are not sufficient to explain 
the origins of order in living systems, no theory of those origins can pro-
ceed without them. More on this in the next section where we will consider 
the whole Earth as a self-organizing system. If, as we have seen, there is a 
certain self-making of life as such, and if there are processes of biological 
self-organization in all autopoietic (self-making) processes, with and through 
this organization and process life manages to accomplish more than organiz-
ing and making selves alone. And strictly speaking, none but the first life 
form has ever been alone. It seems likely that such processes are integrally 
involved in the origin of species and in the many other sorts of transforma-
tions wrought by organisms across time. Self-making and self-organization, 
among other processes, fundamentally affect and are affected by a sort of col-
lective world-making. It is to this point of pivotal dialectical significance that 
we now turn. Our approach will have to be a bit circuitous, if not dialectical.

If natural selection is no longer sufficient, nor even first among equals, 
as some would have it, still, it matters much and crucially. But just what is 
selected? Many laypersons, most scientists, and every working biologist is 
familiar with the notion of “the selfish gene” first articulated and popular-
ized by Richard Dawkins in a book of the same title. In his introduction to 
the 30th anniversary edition of this wildly influential work, Dawkins admits 
that he might have been better off with a different title. He suggests a few 
alternatives: “The Immortal Gene” might work, given that “the immortality 
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of genetic information was a central theme of the book”; or “The Altruistic 
Gene,” since the book “devotes more attention to altruism” than it does to 
selfishness; or even “The Cooperative Gene,” since “a central part of the 
book argues for a form of cooperation among self-interested genes.”82 These 
alternatives notwithstanding, the rationale for Dawkins’ final choice of The 
Selfish Gene for a title is, in his view, transparently simple:

The critical question [for Darwinian evolutionary biology] is which level in the 
hierarchy of life will turn out to be the inevitably ‘selfish’ level, at which natural 
selection acts? The Selfish Species? The Selfish Group? The Selfish Organism? 
The Selfish Ecosystem? Most of these could be argued, and most have been 
uncritically assumed by one or another author, but all of them are wrong. Given 
that the Darwinian message is going to be pithily encapsulated as The Selfish 
Something, that something turns out to be the gene . . . (viii, first emphasis added).

In short, “Rather than focus on the individual organism,” as biology has 
done since Aristotle invented it, Dawkins—following the lead of the “heroes” 
of his book, William Hamilton, John Maynard-Smith, Robert Trivers, and 
George Williams—“takes a gene’s-eye view of nature.” As a committed 
reductionist, he argues “that the best way to look at evolution is in terms of 
selection at the lowest level of all.” Thus “the fundamental unit of selection, 
and therefore of self-interest, is not the species, nor the group, nor even, 
strictly, the individual. It is the gene, the unit of heredity” (xv & 11). To 
grossly simplify Dawkins’ claim, a gene is a “replicator”; that is, a gene is a 
collection of molecules with “the extraordinary property of being able to cre-
ate copies of itself” (15); and all organisms—animals, plants, fungi, bacteria, 
and archebacteria, to name the “five kingdoms”83—are mere “vehicles.” In 
Dawkins’s provocative terms, like all the rest of Earth’s creatures, we are 
“survival machines—robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the self-
ish molecules known as genes” (xxi). It is worth noting that Dawkins even 
includes “viruses” in the list of organisms. This is problematic since, strictly 
speaking, a virus is not alive but depends for its replication upon the metabo-
lism of the living organism it infects. He describes viruses as “breakaway 
genes” and, for whatever reasons, has no interest in the question of their 
status as living or nonliving: “If we want to erect any distinction, it should be 
between genes that pass from body to body via the orthodox rout of sperm 
or eggs, and genes that pass from body to body via unorthodox, ‘sideways’ 
routes” (247). If it needs to be said, the “selfishness” of genes, “sideways” or 
otherwise, is emphatically not the subjective sort of self-interest familiar to 
anyone who has ever stood before a large buffet table with a small plate. It is 
just that “[genes] are in you and in me; they created us, body and mind; and 
their preservation is the ultimate rationale for our existence” (20, emphasis 
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added). If we ask, just what is a selfish gene trying so selfishly to do, the 
answer is clear (at least to Dawkins): “It is trying to get more numerous in the 
gene pool. Basically it does this by helping to program the bodies in which 
it finds itself to survive and to reproduce” (88). Dawkins’s rightly celebrated 
book says many more things than this, but it is the theme of its final chapter 
that is of most interest in the present context. 

Dawkins ends The Selfish Gene with a chapter on what he terms “the long 
reach of the gene,” and devotes his next book, The Extended Phenotype, to 
the theme.84 This notion of the extended phenotype, properly interpreted and 
augmented, opens the door to a properly dialectical understanding of ecology 
and evolution—and, had he encountered it, might well have captured Sartre’s 
incipient ecological imagination. 

First the terms: genotype and phenotype. In the conventional understand-
ing, genotype begets phenotype. “The phenotypic effects of a gene are nor-
mally seen as all the effects that it has on the body in which it sits.” Thus, 
loosely, phenotype is to genotype as the book you are holding is to the 
manuscript from which it was produced. Dawkins’ innovation is to extend 
the phenotypic reach of genotypic effects beyond the body. “But we shall 
now see that the phenotypic effects of a gene need to be thought of as all the 
effects that it has on the world.” He believes that this is simply an implicate of 
his theory of the selfish gene, and nothing too radical. “In all this, remember 
that the phenotypic effects of a gene are the tools by which it levers itself 
into the next generation. All that I am going to add is that the tools may 
reach outside the individual body wall.” And he points to familiar objects 
in nature that make it easy to grasp the extension. “Examples that spring 
to mind are artifacts [sic] like beaver dams, bird nests and caddis houses” 
(238). Genes, Dawkins argues, can act not just on the organism itself, but at 
a distance. And they do so act. Thus, “A beaver lake is . . . a phenotype, no 
less than the beaver’s teeth and tail” (247). This long reach of the gene has 
profound implications: Though Dawkins does resist the radical implications 
of his theory, still, he seems to sense that they are there. “With only a little 
imagination we can see the gene as sitting at the center of a radiating web of 
phenotypic power. . . . The long reach of the gene knows no obvious bound-
aries. The whole world is criss-crossed with causal arrows joining genes to 
phenotypic effects, far and near” (265–266)—and perhaps not so unlike us 
and our earthly worlds, “everywhere crisscrossed by Nature,” as Sartre put it 
in the Notebooks.85 A beaver’s genes find expression far beyond the tip of her 
tail, right in the earthly fabric of her own world. And so it must be with all 
“replicators” and all of their “vehicles,” even if not so visibly nor so palpa-
bly. Once again, Dawkins says many more things than this in The Extended 
Phenotype, but herein lies the rub for our purposes: each organism reaches in 
its earthly way beyond itself to fashion a livable world. And here, according 
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to an ever more vociferous chorus of biologists, is where Dawkins has not 
taken seriously enough the logical, ecological, and evolutionary (and, as we 
will see in chapter 7, even geological) implications of his own theory. 

If, as Dawkins argues, “Natural selection favours those genes that manipu-
late the world to ensure their own propagation” (253), it follows that, “The 
success that a replicator has in the world will depend on what kind of a world 
it is—the pre-existing conditions” (265, emphasis added). And yet the idea 
of an environment of purely “pre-existing conditions” is slippery, at best, and 
highly questionable given Dawkins’ own argument. Since the advent of life, 
there never has been a “worldless” Earth. The “environment”—as we are 
wont to isolate and name it—is not simply given to the organism to adapt 
to; it is not just there to be fitted into. If the given must always be taken in 
some way, so the taken must be given in some way; and where there is life, 
it is not so easy to disentangle the two. Even if one travels all the way back 
to the original life form, and even earlier toward the originary autonomous 
molecular agencies which preceded and facilitated life, the environment is as 
much a product of life as it is the place where life happens. In manifold ways, 
at every level, from the bacterium to the bison to the beehive to the biosphere, 
the earthly world is, at least in part, made by living organisms, who thereby 
create at least some of the conditions of their own ecological experience and 
evolutionary transformation. Here enters the theory of “niche construction.” 

Kevin Laland and Neeltje Boogert summarize the new perspective of 
niche construction theory as follows: “Niche-construction theory is a fledg-
ling branch of evolutionary biology that places emphasis on the capacity of 
organisms to modify natural selection in their environment and thereby act as 
co-directors of their own, and other species’, evolution.”86 Laland takes up the 
relation of this theoretical perspective to Dawkins’ perspective in an article 
entitled, “Extending the Extended Phenotype.” I quote at length:

the changes that organisms bring about in their environments are rarely consid-
ered in evolutionary analyses. Yet all living creatures, through their metabolism, 
their activities, and their choices, partly create and partly destroy their own, and 
each other’s niches, on scales ranging from the local to the global . . . [Niche 
construction] is a fact of life. Organisms across the breadth of all known taxo-
nomic groups construct important components of their local environments. . . . 
The properties of environments cause (some of) the properties of organisms 
through the action of natural selection, but equally the properties of organ-
isms cause (some of) the properties of selective environments through niche 
construction.87

Emphasizing a distinction between linear and circular causation (and 
between analytical and dialectical reason, to extend Sartre’s lexicon in a way 
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that would make him uncomfortable), Laland and other niche construction 
theorists contend that while the genocentric view (Dawkins) is linear, with 
the causal arrow pointing only outward in space and forward in time, from 
the replicator to the vehicle (both bodily phenotype and extended phenotypic 
effects) to replication, the ecological and evolutionary causality is actually 
circular, with organism and environment dialectically linked in a mutu-
ally constitutive selective dance. “Niche construction feeds back to modify 
natural selection, which changes niche construction, and so forth, in endless 
cycles.” And the implications are profound: “Even small amounts of niche 
construction, or niche construction that only weakly affects resource dynam-
ics, can significantly alter both ecological and evolutionary patterns.”88 More 
pointedly still, “niche construction is one of the defining features of life, 
there is no stage at which we could say . . . that [the environment] preceded 
niche constructing organisms. From the beginning of life, all organisms have, 
in part, [and in substantial ways] modified their selective environments”89 
Organisms have always had their hand in the fashioning of their environ-
ments. They have always worked at making a habitable planet, even if they 
have not always succeeded in making a livable world—about which more in 
the next section. 

Niche construction theory departs from Dawkins geocentrism in important 
ways. Still, it builds upon many of the same examples. A favorite example 
of Dawkins and niche construction theorists alike is the beaver dam, though 
the latter are only willing to meet him halfway. If Dawkins is correct to treat 
the beaver’s masterwork as an exemplar of the extended phenotype—which 
niche construction theorists accept in general, even if not in every detail—
there is much more at stake in ecological and evolutionary terms. Consider 
two more lengthy passages from the niche construction theorists:

When beavers build dams, they affect a great deal more than the probability that 
genes for dam-building will spread: they modify nutrient cycling and decompo-
sition dynamics, modify the structure and dynamics of the riparian [river] zone, 
influence the character of water and materials transported downstream, and 
ultimately influence plant and community composition and diversity. In doing 
so, they indirectly modify the pattern and strength of selection acting on a host 
of beaver traits, and similarly modify selection acting on thousands of other 
species. Niche construction is thus both an important source of coevolutionary 
interactions and a major form of connectance between biota.90

One cannot assume [as genocentrism does] that the ultimate cause of niche 
construction is the environment that selected genes for niche construction, if 
prior niche construction had partly caused the state of the selective environments. 
Ultimately, such recursions would regress back to the beginning of life, and as 
niche construction is one of the defining features of life, there is no stage at which 
we could say natural selection preceded niche construction, or that selective 
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environments preceded niche constructing organisms. From the beginning of 
life, all organisms have, in part, modified their selective environments, and their 
ability to do so was, in part, a consequence of their naturally selected genes.91

The logic of these two claims—the one, that beavers, in their way and not 
unlike us in at least this respect, modify their selective milieu; the other, that 
long before such complex organisms as beavers and humans came along to 
fashion their complex worlds, earthly life was busy making the ecological 
context in which its own constitutive structures would evolve—is more than 
merely “circular.” It is properly dialectical (again, pace Sartre). We can see 
this dialectic in the very earthly world beneath our feet. For, better than a 
beaver, the paramount terrestrial niche constructor may be the most earthy 
creature of all, the lowly earthworm. 

As J. Scott Turner reminds us, at first glance what makes the earthworm 
stand out is its physiology. Earthworms, despite appearances, are far better 
suited for life in fresh water, a scarce resource in terrestrial soils. In fact, they 
have “fish kidneys,” and so are poorly suited for life on land. “Yet there they 
are, digging happily away, and flourishing in the bargain.”92 How do they do 
it? And more important for the present purpose, what exactly are they doing?

Without going into the many details,93 it is easy to glimpse the extent to 
which earthworms build the world to which they are adapted:

In fact, earthworms are major agents for change in soil ecosystems, and they 
have three basic modus operandi. First, earthworms open up large persistent 
tunnels in the soil. As they tunnel, the worms press sideways on the soil, com-
pacting and slightly stabilizing the walls of the burrow. Earthworms also leave 
behind a mucus coating on the burrow wall, which further stabilizes it. Second, 
a worm ingests the soil as it burrows and passes it through the gut, digesting the 
organic matter and bacteria and finally extruding the remnants as fecal pellets. 
The fecal pellets are permeated with mucus and other secretions from the gut. 
When these dry, they form large, surprisingly durable casts. Finally, earthworms 
come to the soil surface, gather large bits of decomposing organic matter, usu-
ally rotting leaves or grass, and drag them back into their tunnels. These items 
are either ingested immediately or are cached in a storage tunnel to be eaten 
later. The end result of this incessant mixing and churning is to build soil.94

In short, earthworms do not simply live in the soil; they make the soil in 
which they live. The worm constructs the environment that we call soil. And 
it is a precisely tuned milieu. Soil does not so much satisfy as it subserves the 
needs of earthworms who fashion it so that they can forever leave behind the 
freshwater aquatic lifestyle they are better suited to live. Through their own 
patient work, they fulfill their own need for abundant water in a place where 
water is abundantly scarce. Thus are they able to be the terrestrial annelids 
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they have made themselves. Perhaps not so curious as Goldilocks, still, they 
and she have something important in common.

The end ‘goal’ of all this squishing and chewing and crawling and tunneling 
is to develop, maintain and expand a soil horizon where infiltration rates of 
water are high (but not too high), where water is held capaciously (but not too 
tenaciously), and where there is sufficient air space so that oxygen is abundantly 
available (but humidities are high). In short, the building activities of earth-
worms expand the range in the soil horizon where the Goldilocks criterion is 
met. It is, in other words, the soil environment adapting to the earthworm, not 
the other way around.95

Earthworms do not simply inhabit the soil, they make the wet and earthy 
world they need—arguably rivaled in their accomplishments only at sea 
by the coral polyp, who makes a watery world for itself, and thereby a 
home for countless other aquatic creatures and powers—to say nothing of 
the ways in which they fashion what is, apart from water itself, the most 
essential part of any terrestrial world: the soil (a point to which we will 
return in the Fifth Interval).96 Even Darwin knew this, having devoted the 
final years of his life to understanding the accomplishments of earthworms, 
which he documented in his final and underappreciated work, The Forma-
tion of Vegetable Mould, Through the Action of Worms, With Observations 
on Their Habits.97 And we are vaguely reminded of what it might mean to 
say, as Sartre does in so many ways, that the task of a life to see what we 
can make of what we have been made,98 if not of what it might mean to say 
that “nothingness lies coiled in the heart of being—like a worm.”99 In any 
case, like the vermicular origins of soil itself, the transformation of life, 
all life, is engaged and active, an open-ended and integrative achievement. 
Darwin knew this, too, which is why in his clearest summary statement of 
the theory of natural selection he refers to “the infinite complexity of rela-
tions of all organic beings to each other and to their conditions of life.”100 
Evolution is just this long and slow and patient work of processes and 
mediations and relations among myriads of living beings making worlds 
with and within a shared earthly ground. This is natural history, and it is as 
historical as it is natural, Sartre’s protestations notwithstanding. And is it 
such a stretch to say, tout court, that evolution is dialectical? This remains 
to be seen.

intErior rElAtionS: SyStEmS, plAnEtS, A goddESS

So, we have come some way toward meeting Sartre’s demands, but it is 
fair to say that he would still be unsatisfied. For perhaps his most expectant 
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expectation is that science could escape its ahistorical bias toward exterior-
ity and treat the organism in its “relation of interiority.” If we have hinted 
here and there at fulfilling the expectation, we still have quite a bit farther to 
paddle. What of the stringent demand that science treat all biological facts 
in their relations of interiority? An answer to this can begin with a fairly 
recent arrival in the life sciences, one that quite explicitly takes all of known 
life together with all of the environment as its object. The new field is that of 
Earth System Science.

Earth System Science is unique among the natural sciences in at least one 
respect: it takes as its primary object of study the whole planet. Additionally, 
as its name suggests, it emphasizes the planet’s character as a system. To do 
so, it focuses on the interrelations among Earth’s geosphere, hydrosphere, 
atmosphere, and biosphere. (We will see soon enough that the present Earth 
is precisely the relational and mediational process collectively generated 
by these various “spheres” of influence.) Earth System Science studies the 
Earth by examining its structural parts—for example, biomes, ecosystems, 
communities, populations, and watersheds—and the organizational interac-
tions within and among those parts—for example, energy flows, materials 
cycling, and stochastic processes—with a view to explaining the contribu-
tions of those interactions to the emergent whole system, and to understand-
ing the future implications for the whole system given the rapid, dramatic, 
and largely human-driven changes occurring in the parts of the system and, 
by default, in the whole system. Not incidentally in the present context, the 
findings of Earth System scientists are now pivotal in determining the direc-
tion of environmental research, policy, and intervention at local, regional, and 
global scales. 

The central finding of Earth System Science is well summarized in the 
2009 “Amsterdam Declaration on Global Change”: 

The Earth System behaves as a single, self-regulating system comprised of 
physical, chemical, biological and human components. The interactions and 
feedbacks between the component parts are complex and exhibit multi-scale 
temporal and spatial variability. The understanding of the natural dynamics of 
the Earth System has advanced greatly in recent years and provides a sound 
basis for evaluating the effects and consequences of human-driven change.101

Drawing upon the descriptive and explanatory toolkit of systems theory—a 
mode of analysis which includes but is not limited to an emphasis on parts 
and wholes, stability and change, integration and disintegration, disturbance 
and resilience, linear and nonlinear dynamics, and perhaps most importantly 
for the present purpose, on networks of interconnections and feedback rela-
tions among the physical, chemical, and biological aspects of the planet as a 
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whole—the Earth System approach represents a dramatic shift in our effort to 
explain and understand the character of our home planet. Minimally, it forces 
recognition of truly ecospheric complexity and self-organization. More pro-
vocatively, it is suggestive of a degree of interconnectedness on Earth that, 
though glimpsed by seers and sages over the centuries, has only recently 
received any properly scientific study and support. Maximally, it suggests 
a degree of autonomy, integrativity, and open-endedness at the whole-earth 
scale that can only be called dialectical. This remains to be seen. 

While there were hints of a scientific Earth System sensibility even in the 
late 18th century, and in many earlier prescientific philosophies, the field 
has truly come into its own only in the past few decades. It is, I submit, a 
revolutionary science in the Kuhnian sense of the term: it ultimately suggests 
a paradigm-level shift in perspective and vantage point for all of biology.102 
And yet Earth System Science only takes us part of the way toward our goal 
in this chapter. In light of the earlier discussions of autonomy, autopoiesis, 
and niche construction, it becomes necessary (at least from a dialectical 
vantage point) to move beyond the already-conventional purview of Earth 
System Science toward a more properly dialectical science. 

It is only a short step from the general systems view of the Earth, rooted in 
a relatively conventional cybernetic or mechanistic first-order systems theory, 
to the more provocative and evocative second-order systems view proposed 
by the inventor and atmospheric chemist James Lovelock in his (in)famous 
“Gaia hypothesis.” (Strictly speaking, this “short step,” though historically 
backward in the literature, is logically forward in ecological terms. Earth 
System Science is most certainly the theoretical offspring of Lovelock’s geo-
physiology.) Originally proposed in the late 1960s, and given its first rigorous 
scientific formulation in an article co-authored by Lovelock and microbiolo-
gist Lynn Margulis in 1974, the basic hypothesis has changed little over the 
years, and at first glance is much like the Earth System claim. In his 1991 
essay, “Geophysiology—the Science of Gaia,” Lovelock outlines the central 
theoretical claims as follows:

Gaia theory is about the evolution of a tightly coupled system whose con-
stituents are the biota and their material environment, which comprises the 
atmosphere, the oceans, and the surface rocks. Self-regulation of important 
properties, such as climate and chemical composition, is seen as a consequence 
of this evolutionary process. Like living organisms and many closed-loop self-
regulating systems, it would be expected to show emergent properties; that is, 
the whole will be more than the sum of its parts.103

Despite Lovelock’s unapologetic invocation of the name of a Greek god-
dess of Earth, which has caused no end of trouble for him—he should have 
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called it Biocybernetic Universal System Tendency Theory, as he originally 
intended to!—this is a properly scientific hypothesis in the Popperian sense 
of the term. It is empirically testable and theoretically falsifiable, and, not 
incidentally, successfully predictive. Lovelock fully identifies ten significant 
Earth-system-level predictions of “this weak little theory [that] have been 
confirmed.”104 If in certain respects, Lovelock’s suggestion is much like that 
of Earth System Science, it differs in important ways. The similarity concerns 
the general sense of interconnectedness. The difference centers on the par-
ticular “physiological” emphases of Gaia Theory: planetary self-regulation, 
biotic-abiotic coupling, whole-system evolution, and emergent homeostasis. 

To take up the last and the first together, perhaps the most important emer-
gent property of the planetary system is its self-regulation toward homeo-
stasis. One way to get at the difference between Earth System Science and 
geophysiology is to say that the two are interested in different sides of the 
hyphen in self-regulation. The Earth System approach tends to focus on the 
regulation, while the geophysiological approach gives at least equal emphasis 
to the regulator, to the “self,” so to speak, that is and does the regulating. 

What does this mean? Simply this: while both perspectives hold that self-
regulation occurs—the “greenhouse effect” being perhaps the most com-
monly known self-regulatory planetary process—they disagree on its nature, 
extent, and significance. Self-regulation from the Earth System perspective 
is concerned with the ways the living and nonliving components of the sys-
tem conjointly affect such aspects as climate, the chemistry of fresh and salt 
water, availability of nutrients in soil, the sequestration of carbon in marine 
and terrestrial plants, and so on. This view of self-regulation has the rather 
passive and mechanistic meaning that this would be a different sort of planet 
without life. So far so good, and so true. Without such regulatory interactions, 
it would be a very different planet than it is, for it would be a dead planet. On 
Lovelock’s account, something is left out if we think in such purely closed-
loop causal and mechanistic terms. In addition to mere interaction between 
life and the environment, the Earth System’s elements are so “tightly cou-
pled” that they effect habitability. Against biological orthodoxy, in addition 
to mere affective interaction, the Earth System’s self-regulatory function has 
an effective goal. Lovelock employs teleological language without apology 
to describe this tightly coupled system, and for a simple reason: every system 
has a goal. “Show me a system that doesn’t have a goal,” he once said to 
me, “and I’ll show you why it’s not a system.” Like any working system, as 
Lovelock repeatedly insists, regulation must have directionality. Regulation 
is regulation toward something. Otherwise it becomes unclear why the lan-
guage of self-regulation need be invoked at all. Gaia is “a physiological sys-
tem because it appears to have the unconscious goal of regulating the climate 
and the chemistry at a comfortable state for life.”105 Gaia is an integrative and 
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open-ended system characterized in its way by autonomy, perpetually seek-
ing the goal of suitability for life. Yes, the living and nonliving components 
of the Gaian system conjointly affect the various parts that make them up; 
these various interacting affects yield a singular effect: a planet well-suited 
for life. To put it more prosaically, Gaia’s goal is to keep herself habitable 
for life, if not always livable for every creature. This assertion, perhaps above 
all, separates Gaian science from Earth System Science, which in an argu-
ably incoherent effort to avoid any hint of teleology, affirms directionless 
self-regulation. The goal of the system is to keep the planet habitable, which 
is not the same as to say it aims to keep the world livable. And therein lies 
the key difference. The Earth System approach sees the planet in allopoietic 
terms. Geophysiology sees Gaia as autopoietic. Whether one thinks in the 
more controversial terms of “healing Gaia” or the more conventional terms of 
“habitable Gaia,” from this perspective, the Earth System is best understood 
as a living system. 

Given this goal-oriented view of the relation between the “anatomical” 
parts, Gaia Theory is explicit in its use of physiological themes and motifs. 
And the analogy to physiology is apt. Anatomy and physiology are of a piece, 
concerned as they are with the specific structures of an organism, and the 
character of the organization among those structures, and, in turn, the func-
tional significance of the structural-organizational processes for the organism. 
For Earth System Science, the couplings among the parts are integral, but they 
are still “affective,” still weak. For Gaian science it is really a matter of robust 
and active and effective integrativity between the living and nonliving aspects 
of Earth, understood in a manner compellingly and informatively analogous to 
the autonomous, integrative, open-endedness of a living organism’s metabolic 
process. It is this strong sort of coupling that permits autonomous pursuit of 
a living organism’s goals, and it is this same strong sense of coupling which 
enables Gaia’s pursuit of its goal of suitable conditions for life. 

Though early Gaian theorists followed Lovelock in employing the famil-
iar language of homeostasis to name the goal, he and they now prefer the 
little known but more technically precise term homeorrhesis—not too hot, 
not too cold, just comfortable enough across an always shifting range of 
biogeochemical conditions and processes for a particular family of life to 
make a living for a while. Homeorrhesis, unlike the stricter notion of homeo-
stasis, allows for considerable flexibility and periodic shifts in the regulatory 
function, at once consistent with a broad range of habitable conditions and 
long periods of relative stability and episodes of dramatic (and sometimes 
catastrophic) change and an ever-changing panoply of life on (and near) the 
ever-changing planetary surface.106

Lastly, and importantly in the context of an existential ecology, Gaia 
Theory has been extended in work on environmental evolution, that is, the 
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study of the history of earthly life and Earth’s environment as a coevolution-
ary niche constructing phenomenon at the planetary scale. The integrative 
and open-ended Earth System is now understood to be biogeochemically 
evolving, a delimitable unity that changes over time in a manner, again, 
compellingly and informatively consistent with the mechanisms of natural 
selection, even if Earth is not, strictly speaking, a “unit of selection” (pace 
Dawkins). As Lynn Margulis outlines the claim,

in our view, autopoiesis of the planet is the aggregate, emergent property of the 
many gas-trading, gene-exchanging, growing, and evolving organisms in it. As 
human body regulation of temperature and blood chemistry emerges from rela-
tions among the body’s component cells, so planetary regulation evolved from 
eons of interactions among Earth’s living inhabitants.107

And Varela chimes in:

We all are used to thinking that the biosphere is constrained by and adapted 
to its terrestrial environment. But the Gaia hypothesis proposes that there is a 
circularity here: this terrestrial environment is itself the result of what the bio-
sphere did to it. . . . As a result the entire biosphere/Earth ‘Gaia’ has an identity 
as a whole, an adaptable and plastic unity, acquired through time in this dynamic 
partnership between life and its terrestrial environment.108

Thus the descriptions of Earth System scientists suggest a profound degree 
of self-organization at the planetary scale that strikes many as counterintui-
tive; and the explanations of geophysiologists suggest such a complex degree 
of directional self-organization, of open-ended autonomy and integrativity at 
such massive spatial and temporal scales that it strikes many as downright 
impossible—if not downright dialectical! 

It becomes easier to imagine the Earth as self-organizing and self-regulating 
system and, if we follow the geophysiologists, as an integrative, goal-oriented, 
resilient, organism-like if not properly living entity, in the light of the sorts of 
smaller and (seemingly) simpler subsystems at once discreetly nested within 
and collectively constituting the biosphere. Think once more of the earth-
worm. Think again of the busy beaver, of the world-making worm, of the bee-
hive, the bison, and the bacterium. And think all the way back “down” to the 
collectively autocatalytic reactions and the molecular autonomy with which 
we began this overview of recent science. It is no longer such a philosophical 
stretch to imagine that what holds at the “bottom” holds for the “top.” Indeed, 
it must, as both the Earth System and Gaian approaches to life increasingly 
demonstrate. Nor is it such a stretch to conceive both the whole organism and 
this whole Earth in terms of a complex evolving web of interior relations, as 
Sartre insists we must if there is to be a properly dialectical science of life.
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irrEduCiBility: 
ontology, EpiStEmology, mErEology

As a final stop on this brief exploration of recent life science, what of Sartre’s 
overarching concern with the irreducibility of life to dead matter? We may 
consider the work of Richard Lewontin, an evolutionary biologist and geneti-
cist, and Richard Levins, a mathematical ecologist. In their now classic The 
Dialectical Biologist, Levins and Lewontin raise a familiar complaint about 
natural science. As many scientists and philosophers of science (and of just 
as many political dispositions) have noted, mainstream scientific theory and 
practice is essentially “Cartesian.” We have seen hints of what this means 
already in our path from Kauffman to Maturana and Varela, and from Laland 
and Boogert to Lovelock and Margulis. Levins and Lewontin describe the 
problem thusly:

In the Cartesian world . . . the world as a clock, phenomena are the consequences 
of the coming together of atomistic bits, each with its own intrinsic properties, 
determining the behavior of the system as a whole. Lines of causality run from 
part to whole, from atom to molecule, from molecule to organism, from organ-
ism to collectivity. As in society, so in all of nature, the part is ontologically 
prior to the whole.109

To put the point succinctly, there is something mereologically awry in this 
view of science. For Cartesian science, it all (or nearly all) comes down to 
parts and wholes, provided only that we admit the primacy of the parts and 
the connections between them. Parts are privileged, wholes are dissected, 
causality is upward, and multivalent interrelationality is rejected. Relations 
between parts are intrinsically exterior and passive, and the goal of Carte-
sian science is to reduce all relationality to its “simplest” constituents. This 
systematic ontological apartheid makes it all but impossible to account for 
and respond appropriately to the scintillating complexity of Earth and its life 
forms and relations and mediations among them, all of them, including us. It 
mortgages the future for all of us, and since there are always more parts, the 
interest always grows. Since there is no whole, the principal can never be paid 
down. And so the future is foreclosed, both our own and that of all the other-
and-more-than-human worlds, for Cartesian science rules out on principle the 
prospect of changing for the better this earthly world as a whole.

The concern, it must be noted, is both about how to know and about what 
there is to know. “Cartesianism is more than simply a method of investi-
gation; it is a commitment to how things really are.”110 The Cartesianism 
of mainstream science is thus at once an epistemological inflection of and 
an ontological extrapolation from what Sartre calls analytical reason and 
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positivistic science. And to ask which came first, the inflection or the extrapo-
lation, is to miss the dialectical point and to risk obfuscation and mystifica-
tion. This is what we have made of our efforts to render nature intelligible. 
Yes, analytical reason is a necessary tool in the search for truth; and, yes, 
the positivistic impulse finds important roots in dialectical experience. This 
Sartre will readily admit. But even together, they are insufficient for a dia-
lectical ontology of knowing. Despite the undeniable heuristic successes of 
Cartesian science, if taken as the path to truth, it becomes the most critical 
of lies. For example, the limnologist has much to teach us about our pond 
and reservoir. The historical sociologist has much to teach us about the dam 
builders and preservationists. The problem is that the ingrained Cartesianism 
of science insists that the limnologist and sociologist are explaining separate 
domains; that the pond and reservoir per se are not social facts; that the dam 
builders and preservationists are not ecological facts; that you can look at one 
or the other but not both at once. It is just this abiding Cartesian dualism of 
science, both ontologically and epistemologically, that is the deep source of 
the critical and socio-political failings of mainstream scientific practice. 

Rather than merely point out the problem, Levins and Lewontin offer a cor-
rection and a solution. Near the end of The Dialectical Biologist they describe 
a properly dialectical worldview, 

in the dialectical world view, things are assumed from the beginning to be 
internally heterogeneous at every level. And this heterogeneity does not mean 
that the object or system is composed of fixed natural units. Rather, the ‘correct’ 
division of the whole into parts varies, depending upon the particular aspect of 
the whole that is in question. . . . In the dialectical world the logical dialectical 
relation between part and whole is taken seriously. Part makes whole, and whole 
makes part. (272)

The solution, then, is not just to reprioritize in principle. It is not so simple 
as to say that wholes are more important than parts, as advocates of certain 
varieties of mystifying holism would have it. It is that the intelligibility of 
nature is grounded in both; that neither part nor whole can be comprehended 
separately. This is not a theoretical commitment, it is a practical observation 
grounded in recent empirical investigations and some good new theory. Thus 
we must reorient scientific practice in accordance with what is empirically 
observed and responsibly theorized. And what we see is what we get, so to 
speak: 

“Part” and “whole” have a special relationship to each other, in that one cannot 
exist without the other, any more than “up” can exist without “down.” What 
constitutes the parts is defined by the whole that is being considered. Moreover, 
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parts acquire properties by virtue of being parts of a particular whole, proper-
ties they do not have in isolation or as parts of another whole. It is not that the 
whole is more than the sum of its parts, but that the parts acquire new proper-
ties. But as the parts acquire properties by being together, they impart to the 
whole new properties, which are reflected in changes in the parts, and so on. 
Parts and wholes evolve in consequence of their relationship, and the relation-
ship itself evolves. These are the properties of things we call dialectical: that 
one thing cannot exist without the other, that one acquires its properties from 
its relation to the other, that the properties of both evolve as a consequence of 
their interpenetration.111

While at first glance their self-described work in “dialectical biology” 
might seem less of a development in empirical science than a development 
in the theory of science, the theory-practice distinction upon which such an 
assessment rests is perhaps the clearest index of the very problem Levins and 
Lewontin (and Sartre in his way) hope to overcome. But enough said.

morE intErESting AFtEr All?

What I earlier called “good science” has not so much rejected the classical 
reductionist project as it has moved through and beyond it. The new sci-
ences of life and complexity have effected, or rather, are effecting a sort of 
dialectical aufhebung of deterministic reduction and irreducible holism, and 
the result is a properly reductionist-holist dialectical understanding of nature 
that takes the whole world seriously, from the bacterium to the bison to the 
beehive to the biome—and even on to Beijing, if not to Byron and Brown-
ing. There is at least the promise of a scientist’s solution to a philosopher’s 
problem that the mature Sartre could happily, even if not wholly, endorse. 
And we have come a long way toward fulfilling that promise since Sartre’s 
death. Nature is no mere mélange, no simple aggregation of parts, reduc-
ible, closed, passive, gathered loosely together in exteriority and to no end. 
Nature is a dynamic and generative web of parts in wholes and wholes in 
parts, irreducible, active, integrative, open-ended, and oriented. In this sense, 
among others, nature is like, or at least not so unlike, free organic praxis 
itself, an ongoing fashioning of selves in earthly worlds (see the Third Inter-
val for further discussion of praxis). Perhaps Nature is even a “totalization 
without a totalizer,” as the dreamiest Sartre might have dreamt it. Perhaps 
not. In any case, as Catalano rightly observes, Sartre knew well that “in our 
present history, Earth itself is such a region of totalizations.”112 It will be 
worth thinking a bit more about the peculiar region in which we find and 
make ourselves.
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For Sartre, recall, the dialectic is “not the study, not even the ‘functional’ 
and ‘dynamic’ study, of a unity already made,” it is “the real movement of 
a unity in the process of being made.”113 There are more than hints of this 
sensibility in the new sciences of life and complexity. The cumulative theo-
retical and empirical developments of these sciences are dialectical, even 
if not precisely in Sartre’s sense of the term, and even if most practicing 
scientists have not adopted a dialectical lexicon, and even if there is not 
yet a full-blown dialectics of Nature—and even if there never will be. At 
every scale, from the biosphere to the biome, from the beehive to the bison 
to the bacterium, evidence and understanding are mounting, and all of it in 
a more and more dialectical manner than science has ever before managed 
to imagine or to muster. And perhaps most important, these developments, 
I think, promise a new and scientifically dialectical manner of grasping 
“the meaning of the present as such,”114 as Sartre insists we must, in this 
region of totalizations. “If Totalization is really an ongoing process, it oper-
ates everywhere. This means both that there is a dialectical meaning of the 
practical ensemble—whether it is planetary, or has to become even inter-
planetary—and that each individual event totalizes in itself this ensemble 
in the infinite richness of its individuality.”115 If there is to be a natural 
history worth examining, let alone a dialectics of nature worth imagining, 
minimally, all of animate nature must be in some strong and demonstrable 
sense autonomous and generative of an always open-ended natural future, 
a future that is dialectically entangled in a co-constitutive matrix of interior 
relations with the natural task of making human history; and maximally all 
of nature, animate and inanimate, must find a place within this nonlinear, 
dynamic, and open-ended worldly project of historical totalization, of all of 
life collaborating in the making and remaking of earthly history. And so it 
seems to be, more and more.

Let us be clear on what is and is not being said. My contention is that most 
of the conditions Sartre set, or at least conditions enough like them, have 
now been partially met in nontrivial ways, and in far “more interesting” 
ways than they had been in 1959. Bear in mind also that if we take seriously 
the contentions of many practicing scientists, all of Sartre’s requirements 
are likely to be met in this century,116 and in ways that few in Sartre’s time 
could have anticipated or even imagined. Admittedly, these are strong 
claims, and expectations regarding what may or may not happen by cen-
tury’s end are purely speculative. Scientists and those enamored of “good” 
science (among whom I must count myself) are all too often overly sanguine 
about the prospects for future scientific progress. Only time will tell. None-
theless, I have here been concerned only with the claim of real progress, not 
imagined success, regarding the enormous theoretical and empirical strides 
that have been made toward satisfying Sartre’s demands in the five decades 
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since the end of his productive career. This claim is not at all speculative. 
The science is there.

morE tHAn A piouS drEAm

Though I have provided only a sketch of a defense in the short space of this 
chapter, to repeat, the empirical evidence is mounting and theoretical devel-
opments are compelling. (As noted at the outset, more thorough defense on 
properly scientific grounds is better left to philosophically inclined scientists, 
for they are in the best position to handle the details, many of which involve 
expertise in mathematical formalization, computer modeling, experimen-
tal technique, and a working familiarity with the burgeoning body of data 
and theory that only a practicing scientist can have.) And in any case, it is 
clear that much of what is happening speaks directly to Sartre’s particular 
concerns, as expressed in that ponderous footnote. Sartre (and even Lukács, 
I daresay) would have to concur: contemporary science demonstrates to a 
moral certainty the properly historical character of nature, for human history 
is not apart from but a part of nature—about which more in Part III. What-
ever else they do, and whatever it turns out they cannot do, the new sciences 
of life and complexity have already laid the ground for a properly dialectical 
natural history, and they do more than merely hint at the continued interest of 
the question of a dialectics of nature.

And is this so shocking, after all? As Sartre repeatedly insists, and as our 
two Intervals thus far have made clear, “methods are modified because they 
are applied to new objects”;117 “method is created through the very work 
itself in obedience to the requirements of its object.”118 Method develops and 
changes in conjunction with the aspect of the world it is intended to elucidate, 
which is just to say that substance, too, develops and changes and ramifies 
across earthly time and space. For method and substance are only heuristi-
cally separable. Dialectically, they are one. Our method must adapt because 
our object always changes. This is always true of every earthly world. And 
so, perhaps, there is a dialectics of Nature worth imagining after all. Perhaps 
nature displays the very openness and integrativity, the active reaching 
toward novelty and toward a future that must be made into a future worth 
wanting—a future in which the community of life enjoys both a habitable 
planet and a livable world. These were the defining themes of Sartre’s mature 
dialectical ontology of social praxis in the mid-20th century, and they are 
among the defining themes of good biological and ecological science at the 
dawn of this new century. 

I do not claim to have wholly defended the claim here. Still, the cumula-
tive effect of the many scientific developments discussed above has, I think, 
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undeniably rendered the hypothesis of a dialectics of nature more than a 
“dogmatic metaphysics,” more than a “pious dream,” and far “more interest-
ing” than it was in Engels’ time, and even Sartre’s. And this has come about 
in a most dialectical way, to wit by at once establishing and contradicting that 
selfsame hypothesis. And let us be clear, nature as such never was the object 
of Sartre’s concern, to say nothing of his desires, for he saw no way to sub-
sume it under the “for us” that oriented and motivated all of his philosophical 
inquiries. In rejecting a dialectics of nature as often and as fervently as he did, 
Sartre was only rejecting a particular and flawed way of doing ontology from 
the angle of a question he had already set aside because he was concerned 
with a different part of the whole. Given his political and ethical and ever-
heuristic stance, he saw fit to think that part apart from the whole. Again, 
he never ruled out that sort of responsible holistic and dialectical scientific 
thinking on principle. He just did not practice it because he was not a scientist 
and he did not theorize it because he could not see how to do so responsibly.

In my view—and in Sartre’s, too, albeit for different reasons—questions 
of possible relations among philosophy, history, science, and nature have 
been thrown out of focus (and out of fashion) by the long chronicle of Marx-
ist/anti-Marxist polemics that are not, in principle, intrinsic to the questions 
themselves. This is not to say that the views of Marx and Engels and their 
interpreters are irrelevant to our contemporary social and ecological con-
cerns—far from it. It is just to say that, given the complexity and novelty 
and urgency of our earthly and worldly crisis, questions concerning nature’s 
nature and Earth’s nature, and by extension the question of the proper 
place of humankind on Earth at this historical juncture are among the most 
relevant questions imaginable, no matter what one’s political-economic 
predilections. To ask these questions in the light of dialectics, whether as 
a method of inquiry, as a substantive orientation, or both, as Sartre would 
have it, is today anything but a partisan affair. Dialectics is, for Sartre, about 
the living contradiction that we are and that we must be in this material 
universe. We now must acknowledge that we are this contradiction only on 
this planet amidst and with myriads of other worldly creatures and powers. 
Like our present historical moment, the dialectic of Sartre’s own intellectual 
trajectory itself demands that such questions about nature and the human 
place be raised anew, and that they be asked and answered in new ways, 
and in ways that “encourage nature to answer ‘no,’” and in ways that take 
us through the very earthly contradictions of this human world, in order that 
we might pass beyond them by making a new world on a changed Earth. To 
avoid such questions is, at best, a dangerous gamble. At worst, it may turn 
out to be folly, for us and for countless other-and-more-than-human beings 
with whom we share this Earth. Indeed, signs of our great folly abound, as 
we will see in chapter 7.
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Still, at least where science is concerned, things have changed. Or at least 
they are changing. In both our theoretical understanding of nature and our 
worldly relation to the Earth and with and in the broader earth community of 
which we are a part, we now face the greatest collective challenge our spe-
cies has ever known. To meet the worldly challenge will require, among other 
things, a dramatic shift in our earthly sensibility. Ecologist Daniel Botkin 
describes the core of the shift as follows:

We are accustomed to thinking of life as a characteristic of individual organ-
isms. Individuals are alive, but an individual cannot sustain life. Life is sus-
tained only by a group of organisms of many species—not simply a horde or 
a mob, but a certain kind of system composed of many individuals of different 
species—and their environment, making together a network of living and non-
living parts that can maintain the flow of energy and the cycling of chemical 
elements that, in turn, support life.119

These are the facts of life. We had better take them seriously. It matters little 
whether we speak of a Dialectic of Nature, or of autopoietic nature, or of 
autonomous nature, or of a living Earth, or even of Gaia. Nature is historical 
and we are an inextricable part of natural history. There is a natural dialectics, 
as is amply demonstrated by the new sciences of life and complexity, and by 
the praxis of the new scientists, themselves, our own latter-day natural phi-
losophers. And perhaps even Sartre, concrete loving bug hater that he was, 
had some small glimpse of this, even if only for long enough to write a long 
and prescient and hastily constructed footnote in a long and prescient and 
hastily constructed book. 

In another such footnote, near the end of the manuscript of the posthu-
mously published Volume II of the Critique, Sartre concludes his discussion 
of the “singularity of praxis” thusly:

[Action] as an exteriorization of the inert by the organism, completes the circle 
by reinteriorizing itself. In order to restore organic integrity, or in order to 
safeguard it, it decides—in certain specific sectors—to replace life by the act. 
It is in the perspective of this governed circularity . . . that everything becomes 
an act in the practical field. . . . The direct movement of praxis remains that 
of an organism (or organized group) striving to make its material milieu into 
a combination of inert elements favorable to its life. So the practical field—as 
a fundamental, real but abstract unification of all the surrounding elements—is 
the totalization of possible means; or—which amounts to the same thing—the 
matrix of real means.120

Sartre, it turns out, had much more to say in this regard, as I will discuss in 
the Fifth Interval. For now, suffice it to say that though it is highly improbable 
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that scientists would ever say anything in quite this way—for which we may 
be grateful!—many scientists today are saying this sort of thing, or things 
very much like it, in many other ways. 

Once again, Sartre repeatedly claimed that the essential challenge of being 
human is to see what we can make of what we have been made. Recent 
science broadens and deepens the challenge, for it demonstrates beyond a 
reasonable doubt the active, dynamic, and creative role of nature in history 
in every context and at every spatial and temporal scale. As seers and sages 
have suggested for millennia, we now know to a moral certainty that all of 
nature—animate and inanimate, human and other-and-more-than-human—is 
implicated in a shared project of making the future out of what nature has 
made and continues to make. Darwin described it eloquently in the oft-
quoted closing paragraph of The Origin of Species where he contemplates 
the “tangled bank.” It is a wonder, yes, “from so simple a beginning endless 
forms most beautiful have been, and are being evolved.” But equally impor-
tant and too rarely emphasized in discussions of Darwinian evolution is the 
ecological sensitivity nested quietly in the first line of that last great para-
graph of the great book, where we are asked to reflect on the ways “that these 
elaborately constructed forms, [are] so different from each other,” and on the 
ways that they are so “dependent upon each other in so complex a manner.”121 
Earth is a patient and collaborative work of multitudes, and so is every world. 

Praxis is just the task of building an earthly future worth wanting out of a 
world that was built by prior praxis. It is the task of making a habitable planet 
in order that we may have a livable world. What we now know better than 
ever before is that we are not alone in our earthly task and worldly project, 
nor have we ever been, nor could we ever be. We can see this as clearly from 
the moon as from the edge of a pond, if only we open our eyes and ears and 
minds. Let us dwell a bit more on the problem of agency through the prism 
of praxis, and then we will head back to the pond in search of a way forward.
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Third Interval

on method and Substance

praxis

The experience of the dialectic is itself dialectical: this means that it 
develops and organizes itself on all levels. At the same time, it is the 
very experience of living, since to live is to act and be acted on, and 
since the dialectic is the rationality of praxis.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason (Volume I) (1960)1

The most important term in Sartre’s mature dialectical lexicon is praxis. Both 
critically and heuristically, the notion of praxis is as pivotal to the project of 
the Critique as are consciousness and freedom to the project of Being and 
Nothingness. And the role of the notion in Sartre’s mature thought is, in 
important respects, functionally equivalent to—though not, as some mistak-
enly suggest, synonymous with—that of consciousness and freedom in the 
phenomenological and notional apparatus of his early thought. Indeed, just as 
his early thought is often and fairly, albeit loosely, described as a “philosophy 
of freedom,” so, too, it is fair enough to describe Sartre’s mature thought as 
a philosophy of praxis. 

Thomas Flynn, among many others, rightly emphasizes the centrality of 
the notion of praxis in Sartre’s mature thought: “Praxis enjoys a three-fold 
primacy in Sartre’s social and political thought: epistemic and methodologi-
cal, ontological, and ethical.”2 Praxis, in Sartre’s plenary sense of the term, is 
a comprehensive notion; it is about nothing less than how we know, what we 
are, and what we ought to do. And for good reasons, as I argue presently—
some of which Sartre himself had not considered, as we will see in chapter 6. 
To anticipate the drift and gist of this interval, praxis is the unifying notion 
of Sartre’s mature philosophy because it is equally a methodological and 
a substantive notion. Praxis is, so to speak, where the methodological sole 
gets its traction on the substantive path of Sartre’s mature philosophy. Praxis 
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is the open-ended and integrative notion par excellence, and thus provides 
the substantive key to Sartre’s mature manner of thinking things through. It 
will help to think this through from three related vantage points: what praxis 
means, what praxis is, and what praxis does.

WHAt prAxiS mEAnS

As we make our way from the is to the ought—from the empirics of chapter 5 
to the ethics of chapter 6—it will help to consider a few shorthand definitions 
of praxis proposed in the secondary literature. Given Sartre’s penchant for 
ponderousness (most notoriously in the Critique), and his many scattered and 
often terminologically ambiguous discussions of praxis, we do well to begin 
with a little help from his friends, so to speak. Hazel Barnes, for instance, 
writes in a footnote to her translation of Search for a Method, “As Sartre uses 
it, praxis refers to any purposeful human activity.”3 Thomas Flynn works 
with a similar definition, and adds a crucial clarification: for Sartre, praxis is 
“purposive human activity in its material environment.”4 The glossary to the 
English translation of Volume I of the Critique provides a slightly more rami-
fied definition: “Praxis: the activity of an individual or group in organizing 
conditions in light of some end.”5 So praxis entails, minimally, a projective 
relation between activity, means, and ends. To engage in praxis is to take up 
the given toward a goal. But if this is all it is, why not just call it action? Why 
the archaic Greek term? Why praxis?

First, there are good etymological reasons. Frank Peters, a scholar of 
ancient Near Eastern languages and literatures, does identify the original 
meaning of the term as “action” or “activity”; he also reminds us that there is 
an intrinsically moral significance to the earliest textual occurrences of praxis. 
Following Aristotle, Peters notes that “when actions follow upon a deliberate 
choice they may be judged moral or immoral, and hence fall within the scope 
of the ‘practical’ sciences, i.e., ethics and politics, which have as their object 
the good that is aimed at by action.”6 Praxis and the good go hand in hand. 
And this is how it should be, at least if share Sartre’s abiding concern with 
ethics, politics, and political morality. Thus Sartre’s use of the term would not 
trouble the etymologist, as it always includes a relevantly moral and political 
sensitivity—albeit often implicitly and for reasons not entirely Aristotelian. 

If we take Sartre at his word, then, each of the shorthand definitions repro-
duced above is insufficiently nuanced and (perhaps) incomplete. The point 
here is not to criticize the various shorthand definitions. Had Sartre been 
more consistent and precise in his use of such terms as act, action, and praxis, 
and related terms like conduct, work, agency, labor, and so on, the present 
discussion could be shorter than it is. Sartre’s definitions, where he deigns to 
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provide them, are exceedingly dense and not entirely consistent, and Barnes 
and Flynn’s interpretations of the Sartrean oeuvre are among the most subtle 
and nuanced ever put to paper. We surely benefit from distilling the mean-
ing of praxis a bit along the interpretive way, as they have done, if only to 
make the path interpretively manageable. In the context of the present study, 
however, patience is necessary—if not sufficient—because the nutshell defi-
nitions inevitably achieve their heuristic benefit at a critical cost. And remem-
ber, the stakes are high. At stake is nothing less than a habitable Earth, and the 
conditions for the possibility of a livable world. It will be worth a closer look.

In support of his own straightforward rendering, Flynn cites one of Sartre’s 
many scattered definitions of praxis from Volume I of the Critique. (Perhaps 
incidentally, this is the same definition that appears in the comprehensive 
glossary compiled for the second volume by Arlette Elkaïm-Sartre, Sartre’s, 
adopted daughter, literary executor, and the editor of Volume II.) In the 
context of a discussion of militant struggle and class exploitation, and not 
incidentally, I think (recall the boxing match), Sartre defines praxis as “an 
organizing project which transcends material conditions towards an end and 
inscribes itself, through labor, in inorganic matter as a rearrangement of the 
practical field and a reunification of means in light of the end.”7 If praxis is 
easy to do, it is difficult to describe. This is our best definition yet. Phrases 
like “purposeful human activity” (Barnes) surely capture important dimen-
sions of Sartre’s more rigorous definition; and Sartre just as surely means 
more than “purposive human activity in its material environment” (Flynn). 
Even in this single “ponderous” definition (Flynn’s descriptor), of which 
there are many, it is easy enough to see that the intelligibility of praxis 
entails a suite of heuristic concepts and critical notions from Sartre’s mature 
philosophical apparatus—among them, immanence and transcendence, being 
and materiality, means and ends, temporality and temporalization, labor 
and work, the organic and the inorganic, and not least, the project and the 
practical field and practico-inertia. Interestingly, Sartre’s definition does not 
explicitly employ any of the concepts Flynn and Barnes invoke, like purpose, 
human, environment, or action, nor any of their cognates. 

So, once more, what does praxis mean? To answer this question, it will 
help to recall a distinction that Sartre held dear. Sartre rigorously distin-
guished between concepts and notions: 

The way I differentiate between concepts and notions is this: A concept is a way 
of defining things from the outside, and it is atemporal. A notion, as I see it, is 
a way of defining things from the inside, and it includes not only the time of the 
object about which we have a notion, but also its own time of knowledge. In 
other words, it is a thought that carries time within itself. Therefore, when you 
study a man and his life, you can only proceed through notions.8
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Though Sartre’s use of his own distinction and of the two terms was typi-
cally inconsistent, we can build on it here. We might distinguish between the 
concept of action and the notion of praxis. 

The point is not to force action and praxis apart. They are distinguishable, 
and they are inseparable. The point is to highlight their mutual relevance: on 
the one hand, praxis is at once a temporal and a temporalizing notion—praxis 
is to act now even as action is, by definition, spread across time; on the other-
hand, praxis surpasses action at the level of ontological structures with which 
Sartre was always concerned—praxis is both a matter of knowing and being, 
each modulated by doing. 

Thus if we are to understand the notion of praxis, the concept of “action” 
is key. Consider a seemingly simple question. What is an act? How does the 
mature Sartre conceive action? As he writes in Volume II of the Critique, 
“From the moment when the organism realizes modifications outside in light 
of an objective, we can speak of an act.”9 No surprises here. In chapter 5 we 
have seen Turner impute this capacity to an earthworm, as Varela does to 
the motile bacterium; and, if we follow Kaufmann, perhaps even prebiotic 
molecular assemblages can be said to engage in some proto sense of action. 
But if moving things around for some reason were all Sartre meant by praxis, 
it would hardly warrant the repeated and insistent use of the archaic Greek 
philosophical term. 

Sartre adds an important clarification in Search for a Method (once again, 
in a footnote): “an act has many . . . levels of truth, and these levels do not 
represent a dull hierarchy, but a complex movement of contradictions which 
are posited and surpassed.”10 In the same sentence he goes on to explicitly 
distinguish action and praxis, without commentary. So we are left with the 
ambiguity: clearly action and praxis are related in Sartre’s understanding; and 
for some never fully specified reason they are not coextensive. Still, he does 
have his reasons. One such reason is relevant to this study, and is particularly 
pertinent to the theme of this part of it, that is, to the relation between fact and 
value.

WHAt prAxiS iS

In numerous contexts Sartre notes that non-human animals are capable of 
action in the rudimentary sense of the term. He picks up the theme as late as 
1965, in the recently published Morale and histoire:

Kohler’s monkey, which tries to get a banana suspended from the upper bars 
of its cage and cannot do it, finds himself faced with an impossible. . . . [After] 
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a moment of uncertainty, he spots two cases which are part of the environment 
and are separated by a certain distance, he carries them under the bar from which 
the fruit is suspended, puts them on top of each other, and climbs up.11

The monkey’s behavior is impressive, to be sure. She changes the world to 
satisfy her needs. She makes the possible out of the impossible. She acts. 
It would be perverse to refuse this other-and-more-than-human being the 
capacity of “purposive . . . activity in a material environment.” It’s just 
not human activity. And for Sartre, as we will see, this is a difference that 
makes all the difference. Still, Sartre does admit his monkey has the status 
of an actor. 

If we think in terms of Kaufmann’s rudimentary sense of bacterial agency, 
we see that the monkey acts upon the world. (We need not follow him to the 
molecular level to see this. Whether molecules act or not, she is an agent.) 
And more so, if we think along the lines of Maturana and Varela’s theory of 
autopoiesis and self-making as the task of every organism, we see that she is 
an agent. And even more so if we think, with Laland and Boogert and other 
niche construction theorists, of the world-making task of many organisms—if 
not of the collaborative world-making work of all earthly creatures and pow-
ers suggested by the geophysiologists—we must grant her the status of an 
actor upon the earthly and worldly stage. 

The point cannot be over-emphasized: what Sartre says of the monkey can 
be said of the chemotaxis of a glucophilic bacterium as it wends its way along 
a sugar gradient in a Petri dish. For Sartre, after all, “Free organic transcen-
dence is always a transcendence of material conditions.” In this sense, at least, 
even the microbe acts insofar as, free or not, it orients itself in Goldilocks 
fashion somewhere between a too-sugary medium and a sugarless medium, 
always working its way toward a milieu that is just “sweet” enough, “happy” 
or not. And the monkey, too, is ultimately busy with the creative work of 
autopoiesis and niche construction, of self-making and world-making. 

Still, Sartre draws the line. The bacterium is impressive in its way, but 
to call the microbe’s action a transcendence proper, to call it praxis, on 
Sartre’s accounting at least, would be to grossly overextend the impression. 
And, again presumptively, he denies the monkey the same honor for much 
the same reason. There is something different about human expressions of 
biological agency that warrants the moniker praxis. 

There is, for Sartre, more at stake in praxis than simple organismic 
orientation and maintenance through material transformation. True, these 
are necessarily a part of all action. But they are not sufficient for praxis. 
This point is crucial. Again, from Volume II of the Critique (and yet again, 
in a footnote!);
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The whole complex of behavior patterns of certain insects and mammals may 
be called action or activity. It can even be noted that activity on earth begins 
with single-celled creatures themselves. At all events, the questions posed by 
such activity have nothing in common with those . . . posed by the existence of 
practical multiplicities . . . equal or superior to our own.12

Here we have but one of many overwrought formulations of Sartre’s excep-
tionalism. It is (perhaps) easier for Great Apes like ourselves to imagine sim-
ian action than bacterial action. Still, as we saw in the previous chapter, there 
is (arguably) a historical dimension in the actions of both the monkey and the 
microbe. As we have also seen, Sartre rejected both ideas—that of nonhu-
man praxis and natural history—for the same heuristic reason that he looked 
askance at Engels’ attempt to fold nature into the dialectic. For Sartre, recall, 
at least in and for his time, all three ideas—that of nonhuman praxis, natural 
history, and the prospect of a dialectics of Nature—could be little more than 
a potentially interesting metaphysical hypothesis, a pious dream perhaps 
worth dreaming, but, in waking life, a dangerously dogmatic metaphysics. In 
contrast, though Sartre may be accused of slipping into speculation with his 
“nothing in common,” the notion of praxis is anything but speculative. It is 
the most worldly of earthly concerns. It is the quintessential fact of human 
life. And Sartre is concerned, above all, with the facts of human life, with the 
lived apodicticity of our own experience.

What the shorthand definitions of praxis leave out, then, or at least obscure, 
is the constitutive and lived dimensions of our dialectical experience (we will 
come to a further lacuna presently). For Sartre, rudimentary actions like those 
of the microbe and the monkey (so far as he knew, even if we now think we 
know better) still act within and through the law-bound brute physicality 
of inanimate materiality. Higher animals act, so to speak, in the manner of 
active things. Action is pre-scribed, that is, already written in non-dialectical 
animal nature before it happens. The microbes meandering no less than the 
monkey’s box stacking are constituted in exteriority.13 True praxis is “the 
only practical dialectical reality.”14 Praxis, for Sartre, is the distinctly human 
concrete engagement of the material milieu, grounded in and manifest by 
means of projective and historical intentionality of the human act. More 
important, it is the only form of action that is—albeit for unspecified if not a 
priori reasons—constituted in interiority. It is this dimension of constitutive 
human interiority, “the motive force of everything,”15 with which Sartre the 
dialectician-qua-phenomenologist of praxis is always centrally concerned. 

(Caveat lector: If we have seen something of why Sartre was blinkered in 
this regard, still, it is not so difficult to imagine how he came to think this 
way. This exceptionalist and exclusivist view fits neatly within the history 
of the humanist ideas and ideals and modes of thought to which Sartre made 
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some of his most salient and enduring contributions. Again, we have already 
seen something of the limitations of this view, and we also know something 
of why it is so appealing at the experiential level. In chapter 9 we will have 
much to say about the limits of Sartre’s exceptionalist and exclusivist anthro-
pocentrism, and also about ways to work past his worst oversights while 
keeping hold of his best insights. In the present context we must be clear on 
just how seriously the great existentialist took humanity’s distinctiveness, our 
peculiar manner of ex-istence, the human way of standing out. We must see 
just what it means to take our exceptional character and exclusive status as 
far as Sartre has in order to see clearly the strengths, weaknesses, and limits 
of his view, so that we can see clearly what might lie beyond the imaginary 
fogbank it places between us and the real horizon.)

So constituent interiority is the distinguishing feature of human action, that 
is, of praxis. For there is, so far as Sartre knows, no truly constituent interior-
ity in the nonhuman realm, or anywhere else in the known universe, for that 
matter. Though he may grant the monkey some asymptotic approach toward 
praxis, on this line in the sand the consummate humanist is predictably clear:

We affirm the specificity of the human act [i.e., praxis], which cuts across the 
social milieu while still holding on to its determinations, and which transforms 
the world on the basis of given conditions. For us man is characterized above 
all by his going beyond a situation, and by what he succeeds in making of what 
he has been made.16

It would have been clearer if Sartre had used praxis instead of “human 
act” in this passage. Praxis is the human act. The point cannot be overem-
phasized: for Sartre, praxis is an exclusively human phenomenon; it is the 
quintessential mark of the human exception. In stark contrast to just any 
act in the generic sense—whether the microbe’s proto-act or the monkey’s 
proto-praxis—praxis is the properly human act. Praxis is the exceptional and 
exclusive agency of humankind in an otherwise inclusive milieu of unexcep-
tional materialities—some of which passively happen, like volcanoes and 
avalanches; and some of which actively happen, like microbes swimming 
toward sugar or monkeys stacking boxes to get at a banana. 

Praxis occurs exclusively through an emergent and continuously develop-
ing social setting (as opposed to a merely law-bound material condition); and 
exclusively within a complex and dynamic situation (as opposed to a merely 
complicated and shifting aggregate of indifferent elements); and must be 
temporalized and transcended historically (as opposed to merely endured or 
evaded across time). Unlike all the other varieties of action, the human act 
with its multiple “levels of truth” yields multiple levels of true novelty: praxis 
transforms the material conjuncture (in exteriority), and the agent him- or 
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herself (in interiority), and the settled past (in anteriority), and the open future 
(in posteriority), and all of this all at once. That is to say, for Sartre, interior 
and exterior, individual and group, praxis and structures and history, are each 
dialectically and generatively intertwined in a wholly and solely anthropic rela-
tion of mutual and reciprocal constitutivity. True, earthworms make soil and 
beavers make dams and monkeys even stack boxes to get at bananas. Impres-
sive though these feats may be, they are equally examples of the iterative and 
forensic logic of earthly action. In stark contrast, for Sartre there is true novelty 
all along the creative and historical path of praxis. Only humans live in a world 
that they themselves have made, a world that makes them different from what 
they were, a world that carries within itself the possibilities of what they might 
become, a world they will in their turn take up as means to make a new world 
and to make the human anew. This is the dialectical logic of worldly praxis.

The lived orientations and transformations displayed through Sartre’s 
descriptions of the varied dimensions of praxis—seen in light of the dialectic 
they constitute and by which they are constituted and through which they are 
elucidated and elaborated; and all of this, once again, at the same time—these 
relations and mediations are phenomenologically and dialectically our sorts of 
relations and mediations, and ours alone. They are, ontologically human. They 
disclose “the [human] project as an oriented life, as man’s affirmation through 
action.”17 They are the oriented and orienting, integrative and open-ended and 
transformative products of praxis just as much as and only insofar as praxis, 
itself, is the producer of these orientations and transformations. Sartre simply 
could not say this of the monkey’s actions, let alone of the microbe’s. These 
latter are temporal beings, not temporalizing totalizations; they are actors, to 
be sure, but their isolated actions happen on the near side of free (human) 
praxis, which is “in itself the far side of every singularity.”18 Microbes and 
monkeys, it seems, only make more microbes and monkeys. Sartre felt con-
fident enough about this, even if we now have good reasons to question the 
view. In his view, unlike microbial action and the monkey’s act, praxis is 
about making history. The truly human act is about making humanity itself—a 
point to which we return in earnest in the next chapter. 

This leads us to a second critical lacuna in Barnes and Flynn’s shorthand 
definitions of praxis. If the human character of praxis is what distinguishes 
it from rudimentary nonhuman action, the historical character of praxis is 
what defines its humanity. As we know, Sartre boldly insists on this point: 
history is human. Again, it was a decade before the Critique that he wrote, 
“it is obvious that the notion of natural history is absurd . . . only human his-
tory is possible.”19 Throughout Volume I, he endorses the same view, albeit 
often implicitly.20 And he remains convinced of it throughout the completed 
portion of Volume II: “Now History as a dialectical movement (whether 
it is a question of praxis or of comprehension) knows nothing other than 
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the human adventure”;21 and again hundreds of pages later, “If human acts 
alone concern us here, it is because . . . they are the only ones on Earth to 
be integrated into a history.”22 Thus Sartre’s rejection of the idea of natural 
history, as we have seen, is more about History (upper case H intended) than 
it is about nature. And here we see the inevitable slippage from his reflex-
ive anthropocentrism and heuristic exceptionalism into a (somewhat) dog-
matic historical exclusivism. Indeed, the three work in tandem in Sartre’s 
mature theory of praxis. In stark contrast to the raw temporality of action 
in exteriority and the external chronology of the passage of clock-time—it 
takes time for termites to build a termite mound and for bees to make their 
honeycomb—only History (in Sartre’s plenary sense of the term) is phe-
nomenologically temporalizing and dialectically totalizing. The historical 
materiality of the human organism both entails and is entailed by tempor-
alizing and totalizing praxis. Joseph Catalano distills the point thusly: for 
Sartre, “praxis is action precisely insofar as it is historical.”23 The relation of 
the properly human to the properly historical is rooted in humankind’s own 
exceptional materiality. And the humanity and historicity of praxis, though 
heuristically distinguishable, are for Sartre ontologically coextensive. Hence 
his insistence on the exclusively human capacity to make history. Humanity 
and history are of a piece.

WHAt prAxiS doES

At another point early in Volume II of the Critique, Sartre describes the 
historical meaning of the human act as the internal movement of a double 
negation; a reciprocal transcendence of the world and praxis that praxis itself 
always effects, and by which praxis is always affected: “Within praxis, there-
fore, there is a dialectical movement and a dialectical relation between action 
as the negation of matter (in its present organization and on the basis of a 
future re-organization), and matter, as the real, docile support of the develop-
ing re-organization, as the negation of action.”24 This is surely a ponderous 
way to talk about moving stuff around for some reason. But again, that is only 
the half of it. Praxis is the dialectical relation between the material human 
and materiality as such; it at once sustains and is sustained by the settled past 
and this actual present and some possible future humanity. It is in this sense 
that praxis is historical. 

Perhaps paradoxically, praxis is the peculiarly human dimension of mate-
riality; it is “the negation of action” (rather than the simple active reorienta-
tion of the swimming bacterium) that permits the transcendence of the mere 
act toward the ends of properly historical and temporalizing praxis “as 
the negation of matter” (rather than the simple material reorganization of 
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the box-stacking monkey). “Praxis is originally a relation of the organism 
with itself, via the inorganic milieu; when the aim is achieved this relation 
is suppressed”;25 and this original relation is neither wholly eliminated nor 
permanently surpassed. The malleability of what the agent encounters in a 
specific material conjuncture sustains the organism’s inter-action with earthly 
matter toward specific earthly ends, the microbe’s no less than the monkey’s. 
But if the earthly conjuncture is invested with this malleability not by some 
extrinsic softness (natural docility in exteriority), but by means of an internal 
negation (human flexibility ab interiority, as it were), as is brought about by 
human engagement, there is a difference that makes a difference. And it is a 
worldly difference. For in the “indissoluble couple of ‘matter’ and ‘human 
undertakings,’” Sartre repeatedly insists, “each term modifies the other.”26 
If the reorientation and transformation occur by means of praxis, the human 
agent’s proper and free capacity to project and to effect novel future ends 
through present material means that will become in turn the residues of past 
praxis and resources for future praxis, we have passed beyond the bacterium, 
and even beyond our simian cousins. We have passed deep into the thicket of 
true history and real humanity, in Sartre’s plenary sense of these terms. This 
is, for Sartre, the “singular universality” of praxis.

Thus a critical point follows: if praxis is action insofar as it is integrated 
into an open-ended history, it must also be said that praxis is the integrative 
force of history. Praxis creates the aperture through which we must pass on 
our way from the past through present toward the future. Sartre says as much 
near the end of Volume II of the Critique:

Praxis, through its finality, discloses the material characteristics of the object. 
It unfolds these one by one in the succession of exteriority characterizing the 
inert. But this succession is actually integrated into the interior temporalization, 
since the latter makes it into the time for exploration within the temporalizing 
invention.27

Praxis is, as it were, a crack in time and space, an opening made and remade 
again and again by the historical human act (Sartre insists), the aperture 
through which praxis itself must repeatedly pass as humankind wends its way 
along the historical path toward the future that it must create with the mate-
rial means at its disposal. If action is how monkeys and microbes do what 
they must, praxis is how humans (and humans alone, on Sartre’s account) do 
what they may and what they will. Praxis is how we “pass beyond the brute 
givens of existence to unearth [sic] their meaning,” as Sartre insists only we 
can and must. The human act is the peculiar way we move stuff around; we 
do the moving for our sorts of reasons; with our sorts of means; and toward 
our sorts of meanings and ends. 
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WHy prAxiS mAttErS

Praxis is the unifying pole around which the heuristic method and critical 
substance of Sartre’s mature philosophy coalesce. To put it the other way 
around, method and substance are in a binding and meaningful way onto-
logically coextensive with praxis, since praxis is the open-ended and integra-
tive phenomenon par excellence. And this even as both the method and the 
substance are inevitably reoriented and transformed by the very history that 
praxis itself creates and comprehends. 

As suggested at the beginning of this interval, the development of Sartre’s 
method can be understood as the substantive evolution of a long and patient 
discovery of the human act. Sartre discloses the openness and integrativity of 
free organic praxis, and by doing so develops his ever more open-ended and 
integrative manner of thinking things through. Sartre’s method mirrors the 
substance of praxis itself. And the approach works, even if only imperfectly 
and always temporarily, because it is at once substantively and methodologi-
cally integrative and open-ended. In this regard, Sartre’s method is much like 
life itself. “A life develops in spirals,” he observes, “it passes again and again 
by the same points, but at different levels of integration and complexity.”28 
And so it must be with the substantive development of any method that flows 
from life. To imagine that this spiral is a closed and integral circle is to leave 
phenomenology and dialectics and materiality behind. To close the circle is 
to court existential neurosis and philosophical pathology, to say nothing of 
historical failure. Integrality and closure occur precisely once in a life and 
once in a history: at their end. (We will return to this terminus in the Fifth 
Interval.) Integrativity and openness are about what is happening and what 
will happen given what has happened and what is being done about it along 
the way, both in thinking a thought and in living a life, both in sustaining a 
habitable planet and in making a livable world. We will return to all of this 
in a later turn in the spiral.

That Sartre limits his understanding of praxis to the human act need not 
deter us. We know now that his anthropocentrism, exceptionalism, and 
exclusivism, illuminating though they may be, are each in their way worn 
out presumptions. We have come too far to be bothered by them anymore. 
In chapter 9 we will see that each is a useful enough tool for a first descrip-
tion of certain ontological structures of human experience; and that each is 
problematic only if we believe that it provides a final account of distinct 
metaphysical existents. We are not so serious as all that. Action is as action 
does. And so it is with praxis. Let us return to the pond and see what else 
there is to see. More to the point, let us see what the pond might have to say 
about what we ought to do and what the Earth might have to tell us about 
a worldly way forward.
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Chapter 6

From integral Humanity to 
participatory Belonging

wet feet and a helping hand

For we are all torn . . . between the exigencies of an ethic inherited from 
individual property and a collectivistic ethic in the process of formation.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, St. Genet: Actor & Martyr (1952)1

Thus, in the light of modern knowledge, man is beginning to discern 
more clearly what wise men of all ages have intuitively felt—his 
essential unity with the Universe; and the unity of his puny efforts with 
the trend of all Nature. A race with desires all opposed to Nature could 
not long endure; he that survives must, for that very fact, be in some 
measure a collaborator with Nature.

—Alfred Lotka, Principles of Physical Biology (1925)2

On the way down Bull Hill toward the pond the trail takes a sharp turn and 
drops off steeply. I watch my step. Something darts under the crisp carpet of 
leaves. A warped shaft of gray light. Almost seen. Another wisp of nothing-
ness, he arrives at his little secret destination to give himself a little secret 
bath or nibble a little secret something. Something needed. Something scarce. 
Or perhaps she scurries past me and continues on, silent and obscure. 
Perhaps there are two of them, she and he. Who can tell? They sit still and 
together and staring invisible to wait in secret for the end of my so visible and 
raucous passage, wondering what I will do next. Large animals wear their 
secrets on their sleeves. The smallest among us keeps their secrets close to 
their tiny hurried hearts.

A chainsaw whines in the distance. From the west it seems, bringing vague 
news of need and scarcity from the far side of the great flow. Across the 
treetops I can see the bowed elbow of the river. I know from local lore and 
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maps and books that this is the narrowest point of its long patient journey to 
the sea. A tugboat skids its half-sunken ward upstream. It swerves into the 
hairpin turn in slow motion, nudging its unwilling cargo against the flow. I 
lift my binoculars and study the vessel. I note once again how few tugboats 
tug and how many push, and I whisper with a smile, “pushboat,” which is 
what one of my daughters at the age of five or six had rightly said the ones 
that push should be called. It’s only reasonable. A half-dozen antennas, two 
radar blades whirling their anxious whirl, arched rumble of whitewater 
splaying into a dark-hearted white-whiskered vee off the stern. The tug’s 
work today is a tanker, black-hulled, cadmium red and lead white from the 
deck up, its deck-top blotched by splashes and spills of refined fossils. It’s an 
oily thing outside and inside and all around. A steel door swings open on the 
starboard side of the tug and a bald man in jeans and a tee-shirt steps out 
and dashes forward along the gunnels and bangs a few times with his fist on 
a porthole and rushes back rubbing his tattooed arms against the morning 
chill and dives back through the door. A second later the porthole falls open 
and sketches an hourglass against the bulkhead. No further signs of life. A 
rainbow slick trails behind and dissipates across the surface of the river. I 
can’t see it, but I know it is there. It always is.

I study the roiling water off the stern and follow the wake to where it meets 
the shore. Six gulls stand evenly staggered on a bleached log. They watch 
the waves’ arrival, too. Things soon settle down and one at a time they open 
their wings and step into the breeze and drift off to the north together in a 
tidy angled row. I look a moment longer and swing my supplemented gaze 
back upstream just as the tug disappears around the bend. I let the glasses 
hang and continue down the trail, attentive to my footing, arms warm and 
busy with balance, knees bent above the stones and sediment and scree, boots 
gripping and sliding and stopping and rising in strict obedience to my deci-
sion more often than not. In a few minutes the trail drops sharply again and 
turns north onto a remnant of the old estate drive. The walking is easy now. 
The pond is close.

ECologizing SArtrE’S EtHiCS

If the previous chapter attempted to naturalize or, as I prefer, to ecologize 
Sartre’s ontology, this chapter provides a complimentary effort. Here the 
task is to ecologize Sartre’s ethics. What this means will become clear in due 
course. Fortunately, as we will see, he offers much assistance in the task, par-
ticularly in his later unpublished ethical writings. The challenge of the chap-
ter is to provide a reconstructive interpretation of Sartre’s ethical perspective 
in light of the new sciences of life and complexity, and to extend and augment 
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Sartre’s axiology in light of the new understanding of the Earth. We will look 
again at the worldly side of the pond’s tale, now through the lens of the larger 
and longer living earthly story of which it is a part. We will attend to the axi-
ological dimensions of the pond’s tale (axiology being the formal study of 
value as such, and also of particular values and regimes of valuation); and to 
the more ethical side of the tale (ethics, of course, being the formal study of 
moral reasoning and conduct, and relations between them); and we will keep 
the new sciences of complexity and life close at hand throughout. Thus we 
will ask questions of earthly commitments and worldly engagements, such 
as they are, and questions of worldly and earthly values, if such things there 
are. We will ask these questions not only as they present themselves through 
living parts of the Earth, like ponds and people, but also in relations between 
living and nonliving parts, like people and water, and drain grates and plastic 
bags, as we will see. And we will seek Sartre’s help in sorting these questions 
out and trying to answer them.

The order of inquiry is as follows. We will first briefly consider the broader 
naturalistic setting of this study and the changing relevance of naturalism to 
ethics. We will then look at the stages along the path of Sartre’s copious ethi-
cal writings, and touch on a possible answer to the question of why he never 
finished an ethics—a question and answer that turn out to be particularly 
pertinent to these troubled times. We will briefly examine the development 
of Sartre’s understanding of values, of their source, their nature, and their sig-
nificance in relation to conduct. In the process, as we stop at important vistas 
along the path of Sartre’s ethical writings—many of them well known, some 
less familiar, still others all but unknown—we will identify the trajectory his 
thinking on matters not only of value, but of morality and meaning-making 
more broadly construed. 

Most important, we will follow the ethical path a bit further than Sartre 
managed to—due to lack of interest or will or time. The challenge is to push 
the horizon of Sartre’s axiological and ethical perspective, to move beyond 
his belief in the human origin of all value, and past his privileging of human 
conduct as the sole origin of moral meaning, by posing anew the questions of 
ethical value and moral conduct in the light of what we now know about the 
living Earth, and in the shadow of what we don’t know about ourselves and 
the future of our world. Not incidentally once again, Sartre provides us with 
some of the means to do this.

So the task of the chapter, as of the study as a whole, is at once interpre-
tive and constructive. The interpretive task is to take seriously what Sartre 
says across the nearly half century of his ethical writings, to take seriously 
what he means when he says in 1943, “Value is always and everywhere the 
beyond of all surpassings”;3 and when he asks in 1946, “What is a value if not 
the call of something which does not yet exist?”;4 and when he says in 1952, 
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“The truth is that ‘human reality’ ‘is-in-society’ as it ‘is-in-the-world,’ it is 
neither a nature nor a state; it is made”;5 and in 1957, “The given, which we 
surpass at every instant by the simple fact of living it, is not restricted to the 
material conditions of our existence”;6 and in 1965, “The principal character 
of ethos (whatever the ethical end may be) is, above all, the refusal of the 
historical traps which oblige the purely historical agent to realize a destiny.”7  
The constructive challenge of the chapter to take these claims seriously all at 
once, to see them together and to integrate them in order that we might see 
what lies beyond them. 

normAtiVE nAturAliSm, tHE nAturAliStiC 
FAllACy, And nAturAl VAluES

If it needs to be said, implicitly throughout this work we have taken nature 
seriously, first phenomenologically, then dialectically, then scientifically. 
Without saying so, we have by turns adopted the philosophical perspective 
known as naturalism as a guiding heuristic. Naturalism, as its name suggests, 
is the view that all real phenomena are to be understood as part of nature, and 
all such reals are by definition part of and situated within a natural order that 
can be explained and understood without appeal to any non-natural, extra-
natural, or supernatural entity, power, or process. Where such explanations 
and understanding are lacking, they are, at least in principle, achievable. In 
short, for naturalism, there is no magic and nothing mystical; there are only 
mysteries to be solved by non-mysterious means.

It is a familiar enough commitment, even outside the purview of science 
and philosophy. Everyone, even the most religious person, has had occa-
sion to reject a particular magical or mystical explanation of a phenomenon 
because a viable explanation that depends solely on a sequence of identifiable 
causes and correlated effects is available. When someone gets struck by light-
ning, we may be tempted to say it was “their time” or it was “an act of God.” 
But most of us are inclined to say more simply (even if, for some, addition-
ally) that he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was an accident. 
It was natural. The association between the accidental and the random and the 
natural runs deep in the popular imagination—which, ironically, might have 
something to do with popular misconceptions and fears about science. In any 
case, the accident was unfortunate, but it was predictable enough. So natu-
ralism is just a rigorous commitment to our ability to explain and to predict, 
and, if we’re lucky, to control, things that happen in the light of the patterned 
and lawful tendencies of things. To explain any given phenomenon, and, by 
extension, all the things and events and processes of nature, we need only 
to identify the natural processes, natural relations, and natural patterns, and 
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the natural laws which guide them. He was standing in the middle of a field 
during a thunderstorm. And everyone knows that lightening tends to strike a 
highpoint if such a point is there to be struck. It’s only natural.

Whether or not it is ultimately a sufficient theory of reality and knowledge, 
in the setting of this study naturalism is taken as a necessary methodologi-
cal commitment. Which means that it has substantive ramifications. For as 
we have seen in the first three Intervals, in a Sartrean context, at least, there 
is no methodological consideration that is not at the same time substantive. 
This is especially evident when it comes to a commitment to naturalism. Our 
world is rife with scientific and technological successes made possible by 
strict and methodical adherence to the fundamental premises of naturalism; 
and all ongoing scientific research programs and projected scientific prog-
ress are equally dependent upon it. This includes, of course, the scientific 
effort to explain and understand earthly life, across the scalar spectrum, from 
the bacterium to the beehive to the biosphere, from the Pleistocene to the 
Holocene and beyond (about which more in chapter 7). Whether we call the 
field that concerns itself with the largest of these scales Earth System Science 
or Geophysiology, or we even dare invoke the gods and call it Gaia Theory, 
our understanding of Earth and its many worlds depends heavily on a heuris-
tic commitment to naturalism, which in turn places us under certain critical 
substantive constraints. Suffice it to say that, given the historical and current 
explanatory power of the naturalist paradigm, we have plenty to gain by treat-
ing it as if it provides the most theoretically satisfactory and practically prom-
ising understanding of reality—and this despite the fact that it may ultimately 
be superceded by some as of yet undiscovered and truer and more practically 
efficacious perspective. We can call this commitment “normative naturalism.” 

Normative naturalism is, again, just a heuristic commitment to the basic 
assumptions of naturalism, or what is less precisely though more commonly 
called scientific materialism. As many practicing scientists will attest—at 
least in the confessional—one can adopt this normative commitment to 
naturalism alongside any number of further commitments regarding ultimate 
reality—to borrow Paul Tillich’s radically inclusive term. And, lest this be 
seen as practical justification of theoretical (and psychological) incoherence, 
we can say much the same thing in Sartre’s own terms: what matters here are 
“the structures of existence,” not “the existence of the existent”; naturalism 
stands or falls on ontological grounds, whether it points beyond itself to meta-
physical truths need not be our concern. As Sartre knew well, the order of 
inquiry matters. Even if we are not much interested in the comprehension of 
History writ large—as Sartre was—we must concern ourselves with the intel-
ligibility of life on this beleaguered planet and what it means to live in these 
troubled times in this troubled world. First the project; then the prospects. The 
speculative can wait; the actual cannot.
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Before we go further, one caveat is in order. Whatever one’s attitude toward 
naturalism, the topic and intent of this chapter inevitably raise the specter of 
the so-called naturalistic fallacy. I use the term in its generic rather than tech-
nical sense, as an umbrella under which can be gathered Moore’s original idea 
that you cannot reduce the good to the natural; and more importantly in the 
present context, Hume’s Guillotine, or the so-called “is-ought problem”; and 
also the related worry about the validity of “appeal to nature” in philosophical 
argumentation in general. This soft version says that the naturalistic fallacy 
is committed whenever and however we invoke “nature” and “the natural” in 
defense of our normative commitments. And even more broadly, whenever 
and however we involve nature and the natural in our efforts to make moral 
sense of things, we are in some sense guilty of the naturalistic fallacy. 

This is, of course, to accept the common misusage of the term. But I think 
the implicit ambivalence of the misusage finds its roots in real ambiguities in 
the real world (a point to which I return in earnest in Part IV). The misusage, 
I think, bears important insights that are lost, perhaps ironically, by the more 
historically and technically precise usage. If the soft sense lacks some of the 
philosophical precision of the more rigorous definitional apartheid (Moore 
said this, Hume said that, the naturalistic fallacy is what Moore said, not what 
Hume said, and so on), it has the benefit of accessibility to both the trained and 
untrained philosophic mind. That is to say, the soft sense is intuitive because 
it speaks in various ways to and through lived experience. 

Thus my strategy in this chapter is, strictly speaking, criminal. Rather than 
argue against the naturalistic fallacy’s alleged fallaciousness, I simply com-
mit it without apology. I will suggest, with Sartre’s begrudging and unwitting 
help, that the roots of all worldly value lie in earthly nature. I leave it to the 
reader to decide whether I have committed a fallacy, and to what extent the 
problem is real or imaginary.

promiSES, promiSES

In the closing pages of Being and Nothingness Sartre famously promised to 
write an ethics, “a future work” which, infamously, he never wrote. Little 
known outside the domain of Sartre scholarship is that his progress toward 
fulfilling the promise was enormous—though the bulk of what he wrote 
remained largely unavailable until after his death in 1980. Arguably the 
best part of it is still only available in archives. I build extensively on these 
remaining unpublished materials below. 

By the conventional count—and by his own count in a late interview—Sartre 
made three specific efforts to write an ethics: the so-called “First Ethics,” writ-
ten in the early 1940s, methodologically grounded in the phenomenological 
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ontology of Being and Nothingness, and substantively oriented by such familiar 
concepts as authenticity, commitment, engagement, and so on; the so-called 
“Second Ethics,” written in the mid-1960s, methodologically grounded in the 
dialectical anthropology of Search for a Method and Critique of Dialectical 
Reason, and substantively oriented by Sartre’s mature notions of need and scar-
city, integral humanity, serial, collective, and group, and praxis and practico-
inertia, among others; and the so-called “third ethics,” which is only roughly 
sketched in late interviews, and built around the ethical ideal of fraternity. 

It is important to emphasize that we should count not three separate 
ethical theories, but three distinct efforts to produce the one promised ethics. 
The third effort is, again, only provisionally outlined by Sartre in a series 
of controversial interviews conducted in the year of his death. These were 
posthumously published as Hope Now: The 1980 Interviews.8 What Sartre 
says about this third ethics is far too prospective, and what Beny-Levy 
(a.k.a., Pierre Victor), his interlocutor, adds to what Sartre has to say, is far 
too speculative for us to engage it responsibly as integral to Sartre’s ethical 
project. This is not to say that Hope Now does not fit, nor that what Sartre 
says there lacks merit. Indeed, I think it does merit our attention and does fit 
well enough. Still, we must be careful how we take up what Sartre gives us 
in his last words. And, anyway, his first and second efforts are sufficiently 
well developed for us to study and critique and build upon responsibly. For 
this reason, among others, we will stay nearest to the first two efforts here.

FiVE not-So-EASy piECES

Rather than offer a detailed exposition of Sartre’s ethics (this has been ably 
done by numerous others9), I will offer a brief memorandum on the substance 
and the stakes. For our purposes, it will suffice to consider just five key pas-
sages. The first is from the Notebooks for an Ethics; the second, from St. 
Genet: Actor and Martyr; the third, from the still-unpublished Rome Lec-
tures;10 the fourth, from Morality and History; and the last, from Hope Now. 
These passages encapsulate five of the most salient refrains in the melody of 
Sartre’s ethics. I think they are among those most worth hearing, most rel-
evant to this study, and most pertinent to our times.

Sometime in 1942 or 1943, Sartre says to himself, in the privacy and hush 
of scribbling in his Notebooks:

All action is creation. Creation of the world, of myself, and of man . . . action is 
a decision about man himself. Man’s action is the creation of the world, but the 
creation of the world is the creation of man. Man creates himself through the 
intermediary of his action on the world.11
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And then, sometime in 1951, he says to the world, about his sometime 
friend, Jean Genet,

If we want to know ourselves, we have two sources of information: our inner 
sense furnishes us with certain facts . . . and the people about us furnish us 
with others. These data sometimes overlap and complement each other. We can 
correct one body of data by means of the other. . . . The quality that is being 
considered therefore represents a complex body of two terms: I and my witness, 
and the relationship between these two terms.12

And then in 1964 in Rome, he says, this time to a room full of disoriented 
socialists, that we must resist separating “human fullness” from “humans as 
fully living organisms.” There is at least one absolute value, life itself, and 
this value points squarely at what he has come to call “integral humanity,” 
which is always possible, and which we must bring about “in itself and for 
others,” and, he adds parenthetically “by others.”

And then in 1965, he writes, and then refuses to say, to the privileged elite 
of Cornell University:

Invention begins as the refusal of factual impossibility: present (and past) 
structures of the practical field, in their actual arrangement, do not condition the 
realization of the undertaking; invention presupposes, in itself, the permanent 
possibility of reshaping them and of integrating them, with new meanings, into 
the hierarchy of means: it [invention] is praxis affirming itself.13

And then in 1980, just weeks before his death, he says to his militant-
Maoist-turned-messianic-Talmudist interlocutor (context is everything!):

Ethics is indispensable, for it signifies that men or submen have a future based 
on principles of common action, while a future based on materiality—i.e., on the 
basis of scarcity—is simultaneously being sketched around them. This is to say, 
what I have is yours, what you have is mine; if I am in need, you give to me, and 
if you are in need, I give to you—that is the future of ethics.14

These passages span the two most important decades in the maturation of 
Sartre’s thought. They can be distilled into at least five related domains of 
ontological mediations and ethical relations: (1) the dialectic of human and 
world (we create the world and the world creates us); (2) the dialectic of 
human and human (we create others and others create us); (3) the dialectic 
of organism and Earth (we are of the Earth and the Earth is of us); (4) the 
dialectic of possibility and impossibility (the impossible constrains possible 
and the possible surpasses the impossible); and (5) the prospect, at least, of a 
dialectic of collaboration and sharing (collective action is sharing and sharing 
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is collective action). At the risk of oversimplifying, we might say that the first 
four, insofar as they point to the present, are necessary ontological structures 
with concomitant ethical implications; and the fifth, insofar as it points to the 
future, is an ethical possibility with concomitant ontological implications. We 
will touch on each in turn, beginning with the fourth—the dialectic of pos-
sibility and impossibility—which had a longstanding and troubling grip on 
Sartre the expert moralist and ever-expectant ethicist.

tHE impoSSiBlE nECESSity oF morAlity

Whatever we may make of his various efforts, one thing is clear: Sartre 
found it exceedingly difficult to fulfill his promise to write an ethics. If we 
grant that it was not a matter of incapacity; and if, at least for the sake of 
argument, we grant that it was not due to any critical flaw or lacuna in his 
fundamental ontology; why was it so difficult for him to complete an ethics? 
Why did he never finish? I emphasize the words “complete” and “finish” in 
order to highlight the real problem. The problem is not that Sartre could not 
think effectively about morality and ethics. Far from it. The aggregate of his 
writings on the topics is proof enough that the broad outlines of his moral 
philosophy and ethical theory were well developed by the time of his death. 
And he had worked out many if not most of the key themes in exquisite detail. 
The problem is that he could not produce a finished ethics, a completed ethics, 
a finalized ethical system in, say, the manner of Spinoza or Kant or Mill—and 
even Scheler, in his way, with whose work Sartre was somewhat familiar. 
Sartre got closer and closer to the goal. And every time he approached it, it 
receded, rather more like a horizon than a finish line. Again, why? 

It will help to consider another pregnant footnote (as we did in chapter 5 
with the footnote from Critique of Dialectical Reason, and will have an occa-
sion to do again in chapter 7 with yet another from Search for a Method). This 
one is from St. Genet: Actor & Martyr. In this instance, Sartre puts forward 
what might be called his impossible necessity thesis. 

First, some context. The footnote occurs in a discussion of the inter-
stices between ontology and ethics. Here Sartre is interested in the dialectic 
between act and value and the gaze of the Other. In Genet’s exemplary case, 
this dialectic plays itself out in a struggle of becoming motivated by a desire 
to be. Sartre writes of Genet’s active effort to make himself the thief his 
adoptive parents knew he was. In an unwittingly misguided and ultimately 
self-defeating gesture of control and one-upmanship, Genet wills himself to 
be the evil that others merely know. He wills himself to become the thing 
he is seen to be. And in this gesture he succumbs to the temptation of what 
Sartre calls “real morality.” This is the morality of being, a morality that 
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conflates being and goodness, that elides becoming and merges goodness 
with being.

This is, of course, impossible. Real morality, Sartre writes, is, by defini-
tion, “beyond being as it is beyond Evil, because it is as impossible as Evil 
and, like Evil, is doomed to failure.” For any effort to be that shirks the open-
ended necessity of becoming must fail. This is, by definition, true of beings 
such as ourselves. It must be true of beings for whom, to invoke Sartre’s well-
worn summary statement of existentialism, “existence precedes essence.”15 
Genet’s effort to be evil is doomed to failure simply because any and all of 
our efforts to be a certain thing or way or type are, by default, impossible 
on Sartre’s account. Every human project is, by definition, an open-ended 
surpassing-toward. As he put it in Being and Nothingness: “every project of 
freedom is an open project and not a closed project.”16 Sartre never waivers 
on this point. In Volume II of Critique, he reiterates the commitment, now 
in his mature dialectical idiom: “every praxis is in itself the far side of every 
singularity.”17 And so it must be with Genet’s project of making himself evil. 
As he puts it St. Genet, invoking both his early and mature vocabularies: the 
project of being Evil is bound to fail because “the very form of the question, 
‘Am I [such-and-such]?’ subordinates praxis to being.” That is to say, it sub-
ordinates existence to essence; it demands a deed that, by definition, cannot 
be done. Thus it follows that “real morality” is not only or merely impossible. 
Sartre doesn’t mince words: real morality “is one with Evil.” Because it per-
manently wills its own perpetual failure; real morality is evil.

To this extended exploration of Genet’s effort to be evil, Sartre adds—
again, for some undisclosed reason, in a footnote rather than in the body of 
the text: “And [so it is] with the good.” The effort to be evil and the effort to 
be good are ethically equivalent because they are ontologically identical. The 
footnote continues: 

Either morality is stuff-and-nonsense or it is a concrete totality which achieves a 
synthesis of Good and Evil. For Good without Evil is Parmenidean Being, that is, 
Death, and Evil without Good is pure Nonbeing. To this objective synthesis there 
corresponds, as a subjective synthesis, the recovery of negative freedom and its 
integration into absolute freedom or freedom properly so-called. . . . The abstract 
separation of these two concepts expresses simply the alienation of man. The fact 
remains that, in the historical situation, this synthesis cannot be achieved. Thus, 
any Ethic which does not explicitly profess that it is impossible today contributes 
to the bamboozling and alienation of men. The ethical ‘problem’ arises from the 
fact that ethics is for us inevitable and at the same time impossible. Action must 
give itself ethical norms in this climate of nontranscendable impossibility.18

This is the most explicit statement of what I have called Sartre’s impos-
sible necessity thesis. It courses through all of his ethical writings; and finds 
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diverse inflections, at least some of which point beyond its regressive root 
to its progressive implications—for example, in The Rome Lectures, where 
Sartre develops a notion of unconditional possibility in the face of the condi-
tional impossibility. In my view, Sartre’s Janus-faced thesis is for ethics what 
mathematicians and physicists might call a boundary condition. It points to 
the material limits of morality in history, and thereby delineates the formal 
limits of the ethical enterprise.

Sartre does not merely assert the impossible necessity thesis. He gives 
us at least one good reason to believe it. The reason, despite the density of 
the text, is straightforward: ethics must propose binding norms within the 
ceaseless movement of history. Ethics is necessary and impossible, both in 
his time and in ours, due to the inherent tension between norms and time. 
Norms are static; history is dynamic. Norms are like an inert gas. They are 
stable and nonreactive. History is rather more like the fabled universal acid. 
It dissolves everything in its path. Thus an ethical system is always already 
a system in dissolution. How could Sartre, or anyone, finish an ethics? Ron 
Aronson speculates along similar lines that something like this may be at the 
root of his unconsummated effort, to wit, because he would sooner or later 
have had to lay out a set of general principles.19 This is a thing Sartre would 
never be willing to do. Perhaps this is no excuse—there are none, after all, 
for an existentialist. But it does suggest at least part of an explanation for why 
he was stymied by the task.

I would add a further of explanation, one for which I have already forgiven 
Sartre, if only because he just didn’t know any better. The situation was even 
worse than he thought. Not only is history always in motion, not only does 
humanity always change; nature, too, is forever in motion. And the whole 
earth community, of which humanity is a single, albeit singular, part, is also 
always changing. If we take seriously the explorations of the previous chap-
ter, any effort to produce an ethics must take into account, and centrally, the 
dialectic of nature and history, the co-constitutive relation between human-
ity and the other-and-more-than-human, the intimate and scintillating bond 
between Earth and world. Finished or not, any ethic, system or not, that fails 
to keep this close to its core is bound to be radically incomplete. How, then, 
ought we to proceed? We might look to the heart of the question, to the ought 
in itself and to the being of value.

An ECologiCAl Axiology?

Where does the ought come from? Whence value? Sartre’s answers to these 
questions are well known and unequivocal: the origin of all value, and so 
of the ought, is human. Sartre reiterates this view repeatedly throughout his 
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career, and he never waivers. Along the way he does refine, develop, and 
expand the scaffolding which supports it, but his basic commitment to the 
human origin of value persists from his earliest philosophical essays to right 
through to The Family Idiot—and into the controversial final interviews. 
Indeed, the anthropogenesis of the ought is arguably the pivot around which 
all of his scattered ethical writings revolve, from the ontological and sporadi-
cally historical morality of Notebooks for an Ethics through to the materialist 
and consummately dialectical morality of the Rome Lectures of 1964 and 
“Morale et histoire,” the undelivered Cornell lectures of 1965.20 Sartre’s 
anthropogenic axiology and humanist metaethics provide some of the best 
evidence of the deep continuity of his thought. You can find the anthropic 
thread at each end—say, at least as early as his assignment to the meteoro-
logical corps in 1939 and even after his blinding stroke 1972. And if you pull 
both ends at once, the thread doesn’t break. 

If it needs to be said, in the context of this study in existential ecology, 
this puts us in a difficult position, for at least three reasons. First, even if 
he is not entirely right, Sartre is not entirely wrong to attribute the origin of 
human values to human beings. We are by default implicated in the valua-
tions we make. Second, he is right, insofar as he is, for reasons he did not 
fully grasp. Some of the reasons, at least, have to do with our biological 
roots and with relations to other-and-more-than-human creatures and pow-
ers. And third, though his allegedly gross axiological error turns out to be a 
fairly mundane and predictable metaethical oversight, his lifelong defense 
of the human origin of all value has huge consequences for the pertinence of 
his humanism in a time of ecological crisis. (This latter concern contributes 
much of the grist for the mill of those who see no place for Sartre’s human-
ism in the environmentalist conversation.) I address each of these problems 
in due course.

In the present naturalized and ecologized philosophical context, the ques-
tion of value cannot be excluded, neither out of principle nor on empirical 
grounds. All philosophical questions concerning life and living creatures and 
communities are, in part and necessarily, questions about lived experience; 
and all questions concerning the lived (le vécu) are, by definition, even if not 
exclusively, biological questions; and all biological question are also, albeit 
not only, evolutionary and ecological questions. It follows that in an evolu-
tionarily grounded and ecologically sensitive philosophy, not human life, but 
life itself is the origin of value. Some of the pertinent ground has been covered 
in the previous chapter. Recall again the motile glucophilic bacterium as it 
wends along a sucrose gradient. Consider the value of the sucrose molecule 
to its continued wending. In the sugary ambient, things are good, if not sweet. 
But we need not begin at the beginning again. Here we can begin in the 
middle. And we probably should.
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pApEr or plAStiC? 

Ever the phenomenologist, Sartre writes in 1965, in the opening lines of 
Morale et histoire,

there exist objectively discernible behaviors which we can call moral conducts, 
and which we can grasp as easily from the outside when a social agent carries 
them out before us, as from the inside when we carry them out ourselves. There 
is, therefore, an ethical experience: it is this which must be interrogated. Our 
first task is phenomenological.21

We should follow his advice. Let’s take a real example from the pond, and 
imaginatively reconstruct it to serve our philosophic needs and purposes.

There is at least one habitual human visitor to the pond who is both a 
hunter and a gatherer. A builder by trade, he is both an angler and a hiker 
and has been to the pond many times. More than once, by his own report, 
he has arrived with tackle box on his back and an empty trash bag in his 
pocket. After a few hours catching fish—or not, as the case may be—after 
gathering up his take, he gives a little of his time to hunt for rubbish. And 
there is rubbish aplenty. Paper cups among the leaf litter. Shards of broken 
whiskey bottles scattered amidst the rocks below the spillway. Beer cans and 
cardboard boxes. Balled up aluminum foil and empty sandwich bags and old 
shoes. Certified-organic-no-artificial-preservatives-or-additives-non-GMO-
agave-sweetened-wholesome-heart-healthy-fair-trade-all-natural-energy-bar 
wrappers. To say nothing of a flock of bobbers in the trees. He works his way 
around the pond and picks up the leftovers and puts them in the bag. Things 
that don’t belong. Anything that doesn’t fit. Except the dam, of course. 
Wasted things, dropped things, things lost or tossed. There no end to it. He 
fills the bag every time. 

On one such occasion we might fairly imagine him tying up the loaded 
trash bag, slipping his arms through the shoulder straps on his homemade 
tackle box, flopping the bulging bag of debris over his left shoulder, holding 
onto its knotted top with his right hand. Ready to go, he turns to leave and 
notices a plastic shopping bag half buried in the muck, waiting patiently for 
the burial to end. The bag is green. Green like the water. Green like the reeds. 
Green like the leaves on the trees. Green like the mosses on the marly pouts, 
like the little leaflets drifting on the glassy surface. Green like the slime gath-
ered along the downstream shore. So many shades of green. But this bag is 
different, its green a different green. Too different even amidst so much dif-
ference. It stands out. Like an angler. Like a hiker. Like a sore green thumb. 
This is a worldly green, here, even an otherworldly green. At least in a so-
earthly place like this, this green from our world stands apart from the verdure 
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around it. It stands out, like us. It speaks, like us. The words “shop green at” 
are legible just above the pond bottom; the brand name, we may be thankful, 
is obscured by the mire. Its handles float undulating just at the surface near 
the water’s edge, just within reach of the hunter-gatherer. 

He drops the big black bag to the ground. He kneels and reaches and yanks 
the little green one unstuck and shakes out the silt and shakes off the water 
and crumples it up and bends his right arm awkwardly toward his back and 
tucks the bag in a pocket on the side of his pack. The handles protrude from 
the pocket, hanging vertical under the weight of the remnant pond water. He 
launches the big bag of trash over his shoulder in an almost balletic gesture. 
He coughs and licks his lips and heads for home. There is just something 
about plastic, he thinks. It just doesn’t seem to fit. He is oddly relieved. And 
so is the pond.

Some hours later, our hunter-gatherer is back in the big city downstream, 
where the massive aqueduct reaches its goal, where the mighty river passes 
by, carrying with it some of our brook and pond to the sea. He listens to digi-
tally recorded music and sips locally brewed beer and guts fish on a bloody 
cutting board in the sink. Not far from his kitchen, on the corner of such-and-
such a street and any-old-avenue, there is a drain grate. It is just an ordinary 
little drain grate in the big city. Made in India. Installed under collective 
bargaining agreements. Doing its job as well as it can. A stick is jammed in 
the grate, and snagged on the stick is a green plastic shopping bag. Yes, it is 
the bag from the pond, the selfsame one. Still muddied, still wet, still wait-
ing. It fell from the knapsack. He didn’t know. Now, instead of waiting to be 
buried in silt, the bag waits to tear and be washed down the pipes and flushed 
through the ductwork into the nearby river to drift on to the sea. That is where 
all drains lead in the end, to brooks and streams and rivers, to ponds and lakes 
and seas. So that is where our little green plastic shopping bag is headed, one 
way or another. But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

In another typically hyperbolic flourish, Sartre writes in the Rome lecture 
of 1964, “Morality is everywhere,” with the word morality underlined in the 
manuscript—and the underlining faithfully reproduced by his secretary in the 
typescript. And in the undelivered 1965 Cornell Lectures, written a year later 
(finally published in 2006, we still wait for Rome), Sartre writes, “Everything 
has its ethical moment,” this time with the word everything underlined in both 
scripts. Morality and ethics are in everything; ethics and morality are every-
where; each at once ubiquitous and diffused throughout all things. Sartre is 
right enough if the claim is understood correctly. Morality is everywhere, if 
only because every thing, every event, every process, every single gesture, 
does have an ethical moment. But if this is so, if morality is everywhere, if 
everything has its ethical moment, this must be discernible in everything. It 
should be visible everywhere. We should be able to see it even in our simple 
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snapshot of a drain, a stick, and a plastic bag all stuck together. So where is 
morality in this image? What is its ethical moment? 

As we proceed, we will do well to bear in mind the mature Sartre’s guid-
ing ethical question: “is ethics a superstructure without history and without 
effectiveness, or does it possess its own decipherable efficacy in the evolu-
tion of a practical ensemble?”22 In other words, is ethics a purely symbolic 
pastiche laid over the real material conditions of history, or does it possess its 
own distinctive materiality and historical force? Against the structuralist drift 
of the time, Sartre argues that morality does have an historical efficacy, that 
it does in its way move history along. That is to say, he argues that morality 
does matter. The challenge is to show how and why it matters. 

So what of our plastic bag on a stick in a drain? First, the innocent 
bystander, if such a creature there is. Such a bystander might wonder how 
this particular bag got to be snagged just here on just this stick in just this 
drain grate. Was it tossed by a pedestrian who intended it to land in the 
trashcan on the corner? Intended and missed and didn’t bother to pick it up? 
Or perhaps she didn’t notice it bounce off the receptacle’s rim? She was 
late for an interview. Who can blame her? She needs a job. It’s good she 
bothered at all, isn’t it? Or was it thrown willfully onto the sidewalk by a 
disinterested so-and-so? It was washed along the gutter by the other day’s 
rain and now there it is, stuck, present residue of a past indifference. Or 
perhaps it slipped unnoticed from the side pocket of an otherwise diligent 
hunter-gatherer’s knapsack? He had been an Environmental Studies major. 
He never finished his degree. He was going to recycle the bag. He will be 
bothered by the failure when he sees that the bag is gone. He will get over it 
quickly. Perhaps one of these sequences, perhaps some other. The bystander 
does not know. Cannot know. What she does know is that some combina-
tion of accident, agency, and value got the bag to where it is. Whatever the 
actual order of things, these various possible scenarios evidence the intimate 
intermingling of accident, agency, and value that is the stuff of all moral 
experience, and each reminds us in its way of the ubiquity and diffusion of 
the ethical.

But what’s the worry? Why all the fuss? It’s just one plastic bag. Like a 
passing shadow, it too will go away soon enough. It will disappear. It will be 
disappeared, like so many political dissidents before it. Drains make things 
go away, after all. Don’t they? Like dictators. That’s the thing about drains. 
They do have a certain magical quality, and not just for a toddler gazing in 
fascination and dismay into a sink as the water swirls away, and then in horror 
as his little gold gumball machine superhero ring circles once, twice, three 
times, and disappears into a nowhere, forever. From white mystery to black 
magic in an instant. Drains are protected by drain grates for good reason: to 
keep drains from clogging, lest they lose their magic. And in a sense, what 
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Sartre wants to find out is whether morality is a real force in history, whether 
ethics is really just a form of magical thinking.

If there is no magic in this shopping bag, still, in its way, it is a bag of 
many tricks. Just isolate the bag from its discreet local context, and we catch 
a glimpse of the sleight of hand. This single plastic bag raises countless moral 
implications, bears its own ethical baggage. And in it, our baggage, too. Just 
think about it. The plastic of which it is made speaks of a suite of complex 
relations: relations among molecules coaxed through a mix of accident, 
agency, and values into a particularly light and flexible polymer; relations 
among us humans and our worldly practices of extraction and production, 
our systems of distribution and disposal, our habits of acquisition and con-
sumption and presumption; relations of earthly needs and worldly scarcity, of 
manufactured wants and desires; and still other relations among still other-
and-more-than-human earthly creatures and powers with whom and amidst 
which we find ourselves. This single bag speaks of the singular relational 
matrix of Earth itself, this planet from which all worldly things come in the 
first place and to which everything returns in the second place and for none 
of which is there a last or final resting place—at least on scales of worldly 
time and space, at least on scales relevant to the living Earth. Look closely 
enough and we see everything in this plastic bag, everything stuck on a stick 
in a drain grate; all the earthly givens and worldly takens all packed together 
into this little tattered single-use container; everything that matters hanging 
precariously to the threshold of a false oblivion. “At this level,” Sartre writes 
in Volume II of Critique, we have “encountered the necessity of contingency 
and the dialectical intelligibility of chance circumstances.”23 It is only a mat-
ter of time. The bag will be swept away. And us with it, if we are not careful. 
The bag points to the future, to some future. It suggests a particular future, 
the one toward which our most prominent ways of bothering orient us and, 
by implication if not by association, toward which by our conduct we orient 
so much of the earthly guild. In any case, there will be a future. The future, 
Sartre reminds in Morality and history, “is not indeterminate”; but it is, he 
insists, “unforeseeable.” The fate of Earth and all its worlds, stuck on a stick 
in a drain grate. 

Time will tell. The clouds are rolling in, or will be soon enough. There 
will be rain, heavy at times, they say—there they go again, saying things. 
Today or next week or next month. The weather is always inclement, now 
more than ever. One needs only to wait. The drain grate stands poised to 
do its work. This forged residuum of prior praxis stands like a sentry at his 
post, or hers as the case may be; just like our little dam in the woods, and 
just as hardworking. The grate with its stick and the stick with its bag and 
us all wrapped up in it; like the pond and its miniature dam with a beer can 
wedged between the spillway and a log; like the massive aqueduct with 
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its mesh upon mesh to filter out the flotsam and fishes; like the briny river 
with its desalinating marshes and estuarine interface with the salty sea. 
“Everything is there,” the story of humanity’s real past and actual present 
and a hint of all possible futures; everything in its determinate unforesee-
ability; and all of morality and ethics, all of accident, agency, and value 
intermingled. In the act as in the acted upon, we see the ubiquity of the ethi-
cal, we see the diffuse historical-structural efficacy of morality, we see all 
the historical-structural efficacy of morality writ small and the ubiquity of 
ethics writ large. Have we gone too far? In a way, yes. In a way, no. Sartre 
would not think so, even if he might prefer a different emphasis. Even if he 
might prefer to think more about our hunter-gatherer, to think more about 
the hunting than about the hunted, more about the gathering than about the 
gathered.

In any case, we do know this: the grate will prevent many things from 
passing by it, but nothing so flimsy and inconsequential as a single-use 
plastic shopping bag. And that’s okay. The plastic bag is not what matters. 
Right? The drain is there to protect against far greater dangers. Real dan-
gers. Like hurricanes and water main breaks and children dancing before a 
hydrant on a hot summer day. The little bag poses no palpable danger, no 
danger to us, at least, and warding off danger to us is what counts. Right? 
The dangers to other creatures, to terns and gulls, for instance, to sea turtles 
and sea urchins and sea cucumbers; these are not the dangers that count, for 
these are not the figures who figure first, or even at all, in our accounting. 
Once the rain comes and nudges the bag through the drain grate, the bag will 
be gone, forever. Again, like magic. That is what counts. The spell works. 
The little plastic bag will disappear in a civilizational sleight of hand, with 
“nature” as the lovely stage assistant bedecked in sequins. And that will be 
the end of it. Right?

Wrong. From a certain angle in the theater, from the cheaper seats in the 
balcony, one can see how the trick works. Far out in the oceans there are sev-
eral swirling vortices of plastic, great gyres of plastic bottles and plastic boxes 
and plastic bags, all manner of “complex organic compounds produced by 
polymerization, capable of being molded, extruded, cast into various shapes 
and films, or drawn into filaments used as textile fibers”; all mixed together 
and gathered and afloat, all spinning slowly. One of these plastic sea torna-
does, they say, is the size of Texas. Little did we know. “It’s a ruse!” they 
yell from the balcony, “There’s no magic.” And those in the center aisles yell 
back, “The show must go on! Sit back, relax and enjoy it.” And besides, all 
those whirling tops are on the far side of the Earth, many thousands of miles 
out to sea, away from the world. And the sea is so vast. They might as well 
be nowhere, as close to oblivion as they are; they might as well have disap-
peared. Look into the magician’s empty top hat. The rabbit is gone! Our little 
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plastic bag will find its way there, too, or to some other inscrutable place on 
Earth. It will make its way out of this world one way or another. What’s the 
bother? It is just a single shopping bag, just one little thing among countless 
multitudes of things great and small. Gone. Magic, indeed.

Each bag and every little bit of plastic has its ethical moment; and morality 
spreads all across the sea. Our plastic, diffused through all the oceans and all 
the seas. This is no exaggeration, though I sorely wish it were. The stuff is 
everywhere, like ethics itself, spread across all the products of our impatient 
work; like morality, suffusing all our sundry concoctions with a bent and bor-
rowed efficacy that must somehow return to the lender without consequence. 
As if osmosis has a chance against black magic. 

All oF A piECE

If morality and ethics are in all the things we make and use and discard, we 
must also remember, and perhaps more importantly, that morality and ethics 
are in all our conducts. Morality in all our actions. Ethics is in all our praxis, 
to use the mature Sartre’s preferred term. Even in acts so simple as tossing or 
losing or ignoring a plastic shopping bag. Each moral act is an ethical whole, 
as it were. Sartre observes, again in the Rome Lectures, all of ethics is always 
there; even the simplest gesture conveys the whole of ethics in its way; “‘the 
whole’ through the parts,” as Sartre puts it—the scare quotes are his. Here 
he hearkens back to Being and Nothingness, where more than two decades 
earlier he wrote, “there is not a taste, a mannerism, or a human act which is 
not revealing. . . . A gesture refers to a Weltanschauung and we sense it”;24 
a person “expresses himself as a whole in even his most insignificant and 
his most superficial behavior.”25 In their original contexts these lines read 
almost as afterthoughts and asides. In the broader context of Sartre’s thought, 
however, they are crucial to what he means when he says that morality is 
everywhere and ethics is in everything. These points about body language 
and worldviews and sensitivity, and about wholes and parts and persons and 
conduct, point to a longstanding mereological concern, a sensitivity to the 
whole-part relation that Sartre left undeveloped, and an incipient holistic 
sensibility that is directly pertinent to the possibility of an existential ecology. 
We should pause briefly to think about this. 

Sartre never promised a mereology. Still, wholeness was an abiding con-
cern for him, and he talked about wholes and parts in many places. As we 
know, he spoke of wholes and parts to a group of socialists at the Gramsci 
Institute in Rome; it is not incidental, I think, that he wrote of “the ‘whole’ 
through the parts,” placing whole in quotes. Why the scare quotes? It does 
seem fair to wonder. Many years earlier, in “The Purposes of Writing,” 
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Sartre wrote unequivocally: “Only a whole can be beautiful.”26 Wholeness 
is not a sufficient condition for beauty, though it is a necessary condition. 
Welcoming foyer; functional kitchen; great view, yes: but the whole home 
is or is not beautiful. Still, it is not so simple as it seems. A table setting can 
be beautiful, as can a fork or a napkin, if you care to consider them in isola-
tion. It becomes more difficult to imagine a beautiful shard of a broken glass 
or shattered dish, though it is not unimaginable. Each shard, after all, is a 
whole, as were the glass and the dish before they were dropped—or thrown. 
Each gesture has its mereological dimension, too. He threw the glass. She 
dropped the dish. He raised the glass to toast the host, and then thought 
better of it and looked at the floor. She raised the dish above her head to 
throw it at the wall; and then she stopped herself and wept. Every gesture is 
a whole in its way, and each tells a whole story in its way. And so it seems 
there are there no parts that are not also wholes, and no wholes that are not 
also parts: the chip no less than the cup, the heartfelt embrace no less the 
halfhearted shrug. 

Like morality and ethics, mereology is everywhere and everything has 
its mereological moment. If, as Sartre explicitly insists, there is an internal 
relation between wholeness and beauty, so it must be by implication with 
wholeness and goodness—and by extension with wholeness and justice. 
Whether we think of the whole shopping bag, or of the whole act of tossing 
it into the recycling bin, or the half act of dropping it to the sidewalk, or of 
the passive act of watching it drift by in the river on its way to the ocean, 
it is the whole that matters. It is this particular combinatorics of accident, 
agency, and value that allows us to judge the thing or gesture or situation 
beautiful or ugly, right or wrong, good or bad, just or unjust, or even evil, if 
such a thing there is. In each case, it is the whole that counts. The parts are 
nothing without it.

Thus to say that everything has its ethical moment and that morality 
everywhere is not only to make an ontological point about the ethical, about 
the way being is shot through with the moral, as it were. It is also to make a 
mereological point about the ontology of agency and action. Each and every 
material gesture is a part of a larger gestural whole, just as each material 
element is a part of a larger elemental whole, and just as the gestural and 
elemental are intimately intermingled: all of the third empire in the life and 
habits of Flaubert; the whole of the Earth in a pond and the whole world in a 
reservoir. And perhaps the surest index of this mereologico-moral intermin-
gling is the Earth as it is today and this world as we know it today. More on 
this in the next chapter. Everything in a single plastic shopping bag stuck on a 
drain grate in a singular city? Why not? There are many ways to demur. And 
many do. The burden of proof, I think, is on them, so we should think a bit 
about what they might have to say.
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quEnCHing tHE unquEnCHABlE

Imagine our stick, bag, and drain grate again, now through the several lenses 
of critical environmentalism. From an idealist perspective weighted toward 
the historical role of ideas, the street-side drain grate might be described, 
at least initially, as a physical expression of a larger ideological whole: the 
modern project of “domination” or “mastery” of nature and the Earth. From 
a phenomenological angle oriented toward lived experience, the drain grate 
might be described as a useful element in a usable whole: an experienced 
instrumentalization of nature that supports a maladapted attitude of instru-
mentalism that can be extended to take the whole Earth as a complex of tools 
for our use. From the more straightforwardly political-economic angle of 
social ecology, the grate might be understood somewhat more generously, 
though still couched in a sort of soft-mastery-and-instrumentality narrative, 
as a part of a social and ecological whole: as part of the properly ecological 
matrix of social production and reproduction. Whether we ground our analy-
sis and critique in a cultural heritage—for example, the “Judeo-Christian” 
tradition;27 or in an epistemological heritage—for example, the Cartesian/
Baconian mechanization of nonhuman nature;28 or in an economic heritage—
for example, the extractivism and expansionism of monopoly capitalism;29 
or in an experiential heritage—for example, the absence and/or diminished 
significance of nonhuman nature;30 or even in some combination of these and 
other root causes in a shifting mix of overdetermination—which seems the 
better candidate, given the complexity of our situation, we learn something 
new about our world and about the Earth. There is much to recommend these 
several prominent eco-theoretical perspectives, and we will have to revisit 
each in some detail in subsequent chapters. Here it will suffice to take a first 
stab at two of them: the critique of the domination-and-mastery narrative 
and the critique of instrumentalism, as these are most directly pertinent to an 
existential-ecological ethic.

There is undoubtedly much to be said for a straightforwardly domination-
and-mastery analysis. Just as those who dammed the brook to give us the pond 
believed in their way: “We are in charge. We will take the water. We can and 
we have the right to”; so it is with the drain grate for the civil engineer: “We 
must take charge. We must control and guide the water. We can and we have 
the right to.” Guide it, manage it, persuade it, coax it—call it what you will—
they will dominate and master the water. They will make it flow not where it 
wants to flow but where they want it to; not where raw necessity would send 
it, but where they need it to go; which is, in this instance, away from these 
impermeable flat surfaces, away from these basements, away from where 
people stand and sit and walk, away from where they drive their cars and ride 
their bikes and curb their dogs. Far, far away. All the way to nowhere.
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At second glance, however, the domination-and-mastery narrative, while it 
is not entirely wrongheaded, is perhaps overwrought. We accuse ourselves of 
dominating nature; we don’t accuse the beaver of dominating the landscape. 
We describe the beaver as having dramatically “transformed” the landscape; 
we say they are “second only to humans” in their capacity to transform a 
landscape. But we don’t accuse them of dominating it, even though they do 
engage in deforestation in order to complete their project of creating a bea-
ver pond. Still, somehow we convict ourselves and exonerate them. Beavers 
won’t wake up one day and decide to build something else. No beaver will 
wake up one morning and decide after a bit of beaver debate with her partner 
not to build a beaver dam that day. So we do think of them differently for 
some good enough reasons. If there is a certain sense of damage that results 
from the beavers’ conduct, as many farmers and foresters will attest, it is 
damage for us, not for them. What of the earthworm? We don’t accuse the 
earthworm of dominating the land by churning up all that soil, by making all 
that soil. We don’t accuse the earthworm of suffering from a domination-
and-mastery complex because it takes up something of the earthly given to 
create the specific conditions for the possibility of its existence as a worldly 
organism—which, as already noted, turns out to be the condition for the pos-
sibility of our world’s existence: No soil, no world: it’s that simple. We don’t 
look out the window at the green fields and trees growing in the loam and 
castigate the earthworm for trying to dominate and master the Earth. Beavers 
and earthworms do what they must with the means available to them. And so 
it is with us, isn’t it? Yes and no. 

Think of the reservoir that the pond once was. Think of the aqueduct and 
the drain grate and the great river. Water supply is a moral matter. Whether 
urban or agrarian, water is a concern of the utmost ethical seriousness. It is 
second only to air in the hierarchy of needs. Without the stuff, we have but 
a few days to live. With too much of it in the wrong place, we drown. Let it 
flow where it will and bad and unjust things are likely to happen. Nudge it 
here and there so it flows where we will it to, and good and hopefully just 
things happen, at least more often than not—at least if you live in the right 
neighborhood. Water is serious business, normatively laden at every level. 
We should look a bit more at the waterworks. 

tHE mEAning oF nEEd

When we think of the waterworks do we see? First in order of ethical impor-
tance we see water, the rudimentary requirement of all known life. Alongside 
air, water is the most basic satisfaction condition for the possibility of habit-
ability anywhere on Earth. Water is the thing we living earthlings require 
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more than anything, and the precondition for any truly livable world. If water 
scarcity is the most basic lack, it is because water is life’s most basic need. 

As we know, Sartre had much to say about need. While need is at best a 
peripheral concern in the early works (though he had much to say about the 
lack that is desire), in the context of his mature thought, need takes center 
stage, and is on Sartre’s own terms, the most pivotal notion. In the closing 
pages of Search for a Method, he asserts (in yet another freighted footnote): 
“There is no question of denying the fundamental priority of need: on the 
contrary, we mention it last to indicate that it sums up in itself all the exis-
tential structures” (Search, 171, footnote 3). The emphasis here is Sartre’s. 
He follows through on the claim early in the Critique (I quote at length and 
follow with a few comments):

Everything is to be explained through need; need is the first totalising relation 
between the material being, man, and the material ensemble of which he is 
a part. This relation is univocal, and of interiority. Indeed, it is through need 
that the first negation of the negation and the first totalisation appear in matter. 
Need is negation of the negation insofar as it expresses itself as a lack within 
the organism; and need is a positivity in so far as the organic totality tends to 
preserve itself as such through it. The original negation, in fact, is an initial 
contradiction between the organic and the inorganic, in the double sense that 
lack is defined in relation to a totality, but that a lacuna, a negativity, has as 
such a mechanical kind of existence, and that, in the last analysis, what is lack-
ing can be reduced to inorganic or less organized elements or, quite simply, 
to dead flesh, etc. From this point of view, the negation of this negation is 
achieved through the transcendence of the organic towards the inorganic: need 
is a link of univocal immanence with surrounding materiality in so far as the 
organism tries to sustain itself with it; it is already totalizing, and doubly so, 
for it is nothing other than the living totality, manifesting itself as a totality and 
revealing the material environment, to infinity, as the total field of possibilities 
of satisfaction.31

Need, for Sartre, is the overarching explanatory notion in a materialist dia-
lectics. This single notion denotes the active interface of human materiality 
and other-and-more-than-human materialities. Whether the need be for com-
munity or for information, for nourishing food or sufficient shelter, or for 
adequate quantities of clean enough water, need is not a state but a relation 
that binds organism and environment together. Need links the organism to 
the environment; need links the environment to the organism: the dialectic is 
the same no matter which term comes first in the analysis. The relation is not 
linear but circular. In the idiom of this study, we might say that need denotes 
the indissoluble bond between the living world and its earthly ground, a bond 
of being between the living creature and the whole Earth system of which 
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all creatures are parts. In this sense need is a dialectical relation because—
and despite Sartre’s contradictory nod toward mechanism—it is not a mere 
mechanical link of one thing to another. We do not pour water into our bod-
ies. The heron scoops water into her beak, looks up, and swallows. We put the 
glass to our lips and spill some into our mouths and swallow. Need is an his-
torical coupling within and between and among; it is a relation of interiority 
that encompasses Earth and world. We drink water, and it quenches our thirst. 
As Sartre notes even in Being and Nothingness, “Thirst as an organic phe-
nomenon, as a ‘physiological’ need of water, does not exist.”32 Thirst is lived. 
In the living milieu, thirst is as much a transcendence toward water as water 
is a transcendence toward thirst. It is rooted in the living, needful organism. 
It is both the explicit motive and the tacit maxim of self-preservation for all 
organisms, pointing to the bond between each life and its living and nonliving 
milieu. Again, need is not a state. It is a relational practice of transcendence, 
an act of taking up, an achievement of surpassing the given through the 
permanent and patient work of self-maintenance and self-expression of the 
organism. Need is a perpetual effort undertaken within a vast and overflow-
ing region of earthly and worldly actuality and possibility. There is nothing 
abstract about need. It is living necessity. Real need is a lived absolute.

An obvious question follows: what makes need absolute? Here enters scar-
city. Each need takes on its particular mien in relation to scarcity. Absolute 
need—both human need, with which Sartre is principally concerned, and, if 
we follow the trajectory of the previous chapter, all other-and-more-than-
human need, too—is by definition experienced within a specific milieu of 
contingent historical scarcity. Scarcity is the context within which need is 
lived:

. . . this univocal relation of surrounding materiality to individuals [i.e., need] is 
expressed in our History in a particular and contingent form since the whole of 
human development, at least up to now, has been a bitter struggle against scar-
city. Thus at every level the basis of the passive actions of worked and social-
ized materiality will turn out to be the original structure of scarcity as a primary 
unity transmitted to matter through men and returning to men through matter.33

If need is a universal bond that always takes a historically particular shape— 
watering holes, seasonal springs, shared wells, municipally owned aque-
ducts—all of human need, lived across the time of history, has been molded 
by scarcity. Thus the immersion of life in contingent worldly scarcity renders 
earthly need absolute. 

Here, as always, we do well to take seriously the distinction between infer-
ence and experience, between conceptual logic and experiential logic. As a 
concept, need is a pure and abstract index of a pure and abstract lack; we 
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infer its absoluteness on the basis of it abstractness. In experience, need is a 
matter of life and death, albeit often more figurative than not. Real needs left 
unfulfilled cause real difficulties: thirst, hunger, or fever; social decay and 
ecological degradation; conflict and injustice and war. When push comes to 
shove, a conceptual muddle is the least of an organism’s worries. The logic 
of experience is the daily, absolute logic of life. It is in this experiential sense 
that need becomes a proper notion: need as real necessity carries “the time of 
life” within it, and this precisely insofar as scarcity provides the contingent 
and shifting milieu within which every human and every human society—
and every organism and every community of organisms—makes their way 
forward. 

And what of the grip upon us of all the things we make? What of the laws 
and institutions, the dairy farms and nature preserves, the reservoirs and 
ponds, drain grates and plastic shopping bags? Where do they fit in? Need 
coalesces in specific needs through and by means of the historical forms of 
scarcity; the same scarcity with which we imbue things and with which things 
in turn imbue us, gives us needs, and takes them away. There was a time in 
history when the idea of transporting vast quantities of water over vast dis-
tances had never been thought. There was a time when the idea of buying and 
selling water had not been thought. A time when the idea of treating drinking 
water with chemicals had never been thought. A time when the idea that a 
gallon of spring water could cost more than a gallon of gasoline had never 
been thought. A time when the idea that tens of millions of lives would be lost 
each year due to lack of it had never been thought. In this sense scarcity is 
the history and currency of need. And this necessity of contingency is a stark 
reminder that scarcity and need are, in fact, insurmountable. 

Insurmountable in fact. Surmountable in principle. For Earth is abundant; 
scarcity is a thing of the world. Sartre is cautiously open to the prospect of 
perfect abundance in some other world than ours: “. . . we should not be 
disturbed by the fact that scarcity is contingent. It is indeed logically pos-
sible to conceive of other organisms on other planets having a relation to 
their environment other than scarcity.”34 He goes on to emphasize, once 
again, parenthetically, that this is at best conceivable somewhere, even if it is 
unimaginable here; and that it is in any case unlikely anywhere. And he adds 
(again, parenthetically) that we cannot know whether such a conceivable but 
unimaginable place would have a history.35 Scarcity, he suggests, is likely to 
be a universal contingency in this universe; it may be what drives history, at 
least insofar as it drives us to make history; and in any case, it is such the 
universal contingency for us, one that may even take different forms at the 
same time. 

And here Sartre quietly draws a soft line between Earth and world and 
between nature and history once again. He writes: “Above all, although 
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scarcity is universal, at a given historical moment it may vary from one region 
to another.” Then he adds, parenthetically:

(And while some of the causes of these variations, such as over-population or 
underdevelopment, are historical, and are therefore fully intelligible within 
History itself, others, such as climate, or the richness of the sub-soil, given a cer-
tain level of technical development, condition History through social structures 
without being conditioned by it.)36

We witness, again, a cautious pause in the face of what we now know to 
be the indissoluble link between the social and the ecological, between the 
worldly character of scarcity and the earthly roots of need. We now know bet-
ter. Soil and air and water each condition, and is conditioned by history, just 
as history conditions and is conditioned by them. Social structures and eco-
logical processes are intrinsically linked by internal relations. It is not only 
the ancient mariner for whom there is “Water water everywhere/and nary a 
drop to drink.” It is the same for the sea otter washed far from shore by the 
storm; and it is the same for the slum-dweller, flanked on one side by a rising 
ocean and on the other by open sewage. To suggest that there is a line to be 
drawn between them, that we can say where the human world begins and all 
the rest of earthly nature ends and vice versa, is to underwrite Sartre’s admit-
tedly well-warranted ambivalence about relations between nature and culture. 
And make no mistake, Sartre waffles again and again, often parenthetically 
and in footnotes; but he knows that the origin of all conceptual ambivalence 
lies in existential ambiguity. He knows better than to draw hard lines: “Thus, 
in spite of its contingency, scarcity is a very basic human relation, both to 
Nature and to men.” He knows that this is a matter of life and death; and he 
knows it isn’t all black and white; and he doesn’t know quite how to get past 
the conceptual impasse; and he doesn’t have a better notion: so he draws a 
solid gray line and continues on his way. 

Still, I find Sartre’s feigned univocity unconvincing. And his parentheti-
cal, footnoted, and fuzzy equivocity is, I think, more interesting, both for 
the purposes of this study and for our time. Fortunately, we have both the 
definite and the indefinite article, and so do the French, and Sartre used them 
carefully enough, I think. Consider just two more sentences on the notion of 
scarcity: “Scarcity is a fundamental relation of our History and a contingent 
determination of our univocal relation to materiality. Scarcity, as the lived 
relation of a practical multiplicity to surrounding materiality within that 
multiplicity itself is the basis of the possibility of human history.”37 What do 
we see? Scarcity is a (not the) fundamental relation of our history; scarcity 
is a (not the) contingent determination of need; scarcity is the (not a) lived 
relation between us and between our world and the Earth; scarcity is the (not 
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a) basis of the possibility of history. If the definite article possesses what it 
points to, the indefinite article wants at least a little more than it has. Sartre’s 
frequent and admittedly subtle ambivalence suggests that perhaps he senses 
there might be more to our story, that there might even be more to the story of 
Earth and its many worlds. (This is evidenced perhaps most vividly in his dis-
cussion of deforestation by Chinese peasants.) I need not convince you that he 
sensed anything of the sort. Only that he left the question open. Which he did. 

AnimAl ExigEnCiES

If need is our univocal relation to materiality, and scarcity is the equivocal 
form of that relation, the ontological structures of need and scarcity must bear 
as much upon lived moral experience as they do upon ethical theory. Sartre 
recognizes this. He writes unequivocally in the Rome lectures: “The root of 
ethics is in need.” This is in keeping with his consistent emphasis on need 
satisfaction in the context of scarcity. It is also a direct implication of Sartre’s 
underappreciated and pivotal shift in emphasis from the phenomenology of 
embodied conscious experience toward the dialectics of free organic praxis. 
Given the grip of scarcity on free organic praxis, need is the only possible 
ground for an ethical theory; any ethics that would account for lived moral 
experience must, by default, begin with need. The root of ethics is in need. 
Strong words, with strong implications. 

Sartre forgets the rhizomes, so to speak, and follows the taproot all the 
way down. He asks, in effect, What is it that needs? And his answer is both 
surprising and clear. We are animals first, he reminds us, and even goes so 
far as to call this “the deepest level of human reality.” It is to this biological 
level that we must look if we want to make sense of the relation of need, and 
so between morality and history, in human experience. Both in and after the 
Critique, he repeatedly invokes our animality as key to understanding the 
dialectical, that is to say, historico-experiential, relation between need and 
scarcity. To take just one example, when he reaffirms his relational real-
ism as “the monism of materiality” (about which more in the next chapter), 
he implicates us and our worldly animality in earthly history. Far from the 
“theological” urge to see the human “apart from nature,” for Sartre, this 
monism “situates us in Nature”; it defines humankind by its praxis “in the 
general milieu of animal life.”38 Admittedly, Sartre never claims that ethics 
is in any way relevant to or for other animals, and certainly not that there 
might be any such thing as an other-and-more-than-human morality. On this 
he was consistent from beginning to end. He would gladly have reaffirmed 
in the 1960s what he wrote about animals (and gods) in his youthful journal 
in 1939: “The moral problem is specifically human. It presupposes a limited 
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will and has no meaning outside it, either in animals, or in the divine spirit.”39 
Still, the centrality he finally gives to human animality hints at just how far 
he has come from his most vehement early exceptionalism, exclusivism, and 
anthropocentrism—about which more in chapter 9. 

And still he balks, insisting ever and again that for us it is a matter of using 
the torsion of culture to twist our way out of nature. This is, perhaps above all, 
what makes humans distinct from all other-and-more-than-human creatures. 
In short, culture is, Sartre opines, what makes us “ethical animals” rather than 
merely natural ones. If we are not entirely convinced when he claims in a late 
interview, “I think animals have consciousness. In fact I have always thought 
so,”40 it is not so much because we do not believe him as that we know he had 
not thought about it much or carefully. We do know that he has long thought 
of moral experience as situated in an environment, even if his was a rather 
more social than ecological sense of the term: “what we mean by ‘existential-
ism’ is a doctrine that makes human life possible and also affirms that every 
truth and every action imply an environment and a human subjectivity.”41 
We also know that he has long rejected the raw passive environment/active 
agent dichotomy that characterizes behaviorist psychology and reductionist 
biology. For example, in his critique of objectivist theories of sensation, he 
parodies the behaviorist and reductionist alike, who, so to speak, must situate 
a sensation-thing in the environment of a mind-thing, thereby making life 
into “a magical connection which I establish between a passive environment 
and a passive mode of this environment,” and thereby, utterly failing capture 
the lived sensation as a particular relation between the agent and her environ-
ment.42 On such matters, as on many others, Sartre is subtler than he is given 
credit for. But again, our task is not to defend him but to think with him as 
far as we can, and to think new thoughts with his help. 

The important point here is that in the Rome Lectures something new 
happens, and it changes everything. For the first time, Sartre takes up our 
proper animality not simply as an ontological structure—which he has done 
before—but as a positive region of ethical investigation; and he argues for the 
first time—and through a unique blend of dialectics and phenomenology—
that what binds our lived animality and our lived moral experience is felt 
need. In a gloss on Marx’s well-known observation that “Need is to itself the 
right reason for its satisfaction,” Sartre adds a crucial caveat: “Need is felt.” 
Thus abstract necessity is distinct from experienced need. Here we see Sartre 
treating need on analogy with freedom itself. Freedom is transcendence; to be 
free is always to surpass. And so it seems to be with need, which “comprises 
its own surpassing” by what Sartre even calls the organism’s “rudimentary 
praxis.” As it is with the bacterium, the beehive, and the bison, so it is with us. 
Each, in its distinctive effort to fill a lack, “affirms its having-to-be, its total 
integrity.” Every organism, from the simplest to the most complex, must live 
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what is at once its proximate and ultimate goal: “this life itself.” The empha-
sis is Sartre’s (about which more in the Fifth Interval). “It will be as it was,” 
the animal, and the human. True, “Man is the being by whom values exist,” 
provided one adds the for us that Sartre has long insisted upon: humans are 
the beings by whom human values exist. The absoluteness of the human as 
value is neither more nor less absolute than that of any other living being. So 
the ethical moment is rooted in the exigency of felt animal need. And, if we 
are to take Sartre’s “monism of materiality” as our standard, need would by 
definition be felt in manifold ways across all of the living Earth community; 
the human animal is neither more nor less needful than the other-and-more-
than-human creatures and powers; and the needful human is neither more nor 
less familiar with scarcity, we might add. 

We can now return to the source of these reflections: in the context of 
earthly life, no substance bears a greater exigency than water. Apart from 
oxygen, about the distribution of which we can do little—at least as of yet—
there is nothing we living creatures need more than water. Human animals 
can live without food for weeks, with inadequate food for years, and with 
unhealthy food even for a lifetime. We can live without adequate clothing or 
shelter, without companionship or love, for as long as we must or are willing 
to. Without water we die in a matter of days. H

2
O. There is no substitute for 

it. We are not mosses. For most of us, there is no extending the desiccation. 
There is no getting around it. And this is as true of us as it is of all our ani-
mal kin, and plant kin, and fungal and bacterial kin, each in their way. Even 
viruses need to stuff to wreak their havoc or help. Without water, no world. 
It is true of the entire family of earthly life. Even moss must succumb, sooner 
or later. Of course, water has different meanings for different organisms. 
Think of water to a cactus collecting it when it falls and holding it within its 
leathery green sheath; or a mangrove forest keeping it at bay and harboring 
myriad creatures within its watery roots; or a pitcher plant employing it as a 
means of gathering other small creatures to its odd vegetable gullet. Water 
and need and scarcity intermingle differently for each of our green cousins. 
As it is with all earthlings, so it is with us animals. 

Each animal’s distinctive animality comes with particular relations to 
water and to wetness more generally. We can think of a fish, of course, whose 
motility and metabolism are watery through and through. We can think of 
the beaver again, who’s body is so much better suited to life in water, even 
as her belly is better suited to life on land. She waddles along on the ground, 
dragging that useless tail, noshing on bark, nibbling on the odd root or fern. 
Someone approaches and she waddles hurriedly back toward the water’s edge 
and slips under the algal mat and pops up and looks back furtively and dips 
beneath the mirrored flat and darts away with exquisite finesse and disappears 
into the secret underwater door of her lodge. Her motility is more aquatic than 
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terrestrial, even as her metabolism is more terrestrial than aquatic. And think 
of the earthworm once more, as he churns up all that soil, fashioning it for 
herself—yes, herself and himself, earthworms are hermaphroditic, both other 
and more—tunneling and digging, turning and churning and making the soil 
which is the very condition for the possibility of a life worth living for an 
earthworm—and, not incidentally, for any life worth living for all the rest of 
us land lubbers. Her metabolism is more aquatic than terrestrial, even as his 
motility is more terrestrial than aquatic. She has fish kidneys, after all, which 
are best suited to a life under water. But, alas, he is a lousy swimmer. As for 
us, our motility belongs on land. Ask any dolphin who has swum with one of 
us, or saved one of us from drowning. And so does our metabolism, for the 
most part belong on land. Ask any worm who has worked our gardens.

In light of such examples, we might expand on Sartre’s own mature 
understanding of need, scarcity, and praxis. In Rome, again, he does more 
than link them; he binds them. Reminding us again that need itself is an 
overcoming, he asserts unequivocally that together these inseparable sides 
of the singularity of experience “constitute, in effect, the human unity.” And 
so it must be with all our kin: the relation between need and act constitutes 
the bacterial unity, the algal unity, the arboreal unity, the herbal unity, the 
fungal unity; the relation between lack and want constitute the larval unity 
no less than the unity of the mature damselfly. And so it is with the beavers 
in their pond and the earthworm in the soil, now his, now hers: “Praxis is 
born from the necessity of the goal,” Sartre writes. To make pond. To make 
soil. To make worlds. This much, at least, is true of all of members of this 
earthly community, not just of us humans and our world. Whatever the goal, 
and whoever’s goal it might be, all praxis involves a rearrangement of the 
practical field; and any such rearrangement, of necessity, impacts some por-
tion of the worldly matrix of earthly creatures and powers, both human and 
other-and-more-than-human. All impacts ripple outward ethically, affecting 
and effecting other ripples. If it needs to be said, this can be seen closer to 
home, in our green plastic shopping bag stuck in the drain grate, and closer to 
today, no less in our sometime reservoir and erstwhile pond than in the great 
urban waterworks.

Every city’s waterworks has its ethical moment. The goal is clear: suf-
ficient water in the right places; none in the wrong places; clean water here; 
muddy water there. This is easier said than done. Yet the task is of the utmost 
importance. Indeed, as Sartre repeatedly insists, it is of ultimate importance: 
we find ourselves faced at once with necessity and impossibility; what we 
need is unattainable, unachievable; it lies there like the future, as the future, 
out of reach. And yet, if we are to live, we must make it possible. In this 
sense, praxis is nothing more or less than “the alternative to death.” There is 
no water here, too much water there, the wrong kind of water just over there. 
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We must rework this situation in light of our needs. “The world is given not 
only as needing to be changed,” Sartre writes nearly two decades earlier in 
the Notebooks, “but as needing to be discovered. To be discovered when it 
is changed. And the deepest mystery is that it is perhaps we who create it.”43 
Yes, ask a beaver, ask an earthworm. Ask a civil engineer with expertise in 
hydrology. Each must satisfy bodily ends by watery means, each must fash-
ion worldly ends by earthly means. We might even ask our tattered plastic 
bag, if only we could. The amount of water used in plastic production, both 
directly and indirectly, is staggering; all of it worldly water of earthly origin. 
But what’s an ethical animal to do?

onE pluS onE EquAlS onE

Tossed or lost, everything is in our tattered plastic bag stuck on this stick in 
this drain grate. The part in the whole; the whole in the part. The absolute 
exigency of water: all the give and all the take, all the necessity and all the 
scarcity, all the accidents and agencies that might have gotten it there, and 
all the values, too. A green polymer dialectic of situation, conduct, and norm 
right in a bit of rubbish. At once paltry and profound. We see the nether side 
of the same dialectic on a nearby plastic trashcan. A plastic decal on it reads: 
“Please, help keep our city clean.” The sticker partially covers an older one 
that read, less politely, “No littering.” And better still, and yet confusing in 
its way, just across the street at the entrance to the park are three more cans 
bolted together in a neat row; one blue, one green, one brown; all glossy 
enameled alloy; each with a differently shaped opening on top, a small cir-
cular hole, a long narrow slit, a gaping square; each with an indecipherable 
symbol by its hole; each with a further symbol embossed in a caustic day-
glo green on its side and top, three arrows pointing at each other’s tail in a 
Trinitarian symbol: the reducer, the reuser, and the holy recycler. All three 
cans overflow with soda bottles and beer cans and newspapers and plastic 
shopping bags in equal measure, brimming with all the right things from 
all the wrong holes. We see the associations. And all the dissociations. The 
accidents, the values, and the agents. This woman, the indifferent so-and-so, 
our environmental studies major, each oriented in relation to such meaningful 
materialities as these three cans: after careful study and a moment’s thought, 
she crimps the base of her once-used paper cup and forces it through the slot 
shaped for newspapers and magazines and cut too narrow for paper cups; 
she walks on, momentarily righteous and soon distracted: absentmindedly he 
half-heartedly tosses his foil-and-paper-and-plastic juice box vaguely in the 
direction of the three gaping totems; he walks on without checking to see if 
he makes the shot while staring into his smartphone: the same meaningful 
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materiality orients our angling, hiking, sometime environmental studies 
major as he makes a departing lap around the pond, gathering debris and flot-
sam and jetsam, and despite his fatigue, makes the final effort to collect one 
last plastic bag that, despite the effort, will be neither reused nor recycled; it 
will be reduced to shreds and dots and sent off to sea to join its clan in one or 
another polymer gyre. He doesn’t worry much when he notices the absent bag 
in the empty side pocket. He pauses. He shrugs. He guts the fish. 

Here and always our ethical interest points from the present toward the 
future, from the actual toward the possible. Ethics is, after all, about how we 
negotiate the way things are in light of the way things should to be. It includes 
our present praxis and the material and symbolic residua of past praxis, all 
gathered in relation to how we think things ought to be, whether for the next 
moment or for the next year or for future generations. Again and again, in the 
Rome Lectures Sartre echoes both Being and Nothingness and the Critique: 
“The future [is] a constituting structure of [all] praxis.” And so it must be 
with all moral praxis. By definition, the ought always points forward in time, 
from the act to the norm. And it is a perpetual task. Things are not the way 
they ought to be, and they probably never were. Even when we manage to 
get them the way we think they should to be, it takes work to keep them that 
way. And sooner or later we’ll think they ought to be different again. A sort 
of ethical entropy compliments the physical sort, a tendency toward increased 
moral disorder in the historical mix of accident, agency, and values. Moral 
agents and ethical communities must perpetually struggle against this ineluc-
table decay of the good, lest they lose their grip on the things they need and 
want and desire—to say nothing of all the things they think they need but 
don’t. A scarcity of the good always accompanies the scarcity of goods and 
so orients the struggle toward need fulfillment. Every creature in its way must 
use its powers to make its way within a context of scarce goods and a scarcity 
of goodness. This dual-scarcity is there, as the unconditional possibility of 
future satisfaction, even as present conditions and conditionings might render 
it impossible now. And each time we are successful, each time we achieve 
unconditional ends through conditional means, we demonstrate the historical 
efficacy of ethics. And whether we succeed or fail, morality ripples out to 
make history. This is the dialectic of accident, agency, and value, the given 
through the taken, and the taken through the given. 

Here we can invoke one of what Iris Murdoch wryly and fairly enough 
calls “Sartre’s great inexact equations.” He says to his audience in Rome, 
“Morality and praxis are one.” And he has his reasons for equating them, 
despite the seeming conflation of what must be important differences. This 
unity is multiple, as it were; and yet it finds its first and final root in freedom: 
as we face into the future we are most fully human, for this is when we dis-
cover that we “cannot not freely want [this] unconditioned future”—which 
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is to say, we must freely want it. And if we must, we can (a Kantian insight 
of which Sartre makes much in his way, and to which we must return in 
earnest in chapter 10). A paper cup amidst the newspapers in the recycling 
bin; an index of a minor ethical success. At least she tried. Still, it will have 
to be separated out and discarded at the plant because it is the wrong kind 
of paper. This takes resources, both human and other-and-more-than-human. 
And so too a juice box thrown in willful indifference by our willfully indif-
ferent so-and-so is an index of a minor ethical failure. The spirit is willing, 
the flesh is weak. Or perhaps it is the other way around in this instance. But 
little matter. Where foil and paper and plastic act as one there is no recycling 
or reusing or even reducing any of them. Three recyclable reusables reduced 
to waste. Trash. Rubbish. Pure waste. More black magic. And our plastic 
shopping bag willfully pulled from the pond and bound for the recycling 
bin? Now it hangs on the stick, fallen from the young environmental major’s 
knapsack: an index of a minor historical accident. He didn’t know. He tried. 
At least he got all the rest of it, that big bagful, to the landfill. . . . And all 
these accidents, like each agent and every value coalesce as separate indices 
of a singular ethico-historical failure: another civilizational step down the 
consumptive path toward moral and historical oblivion. We will have to 
look carefully at this. 

This is our earthly praxis. This is worldly morality. It’s all the same to 
Sartre. He is careful enough to soften the equation into a coupling: he insists 
more than once in Rome that morality is both “the meaning of history and 
the structure of historical praxis.” If the present meaning of history is not 
pretty, we must look to the structures of our historical praxis to see why. The 
woman’s minor ethical success, the indifferent so-and-so’s maximal ethical 
indifference, the young environmental studies major’s mixed ethical momen-
tum: each nudges earth and all its worlds along a particular moral-historical 
path, one that is likely to leave future generations of earthlings with a pro-
foundly diminished planet, if not with impossible worlds. The keyword here 
is “likely.” There is no historical necessity here on Earth. World-making, like 
“every project of freedom,” is by definition an open project.

We need not know, nor can we, precisely how this particular plastic bag 
got stuck just here on this stick in this drain grate at this busy corner. We 
cannot know precisely where it is headed, nor where we are headed. We 
can know something of the trajectories of both, but such knowledge is only 
statistical, the realm of the probable. Fortunately, we can know where it and 
we ought to be headed. There is such a thing as moral certainty, and we have 
it now because of what we now know about the Earth and its many worlds, 
and not least about our own. Because of what we know about how things 
are and how things came to be this way and where they might be headed, 
we can know something quite precise about how they ought to be. We know 
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well enough that some intermingling of accident and agency and values was 
involved in getting the bag stuck on the stick. We know that values are ours 
for the taking no less than accidents are given to us, and often by us. This is 
the rudimentary meaning of agency, for a reactive-reflexive motile bacterium 
no less than for a reflexive-reflective featherless biped. Of course, we resist 
such an inexact equation, and well we should. The burden of proof, however, 
is not on those who suggest it but on those who reject the ethical significance 
of the recursive couplings that cut across the living and nonliving realms. 
And so it is at every scale with the meaning of the Earth and the state of the 
world, as we will see. 

And, in any case, morality and ethics are not transcendental categories. 
Morality is no airy nether side of experience; ethics is not the furniture to 
dress up a conceptual never-never land. Ethics and morality are rather more 
like transitive nouns, if such a thing is possible: shifting meanings momen-
tarily stilled by intention and invention, of concrete earthly and worldly 
engagements. Like nature and culture, like fact and value, like the real and the 
imaginary and Earth and world, as we will see; morality is not an experiential 
condition or a state, nor is ethics a closed conceptual system. Nature now, 
fact today; culture here, value that; this reality through that image; a habit-
able Earth for a livable world. Each is a lived achievement in its way. Each 
informs and is informed by the other. Morality and ethics, too, are shifting 
indices of lived histories and historical structures, always pointing to “our 
apodictic experience in the concrete world of History,” as Sartre would have 
it.44 They always point to and through praxis because morality and praxis 
are one. So ethics is a like a variable remainder in the soft calculus of moral 
life, an orienting residuum that helps us to orient ourselves and make our 
way forward, even as morality tends to change us and ethics tends toward its 
own dissolution. It is in this sense and for these reasons that Sartre can say 
that morality is everywhere: like the hidden chemicals in a glass of filtered 
pond water; and where those chemicals came from; and what they do inside 
the osprey’s gullet; and where they go when they pass across and through us. 
It is in this sense that he can say that everything has its ethical moment: in 
all the things and events and processes and relations on Earth, between them 
and within them, across them and all through all the worlds. Morality is in 
the interdependencies and interrelations between worldly relation and earthly 
process; and in the intradependencies and intrarelations across and through all 
relational processes here on Earth and in the world; and in things, too, things 
like a drain grate tasked with constraining the work of the hydrological cycle, 
and all the work of creativity and invention that went into getting the grate 
into place, and all the work of maintenance that goes into keeping it there. 
It is in simple things like a plastic bag stuck on a stick in the selfsame grate 
today; like that same plastic bag in shreds and microscopic bits all swirling 
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in a plastic vortex far out at sea next year. And, need we add, like a reservoir 
that became a pond?

So morality is everywhere, and everything has its ethical moment: the 
plastic bag no less than the hiker-angler. There’s just no getting around it. 
If the mingling of agency and values are enough to give us Sartre’s “every-
thing,” perhaps the muddling by the accidental is sufficient to give us his 
“everywhere.” Who knows what will happen next with the pond? We will 
see soon enough. The discovery and the making are one in the same. This is 
a dialectical meaning of Sartre’s great inexact equation. Morality and praxis 
are one; history is ethos, the ongoing worldly work of our ever-evolving 
earthly engagements, provided the “our” is taken in its most inclusive sense: 
both human and other-and-more-than-human. Too dramatic? Overwrought? 
Perhaps. This remains to be seen. Only time will tell.

rEJoining tHE guild

We should follow the trajectory of Sartre’s thinking on matters of accident, 
agency, and value; on matters of ontology and ethics; on morality and struc-
ture and history; in short, his evolving understanding of meaning-making 
most broadly construed. We should take seriously his later emphasis on 
material, biological, organic praxis, and consider well his mature imperative 
of integral humanity. And, today, we must temper all our interpretations with 
an ecological sensibility and environmental sensitivity. If we do these things, 
we see several things. 

We see several overlapping critical developments in the heuristic spiral 
of Sartre’s ontology and ethical theory: a turn from the radical freedom 
of pellucid consciousness toward the translucid material structures of free 
organic praxis; a turn from the phenomenology of personhood toward the 
dialectics of lived experience and the intelligibility of history; a turn from 
individual moral freedom to social commitment and collaborative political 
engagement; a related turn from the alienated series to the passive collective 
and the active group-in-fusion; and, perhaps most important for this study, 
a decided and decisive shift in sensitivity from an emphasis on individual 
autonomy to authentic commitment to the work of solidarity to the endless 
struggle for liberation. So we see praxis as the flexible adaptation of a free 
action born of the absolute necessity of the ought (need fulfillment points to 
integral humanity) which is to be made despite the contingent impossibility 
of the is (historical scarcity points to alienated humanity). We see the abso-
lute end as integral humanity itself, and we see its absoluteness grounded 
in the bond between the universal need for a plenary life and the singular 
experience of each living organism. We see need and praxis together as the 



 From Integral Humanity to Participatory Belonging 247

marks of possible humanity because need as the felt impossibility of pres-
ent satisfaction points to the unconditional possibility of future satisfaction. 
Ought means can. Integral humanity can be achieved by means of the flexible 
adaptation of the free human conduct of worldly historical agents against the 
resistance of and—though Sartre only rarely notes it—also with the assis-
tance of the living earthly material milieu. So we see morality and praxis 
tightly coupled by and toward that same absolute and inevasible freedom that 
Sartre described in Being and Nothingness, now nested in the very heart of 
our ethical animality; most fully expressed, according to Sartre, as our escape 
from nature through culture. Escape? But isn’t this just more hyperbole? Just 
another myopic flourish? A manner of speaking a half-truth through an excess 
of meaning seen through a distorted lens? This remains to be seen. But this 
much is clear: human beings, like all living beings, express themselves by 
their peculiar manner of taking up the given; every taken comes in time to add 
its particular recalcitrance to the earth and so to bring about the possibility of 
new worldly givens; and these in turn must be taken up in some way. And so 
it goes. And so it goes. 

All this evolution, from radical freedom to organic praxis; from authen-
ticity to engagement to integral humanity; from a moral vocabulary of con-
tingent, situated choice toward a more participatory and processual ethic of 
biologically rooted, socially, politically, economically embedded historical 
mediation: all of this theoretical growth and development points beyond 
itself. As do all things dialectical. This is what Sartre means when he writes, 
“in a sense, man submits to the dialectic as to an enemy power; in another 
sense, he creates it.” There is give and there is take. Always. He continues: 
“. . . and if dialectical Reason is the Reason of History, this contradiction 
must itself be lived dialectically, which means that man must be controlled by 
the dialectic in so far as he creates it, and create it in so far as he is controlled 
by it.”45 This is a big if, to be sure. Still, history continues. And as it is in the 
evolution of Sartre’s thought, so it is with each turn in the history of Earth and 
world: we see today the possibility, even if not the inevitability, of an ecolo-
gized social ethic; we see today the possibility, even if not the inevitability, 
of an ecological political morality; we see today the possibility, even if not 
the inevitability, of a manner of inhabiting the Earth and making a world that 
is appropriate to these socially, politically, economically, and ecologically 
troubled and troubling times. 

There is no good reason to stop the evolution of Sartre’s moral theory 
where he stopped it. Indeed, it would be un-phenomenological and un-
dialectical to stop it, and so utterly out of step with the integrative and open-
ended methodologico-substantive imperative that drives Sartre’s thought. 
True, he attributes the origin of all value to us, to the human animal. And 
he also insists that values overflow our conduct. In Being and Nothingness, 
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he puts it this way: “Value is always and everywhere the beyond of all sur-
passings”; and his insistence is no less emphatic in Critique of Dialectical 
Reason: “every praxis is in itself the far side of every singularity.”46 And so 
it must be with the missing endpoint of his ethics. The task, our challenge, is 
not to finish Sartre’s ethics, or anyone else’s, or our own. What would be the 
point? Our charge is to follow the ethical and axiological and semiological 
path he traveled a bit further than he managed to. We must push the horizon 
of the great humanist’s abiding concern with our own prospects as free and 
active beings toward a properly social and ecological concern with the pros-
pects for a habitable Earth and livable world. Sartre was right: there is no exit. 
And we don’t need one. We should stop looking for one. We belong here. We 
are, by definition, members of the club of Earth. And we must embrace the 
earthly mandate to participate in the ongoing work of world making. 

This is all I have tried to show thus far: we cannot stop, as Sartre did, with 
us, neither in our ontology nor in our ethics. We must go further. If we want 
a future worth wanting, we must endeavor collaboratively with each other 
and with all the rest of the other-and-more-than-human participants to create 
and sustain the dynamic, adaptive, creative, open-ended dialectical unity of 
the living Earth that is the condition for the possibility of any livable world. 
And surprising though it may be to some, the path of Sartre’s thought takes 
us in the right direction. It leads us, albeit obliquely and by a sometimes 
treacherous route, toward a new ought, a new must. It places us under a new 
imperative that entails both a strong sense of earthly belonging and a loud 
call to worldly participation; one that situates us both with and in the broader 
planetary community of which we, like all earthlings, are a singularly impor-
tant part. And, if it needs to be said, all the members of the club of Earth have 
needs, and all live in their way in a world of historical scarcity. We must learn 
that we belong within this vast and living whole, of which we are but one 
among myriads of living participants. 

We might call this new must an imperative of participatory belonging. 
That’s what I call it, anyway.47 Whatever we call it, if we humans are to safely 
navigate the environmental difficulties we face in the coming decades and 
centuries—a range of medium- and long-term challenges that no informed 
person can deny at this point in history, no matter what one means by nature 
or where one thinks human culture fits in—a critical mass of human beings all 
around the world will need to recognize the rightness of the more participa-
tory understanding of our place in the living Earth; they will have to embrace 
in conduct the truth of human rootedness and belonging as earthly beings. Not 
everybody can or even necessarily should recognize this, of course. But many 
must, for the future of health of the biosphere, and so of civilization, will 
depend increasingly on their insight, example, and leadership. It is an ethical 
imperative as easy to conceive as it is difficult to achieve, both necessary and 
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impossible, as Sartre would have it—and for reasons both real and imaginary, 
as we will see. 

But enough said. History continues; there is more to the story Sartre started 
to tell; and more to the pond’s tale as well. We should get back there, before 
it’s too late. 
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We rapidly cart away the dead, we stealthily recover waste, every day 
we mask, in the name of cleaning up, the destruction of the day before. 
We conceal the pillaging of the planet.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, St. Genet: Actor & Martyr (1952)1

Nothing is more central to a dialectical understanding of nature than 
the realization that the conditions necessary for the coming into being 
of some state of the world may be destroyed by the very state of nature 
to which they gave rise.

—Lewontin & Levin, Biology Under the Influence (1997)2

It has been more than a year since I last visited the pond. Too long, I fear. I've 
lost sight of it. It is time to check in, to make sure I haven’t misrepresented it, 
misconstrued it somehow, made it out to be something that it isn’t. As always, 
there is much to see along the trail. A grassy sunny stand of maple, beech, 
poplar to the south, tall and slender and reaching sunward. A muttering 
swamp to the north, thick and green with life and mind. A long flat rock-face 
symmetrically striated by a passing glacier that trounced the ravine not so 
long ago in the scheme of things. A ribbon of laurel draws a jade meridian 
around the mountain. A rusted car masquerades as a greenhouse by a fire 
pit wrapped in blackened rocks and flanked by logs worn smooth by stories 
and laughter and beer. An eroded road. A stream spills westward between 
a stone wall and fades away under fallen leaves and branches. It will show 
itself again further on where it meets the brook just below the pond. 

One might never think there was a navigable river nearby, but for the sev-
eral rivulets that follow the path and cut across it here and there at oblique 
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angles. Some of them are quite wide and deep and ragged from carrying 
away the snowmelt each spring. All of them hint in loose parallel that there 
is somewhere good, perhaps not too far away, for lots of water to flow. They 
are for the most part dried up at this time of year, shrouded a bit more each 
day under another season of growth, resting for the long cold winter, ready 
for the raucous watery work of spring again when the muddy trail will be all 
but impassible on certain days and the gouges will sink a year deeper, spread 
a year wider, bend a bit or straighten a bit or stay the course a bit longer, 
depending on a myriad of little hints and nudges. I pause in the middle of one. 
Knee deep, it is littered with watermelon-sized rocks. A little levee of sticks 
stretches between two sometime boulders, an artifact of a forest’s nudges and 
hints, like all the woods around us, another patient work of earthly creatures 
and worldly powers. The little ersatz dam is relaxed for the moment, still 
bowed from recent experience. 

The trail winds through the trees along the edge of the brook and parallel 
to an old stone wall, the final leg of the path to the pond. The pond is close. 
It already was when I passed that other wall, the one where I once turned off 
the trail now several years ago in search of a pond that wasn’t there to hear 
a tale I thought I knew but didn’t. I amble over a rise, past the crumbling 
stone and brick buildings. Ruins, we call them. Ruins. A glimpse of green 
through the trees where the pond is gives me pause. Something is off. A few 
steps more, and I see the dam. It looks wrong. The spillway appears to have 
crumbled. Fear grips me. Confusion, sadness, even anger, all in rapid suc-
cession, all fusing into a sort of melancholy dismay as my heart sinks. I can-
not believe my eyes. The dam is breached. The pond is gone.

FACing rEAlity

Once again, I have not been entirely forthcoming. Perhaps Heraclitus was 
right after all. “Things keep their secrets,” he said, not at all wistfully.3 First 
came the dam, exposed in chapter 4, and with it the truth that the pond was 
not always, nor only, nor ever wholly, a pond. It was born a reservoir, water 
gathered by human hands to serve human needs, as earthly means toward 
worldly ends. And now a further revelation and a subsequent truth, each more 
difficult to fathom, more than just another workaday ambiguity to feed our 
everyday ambivalence. The dam is breached. The pond is gone. Whatever 
it is or was we have been talking about, a reservoir, a pond, some difficult 
hybrid, something other and more than these, call it what you will: it is no 
more. The pond is not. It is, to borrow Sartre’s original idiom one last time, 
a nothingness, a négatité. Like the pond I sought, the one that wasn’t there 
when I first imagined a pond might have something important to say about 
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things on Earth and whether and how our world fits in, there is no pond at all. 
Not any longer, not anymore. Like the pond I never found, albeit for quite 
different and painfully pertinent reasons, and we must hope, not too prescient 
ones, this one, too, is all dried up. 

As it turns out, neither the tortoise nor the hare has won. We have outrun 
them both. The dam did not disintegrate: it was destroyed, removed from the 
world. The pond did not disappear: it was disappeared, erased from the Earth. 
These allied acts of meticulous disruption and expeditious depletion will ori-
ent the remainder of this study, as they do the future of the Earth and world 
alike—at least for now.

The purpose of this chapter is to turn squarely to the real, to face up to the 
earthly plight we are bringing about by our manner of world making. We will 
begin with some reflections on Sartre’s peculiar brand of realism, and also on 
his idiosyncratic attitude toward the generic and the universal. We will con-
sider the mixed meanings of the pond’s disappearance from the living Earth, 
and of the reservoir’s forced departure from the world. We will think a bit on 
the ways these strange fruits of our labor show the mingling of worldly and 
earthly meanings. And we will think on the state of the world and the state of 
the Earth, and think a bit about what it means to think them together.

Before we proceed, two caveats. First, if it needs to be said, the Earth and 
the world are as intermingled as they are overdetermined. To make sense of 
them is no easy task. As the great limnologist G. Evyln Hutchinson said of 
limnology, so it is with existential ecology: “many quite disparate things must 
be done at once.” And so the mixed task of this chapter commits us to review 
of several disparate and overlapping literatures. Given the situation and the 
stakes, this cannot be avoided. 

Second, in this chapter I employ the language of crisis, and not just the 
title. What’s worse, I even use the language of catastrophe more than once. 
This, too, cannot be avoided. Ours is, in fact, a time of crisis, and I cannot 
avoid the term, as many suggest I should, on grounds that it is not “condu-
cive to hope.” Hope and hopelessness are not our concern. Not here anyway. 
And crisis has a too-often-overlooked dual meaning. I mean crisis in both the 
etymological and medical senses of the term: we are at a turning point; and 
things may go tragically awry. Nor can disaster be ruled out on principle, so 
we cannot avoid the term, as many suggest we should, because of its alleged 
“alarmism.” Where immediate and serious dangers loom, and they do, we 
are right to sound the alarm. One strike at the alarm bell does not an alarmist 
make. So to speak of crisis and catastrophe is not to slip into fatalism. Far 
from it. Success is possible, failure is possible, each in equal measure. Crises 
and catastrophes of various sorts and sizes are possible, too. More than that 
we cannot say. Those who think they know where we will end up, be it a 
sustainability Heaven or an eco-apocalyptic Hell, either overestimate their 
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prognosticative powers or misunderstand the integrative open-endedness of 
the future—or both.

As we will see, the situation is complex, the stakes are high, and the chips 
are down. The question remains, which way will we turn? Which possibilities 
will we realize? One thing is clear: if we are to make any sense of the pos-
sible, we must first get a grip on the real.

in dEFEnSE oF tHE rEAl

Sartre’s ontology is at once realist and relational. These two characteristics 
together, if we follow Sartre’s lead, facilitate a double overcoming of naïve 
realisms and speculative idealisms. In fact, and despite conventional misread-
ings, Sartre could hardly have been more explicit or more emphatic about 
the relationality that characterizes the real; and his ontology can fairly be 
described as a relational realism. A few points of clarification will help to 
situate the point for the purposes of this study.

In the preface to Being and Nothingness, Sartre picks up the relational 
thread: “consciousness in its inmost nature is a relation to a transcendent.”4 
This is not the first time.5 Here as always, for Sartre “transcendence” is 
neither formal, nor theological, or nor mystical; it should be taken in its 
phenomenological sense. The toward-which or about-which of an act of con-
sciousness transcends that consciousness; and this transcendence-toward is 
itself a sufficient index of the real intentionality of consciousness; and, most 
important for the present discussion, the ontological reality of the toward-
which to which it points is a necessary implicate of the same intentionality. 
That is, the object of consciousness lies beyond consciousness. And this tran-
scendence is proof of its reality as transcendent. Whatever may follow the of 
in “all consciousness is consciousness of something,” whether the preposition 
precedes an apple or an alternative or an affect, the object of consciousness 
is “a transcendent being.” And consciousness of that being is a relation. And 
that relation is, itself, reality. From the outset, Sartre is as clear as he is con-
fident of this: “The relation of the regions of being is an original emergence 
and part of the very structure of these beings.”6 Thus it follows that “The 
first procedure of a philosophy ought to be to expel things from conscious-
ness and to re-establish its true connection with the world.”7 And herein lies 
Sartre’s first heresy against Husserl’s return “to the things themselves.” The 
ontological structures Sartre explores (in-itself, for-itself, for-others; the 
body-for-others, the lived body; and later, need/scarcity, practico-inertia/
praxis-process/praxis, series/collective/group-in-fusion, and so on) are not 
phenomenologically separate or independent from the consciousness that will 
explore them, and yet neither are they ontologically dependent upon it. We 
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might call this the double-essentiality of the real. Already in his early essay, 
“A Fundamental Idea of Husserl’s Phenomenology: Intentionality,” Sartre 
affirms that “Consciousness and the world are given at one stroke”; he writes, 
“essentially external to consciousness, the world is nevertheless essentially 
relative to consciousness.”8 The structures of being are phenomenologically 
independent from each other to precisely the extent that they are ontologically 
interdependent. There could be no experience if they were not: “we are under-
taking the study of an ontological relation which must render all experience 
possible and which aims at establishing how in general an object can exist 
for consciousness . . . [it is] a bond of ontological being . . . there is nothing 
which separates the knower from the known.”9 Provided we keep in mind 
that much hangs on this “nothing,” we can say that the distinct structures 
of being are, despite their distinctness, of a piece. Reality and relationality 
are one in the same, even as real, realization, the realized are distinct. The 
double-essence of the real requires that we be able to hold these seemingly 
disparate claims together.

So, what exactly does it mean to be a realist in Sartre’s sense of the term? 
Let us not mince words: for Sartre, there is no independent reality, no reality 
that is objective in the conventional, naïve realist sense of the term, in the 
sense that might be called “folk objectivity.” And this, not because there is no 
real reality, nor because objective reality is actually “subjective”; nor because 
real reality is “out there” while we are stuck “in here” in some sort of mind-
bin; nor because we cannot fully reach reality, as a Kant or Schopenhauer 
might have it, each dividing it up in their way; and not even because reality 
is there but exceedingly difficult to reach, as it is for Plato and Plotinus, to 
name but two of our greatest diviners. For Sartre, these are just so many 
examples of ontological bad faith, what he calls “the sophistry of realism.”10 
There is no objective reality, not in the conventional, non-relational sense. 
There is no reality “out there” that we know “in here,” because that is just the 
way reality is: reality cannot be other than in relation. Reality is this relation. 
On this point Sartre never wavered: reality is relational; relation is reality. To 
think otherwise is to slip down the slope on one or another side of the ridge: 
toward a too-stony materialism or a too-airy idealism. In either case we lose 
sight of the real.

Admittedly, he does impute a certain directionality to the relation. It is an 
oriented realism. Like a compass needle pointing north, the bond of being, at 
least as Sartre conceives it, always points worldward. It always points from 
the human, in whose hand the compass finds its true home, toward the world, 
made by human hands toward human ends. (We will deal with this reflex in 
chapter 9.) The compass is, of course, a most worldly instrument. If its needle 
always gives a bearing toward the world, we must remember that there are 
other compasses that point toward many worlds, and each one points in its 
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way to the Earth, without which there would be no worlds. Reality is the 
relation, indeed. 

AgAinSt tHE uniVErSAl

As we cross the midpoint of the ecological causeway from the ethical con-
siderations of the previous chapter to the more socio-cultural and political-
economic concerns of this one, we should reflect briefly on the nominalist 
imperative that orients Sartre’s relational realism from beginning to end. For 
Sartre’s peculiar brand of nominalism is directly pertinent to an ecologized 
existential philosophy. 

The historically first definition of the nominalism is straightforward 
enough: universals do not exist independently of the terms used to name 
them; or, to say the same thing from the other side, only particulars exist. 
There is no unity or plurality, humanity or animality, truth or goodness or 
justice; there are actual unitary things and actual pluralities of things, there 
are specific humans and there are particular animals, there is this truth-
claim, that good deed, this or that just cause; indexicals like unity, plurality, 
humanity, animality, goodness, truth, and justice as such are only abstract 
universal names we give to concrete and particular manifestations of the 
thing or event or quality to which they point. And there is a second more 
recent strain of nominalism. Here we might benefit again from Sartre’s 
distinction between the “existence of existents” and the “structures of exis-
tence”: the original nominalism is the more ontological, the younger is the 
more metaphysical. If for the former, universal terms don’t name much, so 
to speak, for the latter, much more is at stake. The claim is not just that so-
called universals provide only a posited abstract link to the particular things, 
events, and qualities named. This stronger version of nominalism avers that 
abstract entities as such, e.g., numericity, humanity, causality, etc., do not 
exist in any way, shape, or form. So strictly speaking, universals name noth-
ing at all. Like his realism, Sartre aims to overcome the excesses of these 
two nominalisms. 

It is well known that Sartre’s mistrust of universals was there at the 
beginning. It is perhaps less known that his refusal of the generic continued 
to evolve till the end. We see it in his straightforwardly phenomenological 
disavowal of universal essences in The Imaginary. And we see it in his 
labyrinthine dialectical argument in The Family Idiot that the universal is 
found in the bond between each singular historical epoch and the incar-
nate singularity of each individual life, even as this manifest singularity is 
made possible through the universality that is its manifest historical epoch. 
Sartre’s nominalism was emphatic, and, at times, hyperbolic. No surprises 
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there. As Simone de Beauvoir observes in Prime Life, “Sartre went to 
unheard of extremes in his total rejection of universals. To him, general 
laws and concepts and all such abstractions were nothing but hot air: people, 
he maintained, all agreed to accept them because they effectively masked a 
reality which men found alarming. He, on the other hand, wanted to grapple 
with this living reality.”11 If Sartre was “a nominalist,” it is difficult to situ-
ate his peculiar brand of nominalism within the boundaries of the historical 
debate. It should come as no surprise that Sartre’s exact views concerning 
the significance of universal terms and the ontological status of universals 
are shifting and idiosyncratic, if not wholly unique. And Sartre’s nominal-
ism, at least in its mature dialectical form, is difficult to describe. Still, a 
sketch is possible. 

As we might predict, Sartre lands us somewhere between the ontological 
rigor of classical nominalism and the metaphysical rigidity of the more mod-
ern one. And he works out the details of this middle ground across decades. 
A heuristic approximation of the trajectory would go something like this: 
in Being and Nothingness, and during the several years after it was written, 
Sartre is emphatic about the metaphysical nonexistence of any human nature 
(perhaps the epitome of an abstract universal concept), and he privileged the 
ontological structures of the individual existent (or, we should say, lest he 
be misunderstood again, of the ontological structures of conscious bodily 
experience). In the period from St. Genet through to Critique of Dialectical 
Reason, while Sartre remains predictably adamant in his characterizations 
of the singularity of each particular human, he evermore thoroughly situates 
this concrete and historical singularity within concretely universal historical 
structures, and as responsive to them and expressive of them. Sartre makes it 
sound simple enough: “Thus the universals of the dialectic—principles and 
laws of intelligibility—are individualized universals.”12 This sort of nominal-
ism, again, not surprisingly, touches both of the nominalisms outlined above, 
blending the more ontological and more metaphysical inflections into a typi-
cally Sartrean hybrid notion. And once again, this is no mere fence-sitting. 
By the mid-1960s Sartre gives us his long-developing and consummate 
notion of “singular universality.” Though it appears in skeletal form at least 
as early as the Notebooks for an Ethics, and in incipient form earlier than 
that, it receives its most thorough and accessible explication in a little-known 
and underappreciated lecture on Kierkegaard. There he reasserts the central 
thesis of the Critique, “that dialectical stages are irreducible,” and argues 
at length “that the universal enters History as a singular, in so far as the 
singular institutes itself in it as a universal.” This “paradox” (Sartre’s term) 
of concrete singularity and equally concrete universality together inflect the 
integrative and open-ended dialectic of a historically specific humanity and 
of each experientially particular human’s historical existence. If we follow 
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the argument of “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal,” each of us is at once 
an experiential singularity and an expression of universality, the universal 
manifest in and through and as historical singularity. Each inflection of 
humanity is a historically universal expression of the countless singularities 
of its time. To seek to determine where the singular begins and the universal 
ends, or where the singular ends and the universal begins, is folly. To make 
such determinations one would have to either isolate the historical human 
from history or conflate them. In short, and in either case, one would have to 
reduce the irreducible. 

Leaving aside any contribution Sartre might make to the long history of 
debate over the existence of abstract entities and/or the reality of universals, 
for the purposes of this study Sartre’s nominalism matters for at least two 
reasons. 

The first has to do with the way Sartre’s longstanding rejection of univer-
sals is at once a metaphysical commitment and an ontological description. 
This matters, if only because Sartre is sometimes openly hostile toward 
metaphysics, he often warns against it, and he reveals very few of his own 
metaphysical commitments along the way. If it needs to be said, whatever the 
depth of our metaphysical commitments and tendencies, we all have them. 
And despite his apparent allergy, Sartre is no exception. He has them too. So 
when we catch him revealing one, even if only accidentally, we ought to pay 
attention. 

Sartre most certainly lets a metaphysical tendency slip out where his nomi-
nalism is concerned. We only need stand at the edge of the pond to see why 
it matters. A particular frog, that frog right over there, has enough in com-
mon with every other frog to allow us to think of frogs as a real part of the 
furniture of the universe, so to speak. And each frog is, at the same, unique 
enough to remind us that there is no frogness worth speaking of. Nor does 
any froggish essence exist. And, what’s more, even as we speak of all frogs’ 
amphibian habits, neither the absent universal nor the nonexistent essence 
has any bearing upon this particular frog at this pond today. The word “frog,” 
and all the froggish ideas we might associate with it and build upon it, has 
the obvious convenience of aiding our thinking about frogs—this frog, that 
frog, some frogs, all frogs—if not our understanding of them and their froggy 
ways. But that is as good as it gets. All of this is a way to remind us that 
Sartre will express a conviction regarding a thing, event, quality, what have 
you (as a matter of principle if not always in practice) only if it is evidenced 
in experience. And he will, in turn, endeavor to convince his audience of 
matters regarding that phenomenon only (or, again, at least in principle) on 
the ground of descriptions of the ontological structures of experience—as I 
argued in detail in the First Interval. 



 A Worldly Crisis in Earthly Perspective 263

Second, more important than the opportunity to catch him sneezing, and 
directly related to his allergic reaction to all things metaphysical, universals 
and essences for Sartre do have a practical reality. The very language we use 
to express universals is, after all, language that attempts to capture a particu-
lar human relation. Universality does not so much exist or even happen. It is 
historical; and so it must be made. Catalano puts it succinctly: “universality 
is something that humans achieve.”13 This notion of the universal as neither 
a general metaphysical discovery nor an abstract ontological structure, as 
an always particular and concrete human accomplishment, is profoundly 
relevant to how we name the sources of the social and ecological crises we 
face, and just as profoundly pertinent to how we respond to the crisis. How 
so? For several reasons.

First, Sartre’s consistent and insistent commitment to the metaphysical 
nonexistence of conceptual universals is of a piece with his commitment to 
the ontological primacy of the singular historical individual—which, to be 
clear, is not synonymous with the individual autonomous rights-bearing agent 
of modern political thought. Existential logic trumps conceptual logic; lived 
trumps life. Always. Hands down. Second, Sartre’s mature dialectical nomi-
nalist notion of the “singular universal” or “universal singular” (he uses the 
terms interchangeably), warrants, and I dare say, entails, an ever-increasing 
sensitivity to relations between humans and the other-and-more-than-human, 
between earthly creatures and worldly powers, and between Earth and world 
as such, to take just three salient dialectical pairings among many. And despite 
his frequent and sometimes bombastic comments to the contrary, these are 
neither universals nor abstractions. They are concretely lived complementa-
ries. Third, Sartre’s nominalism challenges those who would be concerned 
about the whole world and the whole Earth to take seriously the relationship 
between the two as a relationship between reality and possibility—and, as we 
will see in the next chapter, between possibility and imagination. Both the 
actual present and possible future are at stake. We find neither in the abstract 
nor in the universal. Both must be made. 

It is easy enough to say these things. The challenge, of course, is to show 
them. Admittedly, we have been interested all along in the true, the good, and 
even the beautiful, so many abstract universals refracted through concrete 
particularities of a pond. As we will see presently, the reality of it all, today at 
the pond as on Earth and in the world, is in so many respects a false reality, an 
unjust reality, and an ugly reality. For heuristic purposes, this reality, our real-
ity today, can be interrogated in two parts: the worldly and the earthly. The 
critical challenge will be to see the two together, the social and the ecological, 
for they are also one (the topic of chapter 8). One step at a time. To see the 
possibilities, we must first understand reality. It is high time for the bitter pill.
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A gloBAl turning point

This is a time of crisis. It is a global crisis, a human crisis, and a worldly 
crisis. All you have to do is look at the way things are arranged in the world 
to see it. So you open your eyes. What do you see? As good a place as any 
to begin is with some numbers. Numbers aren’t moody. It will be good to set 
the stage with a bit of accounting. 

You open your eyes and see a global economy measured in trillions; a 
world population measured in billions; and, if we believe the popular game 
show, “everybody wants to be a millionaire.” Millions, billions, trillions. 
These are the sorts of numbers we hear every day. They are not imaginary 
numbers, they are real. Very real. Millions dying of preventable diseases, 
more than a billion living without adequate food and water, billions more 
living in substandard housing, living with little or no medical care, little or 
no education, little or no security. All of us living under the uneven shadow 
of trillions of dollars of wealth and debt. Before we can even begin to think 
about what all of this means, we must acknowledge that such figures are 
exceedingly difficult to grasp. Numbers in the mere hundreds of thousands 
are difficult enough to get our heads around. Figures in the millions are 
almost inconceivable, whether everybody wants that many dollars or not. 
Any figure in the billions is, for all practical purposes, an unimaginable 
quantity, a magnitude beyond all practical accounting, however happily bil-
lionaires keep track of their billions. And all of this, to say nothing of figures 
in the trillions, which even biologists counting cells in the body and cosmolo-
gists counting stars in the heavens admit to having trouble grasping, however 
easily the economists may calculate national debts or infer the prospects of 
paying them down and however convincingly the bankers promote the ratio-
nality of borrowing more. 

Now think again. The current world population is 7.2 billion, or 
7,200,000,000, or 7.2 × 109. The annual world economy is something on 
the order of 73 trillion dollars. That’s 73,000,000,000,000 or 7.3 × 1012. It is 
difficult to say which form of notation is more abstract, which is easiest to 
grasp. How many are we, really? How much money is that, really? How big 
are these numbers we so nonchalantly bandy about, and that help us to believe 
we have a grip on the medium of exchange and the mediators we count with 
them? As a simple comparison, consider the passing of time, measured in sec-
onds and weeks and years: 1 million seconds pass in about 2 weeks; a billion 
seconds pass in roughly 32 years; a trillion seconds pass in roughly 32,000 
years. Read that again. Ponder it. Large figures, indeed. Millions, billions, 
and trillions are staggering figures, overwhelmingly huge, almost mystical 
quantities. They might as well be different infinities of different sizes, which 
the mathematicians tell us there are; they make about that much sense to us 
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mere mortals who measure a lifetime in decades. The mystics and mathema-
ticians aside, we fleshy humans just have no experiential reference point to 
work with. It is worth reminding ourselves of this every so often: however 
often we hear them, however easily we toss them around, we have little or no 
idea what these numbers really mean.

So you open your eyes and see a world of 7.2 billion people. With each 
passing day there are somewhere on the order of 225,000 more of us at the 
dinner table, at the doctor, in the schoolhouse—if we have one. And we 
are headed for somewhere between 8.5 and 13 billion by mid-century, and 
perhaps as many as 15 billion by century’s end, depending on which demo-
graphic model you choose to accept. (These figures are accurate at the time 
of writing. It should be noted that some demographers have recently pushed 
their estimates nearer to the high end of this spectrum.14) 

Look a little closer and what you see is roughly seven million of those 
billions, about 1% of “us,” in control of something on the order of 35–40% 
of all available wealth. The rest, the 7.19 billion plus of us, must somehow 
share the remaining 55–60%. The divide between the top 1% and the lower 
99% made famous by the Occupy Wall Street movement in late 2011 is no 
mere catch-phrase or tagline. It is real. It’s math. The genius of the mantra, 
“We are the 99%,” was and remains just that: it’s math. However slippery 
the third-person plural pronoun may be, the fundamental claim is mathemati-
cally true, and true in that special way that only mathematical claims can be 
true. If you do the right things on one side of the equals sign, you will get 
safely and correctly to the other side. The data are there.15 Gross and increas-
ing economic inequality is reality. All of this is just true. Just do the math. 
To say nothing of the gross inequities suffered by the lower tiers the 99%. 
And even if one is skeptical of the data, if one worries about the details at 
finer-grained levels of comparison and analysis, somehow imagines that it’s 
not quite so bad as all that makes it sound, how deep a rift would be accept-
able? How wide a chasm between the have-mores and the have-lesses and 
between the have-enoughs and the have-nots would be acceptable? Which 
margin of error would vitiate the central point? Would a shift from 1%/99% 
to 10%/90%, be acceptable? Of course not. Is the 20%/80% divide that tends 
to orient the liberal horizon of the sustainable development discussion be 
more acceptable? Surely not. 70/30? 60/40? 50/50? Well, that would be quite 
an improvement. And, in a world of artificial scarcity where all real needs 
could in fact be met, it would be just as unacceptable. Pick a number. Place 
your bets. The casino always wins. In later sections we will look with Sar-
tre’s help at just why and how it does. If its tactics are many, its stratagems 
turn out to be few and simple.

In a world where a tiny fraction takes nearly half, and all the rest must 
somehow share the remainder, and where there are so many to do the sharing 
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and so many who have so near to nothing, something is terribly awry. The 
statistics are bleak, to put it mildly. And in a world of plenty, they are uncon-
scionable. This is hardly news. Everybody knows it. It is an open secret. And 
we have another.

A plAnEtAry CroSSroAdS

Like the worldly statistics, the earthly statistics are also bleak. Though they 
are less vivid for more than half of us who live in cities, far from the land 
and even farther from the wild—if such a place there is anymore—the num-
bers are just as easy to come by. And they are just as difficult to fathom, 
despite their comparative smallness. Consider just a few of the better-known 
problems. We are already committed to global warming in excess of the 2 
degrees Celsius that has been determined, not without controversy, to be the 
safe limit if we are to avert “catastrophic effects” of climate change. A mere 
two degrees. Ocean acidification, a direct result of climate change, is raising 
the pH of sea water everywhere. It has already risen from its historic level of 
8.25 to 8.14, a 30% change that is already diminishing the capacity of many 
species of corals to make their skeletons and many species of plankton to 
make their shells. Coral reefs are a key source of marine biodiversity, and 
plankton play a critical role in marine foodwebs. If they go extinct, much 
will change. Speaking of extinction, while experts disagree on the precise 
extent of biodiversity loss, they do agree that current extinction rates are at 
a level somewhere between 100 to 1000 times the natural background rate. 
Hundreds or a thousand: these are numbers we can make experiential sense 
of; they are separated by an order of magnitude; and in either case and any-
where in between, we are at the beginning of a sixth mass extinction event in 
the history of life on Earth, a mass extinction that we are causing. According 
to numerous studies, anywhere from a third to as many as one half of species 
on Earth could face extinction by mid-century. If it needs to be said, extinc-
tion is irrevocable, despite what genetic hackers might be able to do with the 
remnant DNA of a handful of lost species. Extinction is forever. This is as 
true of the three to five species that will go extinct today as it is of the tens of 
thousands that have been lost in the past century. Every minute an amount of 
forest the size of three football fields is lost, due largely to the expansion of 
agriculture. And that same agriculture causes the degradation and loss of soil 
at a rate of something on the order 25 million tons each year, against a topsoil 
replenishment rate of mere inches per century. Arable land is becoming desert 
at a rate just under 10 million acres per year, creeping along at several inches 
per year. The statistics on pollution of air, land, and sea are, in a word, hor-
rific. And the relevant numbers get big again. But let’s forget the fantastical 
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millions for now; inches in years and centuries we know and understand. 
Things are changing, and changing fast.

It is difficult to know which environmental issue matters most or to choose 
which ecological problem to focus on. There are just so many, and they all 
matter. In anticipation of the next two sections, I will end this first pass with 
a shift in level of abstraction. Consider the ecological concept of overshoot. 
Just a few years ago a group of ecologists calculated that to satisfy all of our 
world’s demands on the Earth, to support all our “consumption” and absorb 
all our “waste,” we would need slightly more than one and a half planets—
some say more. Of course, as we saw in the previous chapter, nothing is really 
consumed and nothing really wasted here on Earth. Hence the scare quotes. 
The whole Earth has plenty to give and plenty of time to take out the trash. Its 
hominid part, not so much. More on that later in the chapter. The ecologists 
say the number of planets we need is nudging rapidly toward two. We need 
more than one planet to keep doing what we are doing, yet we have only one 
at our disposal—pun intended. 1.5 or 2, these are small numbers with big 
implications. So much for the dismal numbers. The numbers, great and small, 
barely scratch the surface.

oF CApACitiES And BoundAriES

A related though different vantage point upon the environmental and eco-
logical crisis is provided by two further key concepts: carrying capacity 
and planetary boundaries. Both concepts are somewhat more concrete than 
that of overshoot, in the sense that the capacities and boundaries in question 
are predicated of the planet we currently inhabit, which is the only one we 
actually have—in contrast to the extra one we don’t have. Though both are 
scientific concepts and so are rigorously grounded in mathematics, they have 
the philosophical benefit of permitting the less mathematically inclined some 
direct access to the ecological discussion. The concept of carrying capac-
ity has been around for several decades, that of planetary boundaries for 
just a few years, and the two complement each other well. Moreover, taken 
together they give some theoretical and empirical tooth to the hypothesis of 
overshoot.

At the root of the concept of carrying capacity is a deceptively simple 
idea: limits beget limits. A finite ecosystem can support a finite community 
of life. This is as much a logical inference as a mathematical necessity. And 
this logic and necessity apply at every level of analysis, from systemic limits 
upon the number of individuals of a particular species, to limits upon relative 
numbers of predators and prey, to limits upon both as hosts to their respective 
parasites; from limits upon relatively isolated local bacterial, fungal, plant, 
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animal communities, to limits upon relations between and among omni-
vores and carnivores and herbivores across a given bioregion; from relations 
between microscopic photosynthesizers and decomposers and on outward to 
relations between and among ecosystems and biomes and the biosphere as a 
whole. Again, the logic is as easy as the math is hard: since each ecosystem, 
however small or large, has known (or at least intelligible) limits, each eco-
system has known (or at least intelligible) carrying capacity. 

To put it in somewhat more technical terms, carrying capacity is the idea 
that a given ecosystem can support a limited biotic community, the aggregate 
energetic needs of which must be equal to or less than those available in the 
system. Such needs are satisfied directly by availability of basic resources, 
e.g., sunlight, water, nutrients, nesting materials; and indirectly by local 
conditions and available habitat, e.g., appropriate climate, sufficient space 
for hunting and/or foraging, suitable settings for nesting, breeding, rearing of 
young, and so on. Diminish one or another of these and the carrying capacity 
of the ecosystem will be diminished. Diminish any of them severely or sev-
eral of them at once and local carrying capacity will be severely diminished. 
It is a simple inference. It is also simple enough to extrapolate outward and 
upward in spatiotemporal scale and speak of a carrying capacity of bioregions 
and biomes, and of the biosphere and the whole Earth system.

Though carrying capacity is a well-established and mature concept in ecol-
ogy, the details are still hotly debated; and so is the significance of the con-
cept for conservation and sustainability. The controversy is unsurprising, if 
only because the deductive simplicity of the carrying capacity concept in the 
abstract masks a far greater and recondite complexity in concrete biotic com-
munities and ecological systems, where we are stuck with the messy business 
of inductive inference in a setting of dynamic and shifting interconnectivities 
and unpredictably coupled periodic and stochastic change. That said, the 
basic idea of carrying capacity seems unimpeachable: a limited ecosystem 
can support a limited biotic community. In that sense, it is really an economic 
idea, about which more below. We need not dwell on it further here.

As a sort of critical supplement to the concept of carrying capacity, social 
and natural scientists have introduced the idea planetary boundaries, which 
might count as a proper notion in an ecologized sense of Sartre’s term. For 
it is in its way “a thought that carries time within itself”;16 that is, a truly 
planetary boundary must, by definition, involve ecological, biological, and 
evolutionary time within itself. Whether a concept or a notion—we need 
not decide it here—the idea of planetary boundaries points squarely at the 
burgeoning ecological crisis. It is intuitive. We sense that we are pushing 
past edges.

Planetary boundaries were first proposed only in 2009 by Johan Rockstrom, 
along with a further twenty-eight internationally recognized colleagues, 
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representing expertise in more than a dozen fields of environmental research, 
among them conservation biology, arctic biology, geography, marine and ter-
restrial ecology, climatology, meteorology, hydrology, earth system science, 
environmental change and sustainability science, ecological economics—
and, not least in the context of this study, limnology, the science of freshwater 
lakes and ponds and rivers. This motley crew argues that there are meaningful 
and measurable biogeochemical thresholds of change in existing earth system 
processes; thresholds which, if surpassed, all but guarantee substantial, irre-
versible, unpredictable, and sometimes sudden changes in the functioning of 
the Earth system; and at least some of which changes are likely to be deleteri-
ous and possibly calamitous for contemporary regional and global civiliza-
tions. The authors’ introductory comments are worth quoting in their entirety:

Although Earth has undergone many periods of significant environmental 
change, the planet’s environment has been unusually stable for the past 10,000 
years. This period of stability—known to geologists as the Holocene—has 
seen human civilizations arise, develop and thrive. Such stability may now be 
under threat. Since the Industrial Revolution, a new era has arisen, the Anthro-
pocene [we will return to this concept below, M.A.], in which human actions 
have become the main driver of global environmental change. This could see 
human activities push the Earth system outside the stable environmental state of 
the Holocene, with consequences that are detrimental or even catastrophic for 
large parts of the world. During the Holocene, environmental change occurred 
naturally and Earth’s regulatory capacity maintained the conditions that enabled 
human development. Regular temperatures, freshwater availability and biogeo-
chemical flows all stayed within a relatively narrow range. Now, largely because 
of a rapidly growing reliance on fossil fuels and industrialized forms of agricul-
ture, human activities have reached a level that could damage the systems that 
keep Earth in the desirable Holocene state. The result could be irreversible and, 
in some cases, abrupt environmental change, leading to a state less conducive to 
human development. Without pressure from humans, the Holocene is expected 
to continue for at least several thousands of years.17

The last line might better have been inverted and rendered in the conditional: 
the Holocene would have continued for several thousand years, had it not 
been for the pressures exerted upon the Earth by our world. The deed is done. 
The Holocene is over, as we will see.

Again, our concern in this chapter is to face up to social and ecological 
reality. To do so with any precision requires not only clear thinking but atten-
tion to detail and, more importantly, specific parameters. And the planetary 
boundaries hypothesis aims to give us just that: quantifiable purchase on the 
qualitative character, extent, and trajectory of human impacts on the Earth 
system. Rockstrom et al. rightly note that this represents “a new approach to 
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defining biophysical preconditions for human development.” The proposed 
boundaries aim to provide quantitative indices of “the safe limits outside of 
which the Earth system cannot continue to function in a stable, Holocene-
like state”18—where “Holocene-like state” means nothing other than the 
conditions under which all human civilizations were able to emerge and 
develop, warts and all. Despite the characteristically probabilistic scientific 
understatement of the hypothesis—borne by the frequent use of conditionals 
like “could” and “should,” and “may” and “even” and “might” throughout 
the article—the authors are clear enough about what we must not allow to 
happen. If we wish to sustain a relatively recognizable and sufficiently stable 
planetary ecology within which to pursue the work of socializing and world 
making, we would do well not to transgress these planetary boundaries.

What boundaries do they propose? The authors identify nine of them: (1) 
climate change, (2) rate of biodiversity loss, (3a) interference with the nitro-
gen cycle and (3b) phosphorous cycle, (4) stratospheric ozone depletion, (5) 
ocean acidification, (6) global fresh water use, (7) change in land use, (8) 
chemical pollution, and (9) atmospheric aerosol loading. These are not the 
only candidates for boundary status. The authors suggest that there are likely 
to be others. Each of the proposed boundaries is the subject of extensive and 
ongoing research; and regarding each the general consensus is that anthropo-
genic changes are substantial and deleterious. 

The authors argue, on the basis of a vast empirical literature on global 
environmental change, that we have already passed three of these bound-
aries: climate change, biodiversity loss, and nitrogen cycle interference; 
we are fast approaching four more of them: boundary crossings in global 
freshwater exploitation, land use change, ocean acidification, and interfer-
ence in the phosphorous cycle are imminent; and, regarding all nine of 
them, we are, as it were, pushing the Earth envelope: in each case we are 
forcing “rates of change that cannot continue without significantly erod-
ing the resilience of major components of Earth-system functioning.”19 
While many of these erosive changes are predictable within known, often 
large margins of error, at least some of them are extremely difficult if not 
impossible to anticipate, due in large measure to the relational complexity 
of the elements of the Earth system itself. What’s worse, a few of them are 
likely to be swift and possibly game-changing at the regional if not plan-
etary scale. The living Earth responds in more than one way to perturba-
tions: “Although Earth’s complex systems sometimes respond smoothly to 
changing pressures, it seems that this will prove to be the exception rather 
than the rule. Many subsystems of Earth react in a nonlinear, often abrupt, 
way, and are particularly sensitive around threshold levels of certain key 
variables.” If it is difficult to know when exactly such thresholds will be 
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crossed, what the Earth scientists think they know is predictably unset-
tling: “If these thresholds are crossed, then important subsystems, such 
as a monsoon system, could shift into a new state, often with deleterious 
or potentially even disastrous consequences for humans.”20 What’s more, 
and worse, given the open-ended and integrative character of the planetary 
system, changes in the functional parts must of necessity yield changes in 
the functional whole. Strictly speaking, no part is perfectly insulated from 
the others, nor isolated from the whole. As the authors observe, “Although 
the planetary boundaries are described in terms of individual quantities and 
separate processes, the boundaries are tightly coupled. We do not have the 
luxury of concentrating our efforts on any one of them in isolation from the 
others.”21 This is a familiar refrain. Everything is connected to everything 
on Earth—and in the world, as it turns out. 

And so it is with overshoot, carrying capacity, and planetary boundaries. 
Given their origins in ecology and other Earth sciences, the three concepts 
are intimately linked. This should come as no surprise. What is surprising, 
or should be, is that the most evident source of their interrelation, and the 
scale at which it is most readily discernible, is us. At this historical juncture, 
a single species, Homo sapiens, the world of the wise humans is pushing 
the Earth past its capacities and boundaries. If it needs to be said again, the 
stakes are high and increasingly perilous on both fronts. It would behoove us 
to hedge our bets.

WHAt’S in A nAmE?

So things have changed and things continue to change here on Earth, as 
in the world. Once again, this is not news. What is news, if anything is, 
is the historic character of this change. At this juncture, the moral, social, 
and political economy of the human world and the physical, chemical, 
and biological ecology of planet Earth are tightly imbricated aspects of a 
single changing reality. This is not exactly news, either. Earth and world 
are coupled, and they always have been. This has always been so, for as 
long as we have been around. But it has never been so in quite the way it 
is today. Geologists even have name for it. Paul Crutzen has aptly named 
it the Anthropocene Epoch. This is an unpopular notion for many environ-
mentalists, who worry fairly enough that it reaffirms and retrenches the 
worst foibles of the worst varieties of anthropocentrism. And if many self-
descried environmentalists still resist the term, and they do have a point, 
so some geologists resist the term, too.22 Big ideas that make sense tend to 
have this divisive effect.
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By naming our epoch the Anthropocene, Crutzen and others mean to point 
out a notable change here on Earth, a planetary transformation at least as 
noteworthy as the recession of the glaciers some 12,000 years ago when we 
entered the Holocene and undertook the work of civilization. They mean this 
in the patient way that only geologists can mean it. This time not melting ice 
but burning fossils are changing the planet, and we anthropoids are tending 
the fires; our fossil-fueled world is the single most potent force of earthly 
change. They mean to say that biologically, ecologically, evolutionarily, and 
geologically, what we are doing is having a greater terrestrial impact than all 
the earthquakes, volcanoes, and avalanches, to say nothing of the still-shifting 
tectonic plates. When people who think about change at the pace of rock start 
to make such suggestions, we ought to hear them out. And the burden of 
proof is increasingly well satisfied. Like it or not, we are changing the Earth 
rapidly, dramatically, and perhaps irrevocably. This is a truth of our time, 
however many things it means, and whether we call it the “Anthropocene” or 
the “late Holocene” or anything else. 

If the significance of the claim is complex, the basic idea behind the 
Anthropocene thesis is uncomplicated: humankind is now a properly geologic 
force on Earth. We have long been a biological, ecological, and even evo-
lutionary force. To call our impact geological is to shift to an even broader 
spatiotemporal scale. Who knows? Perhaps one day we will be a cosmic 
force; and cosmologists will have something to say about it. This remains 
to be seen. Be that as it may, if we were all to disappear today, the environ-
mental effects of our presence on the Earth system—particularly certain of 
the physical, chemical, and biological effects—would endure for hundreds of 
thousands of years, and some of them for millions of years. These are geo-
logical timescales. As an epoch, then, the Anthropocene is meant to be added 
to the list of other geological ages, the epochs, eras, periods, and so on, as part 
of the broad periodization of Earth history. 

The term has not been formally adopted by the geological community, 
but a large and interdisciplinary group of scientists is examining the merits 
of doing so. As Zalasiewiz et al. note, “It is unlikely that the Anthropocene 
will have an easy and uncontested passage through the various committees 
particularly as it is novel not just as a time unit, but novel, indeed unprec-
edented, as regards its analysis and consideration.”23 Its unprecedented and 
novel qualities are also its greatest strengths.

Consider a few of the details. A first thing to note is the temporal scale. The 
conventional periodizations concern three overlapping but vastly different 
timescales: geological, evolutionary, and ecological. The idea of the Anthro-
pocene is that much as heat was the most prominent forcing agent during 
the Hadean Eon, and oxygen was the most prominent forcing agent during 
the so-called “great oxidation” that was the evolutionary turning point of the 
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Archaean Eon, so humankind, Anthropos, is the most prominent forcing agent 
on Earth today. The naming thus takes the familiar notion of “anthropogenic 
forcing,” employed in a broad range of discussions of global environmental 
change, extends its application to the framework of planetary-scale history, 
and makes it comprehensive: we are the most potent force on Earth now and 
for the foreseeable future. This is not to say that there are no other forces at 
work; only that if the question concerns the history of Earth as it relates to 
its future, the main driver of change now and for the future at any relevant 
timescale is human conduct. This latter formulation is not incidental. It is not 
about the way things are, but about the way things are done and who is doing 
what. The Anthropocene is not a state or condition. It is, like all other periods 
in Earth history since the advent of life, the dynamic result of the combined 
interactions of geological, chemical, and biological forces. Its distinctive 
characteristic is that all of these processes are now being transformed at the 
planetary scale, both spatially and temporally, by human activity.

Not since the so-called “first great oxidation” over two billion years 
ago, when the first photosynthetic cyanobacteria showed up on the scene 
and managed to bring oxygen levels from tenths of a percent to one or two 
percent, has a single species had such a dramatic impact on Earth. And if 
we accept the biological fact that those blue-green algae, the cyanobacte-
ria, were not a species, strictly speaking—since prokaryotic bacteria freely 
exchange their DNA through mitosis, without the need for sexual meiosis, 
which makes the species line difficult if not impossible to draw—it is fair 
to say that no single species ever has had an impact like ours is having. Not 
even close. The Anthropocene is, in this sense, a first here on Earth. Whether 
we like it or not, we are now the most powerful forcing agent in the Earth 
system. And whether we like the name or not, calling it the Anthropocene 
has the advantage of accuracy and honesty. We have unwittingly brought 
the Earth community to a present defined by our world. And any sketch of 
any possible future on this planet will be determined in large measure by the 
reality of our profound impact now and in the decades and centuries to come. 
In this sense, just as we might have called the period of the great oxidation, 
the “Cyanocene,” had more biologically and ecologically inclined geologists 
been in charge of the naming, the Anthropocene is just a name for our most 
notable achievement—albeit more for ill than for good to date. It seems 
worth noting that most earthlings today benefit from the presence of oxygen 
first made possible by those ancient blue-green algae. Who knows what our 
long-term bequest will be.

And here enter the difficulties. The theoretical and empirical strengths 
of the Anthropocene discourse are of a piece with its moral ambiguity and 
political deficiency. As a description of our circumstance, of where we are 
and how we have gotten here, and even of how future earth scientists are 
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likely (or, if there are any, would be likely) to interpret the ecological, evo-
lutionary, and geological record of this period, the Anthropocene logic is as 
impeccable as the evidence is compelling. In this sense the scientists who 
advocate the notion are just doing their job: naming the phenomena that are 
explained in light of the evidence. They are doing “good science.” But is 
it the best or the only or the most pertinent way to name and interpret the 
current earthly and worldly situation? A hint of an answer is in the question 
itself. True, earthly and worldly phenomena are analytically separable. The 
existence of the nature/culture, ecology/society, earth/world divide within 
the sciences is rooted in this apparent distinction; and it is always worth 
taking appearances seriously. Still, as we saw in Part II, Earth and world 
are phenomenologically and dialectically one. They are not static totali-
ties bumping up against each other like billiard balls, explicable in purely 
regressive terms, a mere sequence of isometrically reactive events, this 
one of the Earth, that one of a world. Earth and world are always already 
together, distinct and unseparable elements of a single dynamic process, a 
progressive totalization of intermingled physical, chemical, and biological 
agencies. And this is precisely where the Anthropocene discourse falls short: 
the good science of the Anthropocene is also bad science, and not without 
a hint of irony, precisely because it is anthropocentric—and arguably in the 
most erroneous and pernicious sense of the term. Any but the most subtle 
and nuanced interpretations of it will have anthropocentric effects. In short, 
the Anthropocene discourse slips easily, and perhaps inevitably, toward a 
renewed narrative of human mastery and domination of the Earth. So be 
it. Whatever its ultimate fate before the committees, the concept of the 
Anthropocene has taken hold of the imaginations of many. It is a vivid and 
grim reminder that the sources of the current social and ecological crisis are 
all but entirely human. 

So how do we do it? It does seem fair to wonder. It is not too much of a 
reduction, I think, to suggest that the roots of the Anthropocene epoch are 
three: capitalism, colonialism, and consumerism. These are the roots of the 
earthly and worldly crisis, of the real turning point we face, and of the pos-
sibility of a tragic finale. Bearing in mind what we said about Sartre’s peculiar 
brands of realism and nominalism, and staying close to the concepts of over-
shoot, carrying capacity, planetary boundaries, and the Anthropocene, I think 
we can say, without leaving too much out, that this intimately intertwined 
triad of capitalism, colonialism, and consumerism are manifest as a concrete 
particular; they are together and at once unraveling the integrity of the global 
social system and civilization, such as it is, and the integrity of the planetary 
ecological system upon which all life and every civilization depends. Sartre 
thought about each of these things in his way.
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CApitAliSt World 

As noted more than once in this study, Sartre emphatically denied the perti-
nence of Nature to thinking the human problematic. Of course he recognizes 
Nature as the source of all material provision. Nature is the given, ever neces-
sary. And ever insufficient, Sartre would add. We are the exceptional takers, 
who must live our contingent necessity as singular universality; and our sort 
of living entails, for Sartre, an exclusive manner of surpassing the given as 
transcendence toward the possible. Even as late as 1975, he sings the same 
tune. In a single breath he uproots us from Nature and roots us in it: “The 
development of the human species has placed it in conditions that are no 
longer natural; but it nevertheless retains relations to Nature.” In the next two 
breaths he amplifies our exceptional status and makes our club an exclusive 
one: “The real problems of the human species today, the problems of class, 
capital, and so on, are problems that have no relation to Nature. They are 
posed by the human species in its historical movement, and that leaves Nature 
outside of them.”24 Yet despite the emphatic tenor of these claims, Sartre was 
still ambivalent. He had already said in the same interview, “I raise the class 
question, the social question, starting from being, which is wider than class, 
since it is also a question that concerns animals and inanimate objects.”25 
That he admits our continuing “relations to Nature” at all suggests at least 
a dim awareness of the taproot of our world. That he mentions “animals” at 
all, and alongside “inanimate things,” hints at a dim awareness of our earthly 
relations with other creatures and powers. Perhaps I go too far. In any case, 
in a thoroughgoing dialectics relation rules. Relations beget mediations; 
mediations beget relations. And so it must be with all relations and media-
tions between human and other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers. 

We have already explored (in chapter 5) the dialectical opening provided 
by Sartre’s ontological ambivalence toward the relation between humanity 
and Nature. Here we see that same ambivalence providing a further dialecti-
cal opening, now as a more political-economic ambivalence in regard to rela-
tions among praxis and nature and capitalism. Sartre’s critique of capitalism 
is oblique, so we will need to approach it indirectly. In the context of the 
global social and ecological crisis, in addition to Marxism, two which Sartre 
committed himself as both critic and advocate from the mid-1940s onward, 
the two economic theories most relevant to a Sartrean critique of capitalism 
are environmental economics and its more critical offspring, ecological eco-
nomics. To begin on terrain Sartre might have found most comfortable, we 
can set the stage with a few key themes in the Marxist critique of mainstream 
environmental economics, and a few of the reasons behind some Marxists’ 
cautious embrace of ecological economics. 
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On the positive side, the more radical approach of ecological economics 
must be rigorously distinguished from mainstream environmental economics. 
John Bellamy Foster helpfully summarizes the “three-stage process” of the 
latter: 

First, they break the environment down into specific goods and services, sepa-
rated out from the biosphere and even from particular ecosystems, in such a 
way as to make them into commodities (to a degree), for example, the timber 
available in a particular forest. . . . Then [second] these goods and services  
are given an imputed price through the construction of supply and demand 
curves. . . . Finally [third], various market mechanisms and policy instruments 
are devised in order to either change prices in existing markets or to create new 
markets so as to achieve the desired level of environmental protection. 

In brief, for environmental economists, the task is to determine the exchange 
value of earthly entities and processes: “The overall logic is one of bring-
ing the earth within the balance sheet.”26 And this logic is by definition an 
abstractive logic. 

Thus, on the negative side, environmental economics does not—and by its 
own logic, cannot—take account of “the anti-ecological tendencies inherent 
to capital,” tendencies which are at least threefold according to Joel Kovel:27

1. Capital tends to degrade conditions of its own production.
2. Capital must expand without end in order to exist.
3. Capital leads to a chaotic world-system increasingly polarized between 

rich and poor. 

This tendency, requirement, and trajectory coalesce in a political economy 
that is, by definition, anti-ecological. Capitalism works, insofar as it does, 
by systematic disruption of ecological processes at every scale, from the 
local to the regional to the planetary; and so, by default, it undermines the 
evolved and, if it needs to be said, still-evolving system of ecological checks 
and balances; and it necessarily yields both an increasingly impoverished 
Earth and an increasingly polarized world. Kovel summarizes the point 
thusly:

The essential argument for environmental economics within the capitalist sys-
tem is that by privatizing nature people learn to care for it as their property. 
However, the problem is that, being made property, nature is a priori severed 
from its ecosystemic ways of being. Thus the ceaseless rendering into com-
modities, with its monetization and exchange, breaks down the specificity and 
intricacy of ecosystems.28
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Somehow, environmental economics misses this. Thus when environmental 
economists treat all naturally occurring things and processes as commodities, 
they effectively sidestep these “anti-ecological tendencies inherent to capi-
tal”;29 and so fail to see the simple ecological truth: a system rooted in the 
profit motive and the goal endless accumulation cannot adequately address 
the ecological crisis. Quite the contrary. Such a system is guaranteed to pro-
duce an ecological crisis.

In contrast to their orthodox cousins, the more heterodox ecological 
economists are by and large sensitive to these latter points. For this reason, 
among other, many Marxists will at least meet them half way. While many 
do avail themselves of the abstractive and arithmetic accounting methods of 
mainstream economics, their approach is distinguished by a guiding ecologi-
cal insight, a straightforward ecological deduction: infinite growth on a finite 
planet is impossible. This point is axiomatic for ecological economists, and 
thus fundamentally separates them from their mainstream cousins, for whom 
growth is the be-all and end-all of economics and of any economy worth its 
salt. Still, there is only so much salt and only so much energy available to 
gather it. The ecological economists’ rejection of the growth mantra is thus 
grounded in both mathematics and thermodynamics. 

The logic of ecological economics is sufficiently borne out by the math. 
One need not do the calculations; it is intuitive. A finite pool of resources 
cannot support infinite exploitation of those resources. It just does not add up. 
This is as true of all the oil or coltan in the ground as it was of the water in 
our pond. In the real world, finitude trumps infinity every time. This view, if 
taken seriously, is a devastating blow to the mainstream economic principle 
of sustained and permanent growth as the sign of a healthy economy, for such 
growth is literally unsustainable where resources are finite. It follows that all 
really existing permanent-growth-based capitalist economies are by defini-
tion unsustainable and unhealthy. In this sense, and within the frameworks 
of both Marxian political economy and ecological economics, an economy 
predicated upon endless growth is strongly analogous to a cancer. And the 
analogy is often invoked by both camps.

From the perspective of ecological economics, even if not from the per-
spective of every self-described ecological economist, a truly sustainable 
economy would have to be a zero-growth or steady-state economy. This 
follows from the axiom of finitude, and from thermodynamics. The “ecologi-
cal” in ecological economics comes from the fact that all ecological systems 
are cycling thermodynamic systems, each nested within and/or a nest for 
other cycling thermodynamic systems. Taking into account the whole spatial 
and temporal spectrum, from the planetary scale, nothing gets used up and 
nothing gets wasted. This is the earthly thermodynamic compliment to the 
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arithmetic of finitude that defines any world. Put more positively, from an 
ecospheric perspective, everything gets recycled; all use is reuse. 

The problem, at least for us, is that much of the reuse and recycling hap-
pen at evolutionary and even geological timescales. These are spans of time 
that have little or nothing to do with the biological and ecological timescales 
that are relevant to the lived experience of human beings and even to social, 
political, and economic histories of civilizations. The ecological economist 
attempts to take this into account by always seeing the worldly economy as a 
narrow subsystem nested within the broader ecology of Earth. But still we are 
left with the immediacy of lived historical crisis, both social and ecological.

Despite the apparent blindness of environmental economics and the inevi-
table myopia even of ecological economics—human vision is finite, too—the 
challenge is clear: we must somehow move beyond the extractivist growth-
based capitalist system. Effectively sidestepping debates over the viability of 
capitalism, socialism, communism, and all the rest of the economic isms, in 
his Treading Softly, Thomas Princen distills the essence of the current system. 
He calls it “the mining economy.” And it comes with its own axiom:

A mining economy takes as axiomatic that resources are to be used and, when 
a rational calculation can be made, used up. It explores, tests, extracts, manu-
factures, distributes, consumes, throws away, then goes back for more. When 
the stuff is all gone, it goes elsewhere, to new frontiers where raw materials 
and places to dump abound. What it leaves behind is waste. In fact, a mining 
economy creates waste, unlike nature’s economy where, in ecological commu-
nities, one organism’s excretion is another’s nutrient.”30 

The challenge of “treading softly,” both of the book and the act, is to reinte-
grate the satisfaction of human metabolic and cultural needs into the integra-
tive ecological functioning of the biogeochemical metabolism of the whole 
Earth system. This, too, is a concern shared by both ecological economists 
and Marxian political economists. Following in the wake of John Bellamy 
Foster’s remarkable eco-critical study of Marx’s oeuvre, Marx’s Ecology, 
Marxist and ecological economists have taken with increasing seriousness the 
decidedly Marxian notion of the “metabolic rift.”31 We have made the rift by 
our manner of world making. If we are to enjoy a future on a habitable planet 
with a livable world, we must mend that rift. The question, of course, is how 
to mend it. Numerous answers have been proposed.

E. F. Schumacher is among the founding figures of ecological econom-
ics. He took the contradiction of finite earthly provision and infinite worldly 
demand as the baseline issue for his influential Small is Beautiful: Econom-
ics as if People Mattered. On the third page he draws an analogy between 
what we are doing with the “natural capital” of Earth and a business that was 
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“rapidly consuming its capital.” Clearly, the business must fail. Schumacher 
goes on to tie this analogy to the problem at hand—yes, the crisis was evident 
even then. “We find, therefore, that the idea of unlimited economic growth, 
more and more until everybody is saturated with wealth, needs to be seri-
ously questioned on at least two counts: the availability of basic resources 
and, alternatively or additionally, the capacity of the environment to cope 
with the degree of interference implied.”32 His phrasing is, to say the least, 
delicate. That the idea of unlimited growth “needs to be seriously questioned” 
is putting it mildly, at least if the questioner has a modicum of ecological 
understanding. 

Soon after Schumacher’s seminal work appeared, Herman Daly published 
his Steady State Economics, in which he developed the same post-growth 
line of thinking with far greater logical and mathematical rigor. In his “Eco-
nomics in a Full World,” published in a 2005 issue of Scientific American, 
Daly reiterates the point he made three decades earlier: “Relying on growth 
in this way might be fine if the global economy existed in a void, but it does 
not. Rather the economy is a subsystem of the finite biosphere that supports 
it.”33 The italicized phrase, in various formulations, has become the guiding 
mantra of ecological economics. Thus to the mainstream economists, and 
even most self-described environmental economists who still tout the demand 
for growth to the point that it has justly been called the “growth fetish,” a 
moniker made famous by Clive Hamilton’s influential book of the same 
name,34 Daly retorts: “But the facts are plain and uncontestable: the biosphere 
is finite, nongrowing, closed (except for the constant input of solar energy), 
and constrained by the laws of thermodynamics. Any subsystem, such as the 
economy, must at some point cease growing and adapt itself to a dynamic 
equilibrium, something like a steady state.” Like the intuitive arithmetic of 
finitude, this thermodynamic logic is impeccable—indeed, inductively grasp-
able with ease by any seven-year-old faced with a cup of hot chocolate, a 
second empty cup, and an older sibling for a conversation partner. And yet 
the same logic is generally ignored or outright denied by mainstream adult 
economists who hold doctoral degrees, distinguished professorships and/or 
high positions as policy-makers, all of whom one may presume have highly 
refined deductive and inductive faculties. Not to put too fine a point on it, the 
resistance to this idea among mainstream economists is, strictly speaking, 
irrational. There is no better word for it. Of course, in some cases the word 
pathological might also apply. Be that as it may, pathological or not, the 
economic irrationalism of permanent growth is entrenched. 

So ecological economics makes a powerful and in many respects unim-
peachable ecological critique of mainstream economics, and provides a clear 
direction for thinking about the necessary characteristics of sustainable econ-
omies—that is, for economies conducive to maintaining a habitable planet 
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and livable worlds now and in the future. In their Economics Unmasked: 
From Power and Greed to Compassion and the Common Good, Philip Smith 
and Manfred Max-Neef pull no punches:

The economic system under which we live does more than force the great major-
ity of humankind to live their lives in indignity and poverty. It also threatens all 
forms of life—indeed life itself. The merciless onslaught on the life-sustaining 
capacity of ecosystems brought about by the ten- to hundredfold increase in 
production and the consequent poisoning and depletion of reserves in recent 
decades is not a chance property of the system. It is inherent to the system itself. 
It is a direct consequence of the view of life, human and non-human, fostered by 
neoliberal economic thinking—which, as a corollary of its fundamental raison 
d’être, the enrichment of the few, can recognize value only in material things. 
The obsession with growth of production, characteristic of this thinking, is not 
a mistaken conception that mainstream economists can unlearn. It is inherent to 
their view of life.35 

In short, the evident brutality of the current global economic system toward 
both human and other-and-more-than-human is no mistake or accident, cor-
rectable within the system by more careful calibration of the system. The 
system promotes social and ecological brutality because it requires social and 
ecological brutality. In theory, the neoliberal economic worldview promotes 
freedom for all and swears allegiance to the ideal of the free market. And yet 
wherever and whenever it is put into practice, it yields an intricately struc-
tured and self-perpetuating system of exploitation of living and nonliving 
alike, an inherently abusive system that benefits few and costs many. For het-
erodox economists like Smith and Max-Neef, Schumacher, Daly, and many 
others, the idea of tweaking our way out of this inherently uneconomic way of 
life is just hopeless. Whether one begins with mathematics, thermodynamics, 
or social justice, the conclusion is the same: most of the fundamental struc-
tures of the current economic system are flawed, many of them irredeemably 
so. What is required is nothing more or less than transformation of the whole 
system, a redesigning of fundamental political-economic structures. 

The ecological economists are clearly onto something. They are also 
missing something. Alongside their avowed ecological sensibilities, most 
ecological economists are vociferous in their social sensitivities too. They 
keep matters of “development,” “poverty alleviation,” “public health,” and 
the like, near to the center of their concerns; and for the most part they as 
openly decry the social injustice of growth economics as they do its eco-
logical ineptitude. What they miss, what is lacking from both the math and 
the basic physics that grounds ecological economics, is a sustained social 
critique, and a properly political-economic critique, of capitalism as such. In 
short, their ecological critique is too economistic. While they rightly reject 
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the shibboleths of permanent growth and endless accumulation and the invis-
ible hand, they do not, for the most part, fundamentally challenge other basic 
tenets of capitalism. The institutions of private property and competitive 
markets and the primacy of the profit motive, to take just three examples, 
come out largely unscathed. Thus when ecological economists talk about 
structural transformation, they are generally not talking about abandoning the 
capitalist mode of production per se, and this for what must be ideological 
reasons. Capitalism, after all, is not a force, like gravity. Nor is it a thing, like 
a jeweled lead goblet. Capitalism is a historically distinct political-economic 
form. In the Marxist idiom, capital is a social relation. And any critique of 
that form, even and especially a critique that emphasizes that capital is also an 
ecological relation, will inevitably miss its mark to the extent that it swings to 
the side of ecological critique at the expense of its social critique. For the two, 
the social and the ecological, are so intimately intermingled (about which 
more in chapter 8) that they cannot be critiqued separately, nor can either be 
made sense of today apart from a sustained critique of the political economy 
of postindustrial capitalism. This lacuna results in a gap between the too 
abstract (albeit impeccable) conceptual logic of ecological economics with 
its abstract (albeit righteous) social implications, and the concrete existential 
logic of social relations as ecological relations, which it fails to take fully into 
account, and which is precisely where the viability of the capitalist mode of 
production is most vividly challenged. And this failure, many would argue, 
is more than a mere failure of imagination or a problematic but correctable 
analytical oversight. It is, from a Marxian perspective at least, definitively 
damning of the whole enterprise of ecological economics. 

This is not to say we have nothing to learn from ecological economics. Far 
from it. Nor that ecological economics could not be developed into a proper 
non-Marxian critique of capitalism. This may be its next logical step. At this 
point, the best it gets in this regard is perhaps exemplified by two otherwise 
quite different thinkers, the economic theorist and advocate of cooperativ-
ism, Gar Alperovitz, and the cultural critic, Clive Hamilton. Not an ecological 
economist by trade, but deeply influenced by the perspective, near the end of 
Growth Fetish (to which we will return later in the chapter) Hamilton makes 
a provocative suggestion: “Whereas Marxism called for the power of capital 
to be destroyed, eudemonism [the ethical stance advocated by Hamilton] calls 
for it be ignored.”36 This is an intriguing idea. Ignore the power of capital. To 
a Marxist, if it needs to be said, the suggestion wreaks of mystification. The 
power of capital is the problem. It cannot be ignored away. Gar Alperovitz, also 
not an ecological economist but whose work is consonant with the perspective, 
takes a more hands-on approach. Without necessarily advocating the overcom-
ing of capitalism per se, he recognizes the social and ecological problems of 
our time as both structural and systemic; he proposes that any future on Earth 
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worth wanting will require that we create radically new alternatives to contem-
porary capitalism; and he frequently notes that we already have many of the 
tools necessary in alternative practices of cooperativism, localism, and properly 
participatory democracy, among other things (more on all of this in chapter 10). 

Of course the Marxists still demur. And so, I think, would Sartre. Given the 
task of this study and the development of Sartre’s own political and economic 
convictions and commitments, we ought to think a bit more about Marx, and 
about what can be called, for short, Marxian political ecology. What might 
Sartre have to contribute to the conversation among environmental econo-
mists, ecological economists, and Marxists? 

To the extent that Sartre can be said to offer a critique of capitalism, it must 
be admitted that it is an oblique critique. It might be more precise to call his a 
metacritique, a challenge to the ways capitalism operates as one among many 
historically distinct manners of organizing free organic praxis individually 
and collectively. Ronald Aronson, for example, suggests that Sartre’s critique 
of capitalism is sketched in Volume II of Critique of Dialectical Reason, in 
the description of the boxing match. Boxing and capitalism, yes; boxing as 
capitalism, too; and also other and related “human realities and social wholes: 
scarcity, violence, life and death,” are woven into the process.37 In any case, 
Sartre had long accepted the broad contours of Marx’s critique, it just did 
not impress him so much until the mid-1940s—“He lacks many of the great 
Hegelian ideas. Inferior,” he scribbled in his Notebooks.38 Despite his frequent 
and generally gentle criticisms, Sartre was largely onboard with Marx’s politi-
cal and economic perspective. From the materialist understanding of value 
and class struggle to the history of changes in means of production, from 
the nature of private property and the accumulation of capital to alienated 
labor to commodity fetishism, and beyond, Marx was right. In keeping with 
his lifelong infatuation with matters of ontology and ethics, however, Sartre 
diverges from Marxists (though arguably not so far from the early Marx) in 
his insistence that there is a moral dimension to political-economic reality, 
and that this moral dimension is by definition rooted in the existential funda-
ment. Politics and ethics are most fully understood at the ontological level.

This is to be expected. For Sartre, it always comes back to ontology. Even 
in the Notebooks for an Ethics, he cites the Marx of the Economic and Philo-
sophic Manuscripts in support of an ontological orientation:

The worker puts his life into the object; then it no longer belongs to him but to 
the object. The greater this activity, the poorer the worker. What the product 
of his work is, he is not. The greater this product is, the smaller he is himself. 
The externalization of the worker in his product means not only that his work 
becomes an object, an external existence, but also that it exists outside him inde-
pendently, alien, an autonomous power, opposed to him. The life he has given 
to the object confronts him as hostile and alien.39 
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Sartre could have written these words. Had he neglected to include quotation 
marks and attribution, would anyone have noticed? And yet these are not just 
the words of a materialist. What the worker makes is just the occasion for 
understanding what the production process makes of the worker. For Sartre, 
this passage is about what the maker makes of herself and her world. It is as 
much about what the worker does as it is about what is done to the worker. In 
short, it is about what work is, and thus it is about what the worker is. 

Sartre, the philosopher-ontologist, is predictably interested in what must be 
the case in order for capitalism to be the case, and so he must use transcen-
dental arguments to ferret out the details.40 More precisely, he looks beneath 
the space of the Marxian critique to ask what sorts of patterns, processes, and 
relations bring about and support the contingent capitalist inflection of the 
necessary dialectic of need and scarcity. This is the fundamental and histori-
cal dialectic. It is fundamental on an abstract level, in that it ontologically 
precedes capitalism as a political-economic form. And it is historical in that 
it predates capitalism and (again, necessarily, given Sartre’s strict dialectical 
nominalism) it has taken many particular forms across the span of collective 
human experience: hunting and gathering, kind-for-kind barter, filling the 
monarchial coffers, feudalism, mercantilism, and all the rest. These are each 
just particular historical manifestations of the inevasible dialectic of need and 
scarcity which any political-economic system presupposes and with which all 
such systems must contend in equal measure. There is no economy as such. 
There are only economic projects: 

Economism is false because it makes exploitation into no more than a particular 
result, whereas this result could not be maintained, and the process of capital 
could not develop, if they were not sustained by the project of exploitation. 
And I certainly mean that it is capital which is expressed through the mouths of 
capitalists and which produces them as projects of unconditional exploitation. 
But on the other hand it is capitalists who sustain and produce capital and who 
develop industry in order to realize profit.41 

In keeping with the phenomenological and dialectical and praxional impera-
tives that guide his method, Sartre is equally concerned with both the abstract, 
universal level (e.g., capital as such, labor as such, value as such, etc.) and 
the concrete, historical level (e.g., this capitalist, this laborer, this value). For 
the intelligibility of the one depends on the other, and no part can be com-
prehended apart from the whole. Admittedly, we have a far more carefully 
worked out account of the abstract concern in Volume I of Critique than we 
do of the concrete in Volume II. So be it. Sartre gives us all the concrete 
critique we need elsewhere, in his critique of colonialism, and in a way that 
bears directly on the concerns of both ecological economists and Marxists. 
Capitalism has become geocapitalism.
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Colony EArtH

Sartre thought a great deal about colonialism. If we take the secondary lit-
erature seriously, however, we might conclude that Sartre’s copious writings 
on colonialism, neocolonialism, and decolonization are of, at best, secondary 
importance to an appreciation of his philosophy as a whole. As Paige Arthur 
notes, the conventional interpretive arc tends to pass over these important writ-
ings. Even careful students of Sartre’s thought often leap, if they leap at all, 
from the early phenomenological writings to the later dialectical writings, from 
his systematic ontology to his historical and structural anthropology—or dwell 
perpetually on one side or the other of the illusory divide that separates the 
younger Sartre from the mature. Many readers are simply unfamiliar with or 
uninterested in Sartre’s engagement of the colonial question. Others mention it 
in passing and move on. This may be due, as Arthur suggests, to a bias among 
interpreters against Marx and so against Sartre’s turn toward Marxism, which 
he had made quite decidedly by the time of the writings on colonialism.42 This 
seems a plausible part of an explanation, though it strikes me as incomplete. 

The colonial question demands a multivalent curiosity, minimally one that 
crisscrosses the domains of politics and economics; and also of race and 
ethnicity, social class and institutions, geography and culture, and, not least, 
ethics and personal identity. Colonialism is not an easy thing to think about. 
It is not easy to think about it well, and if one thinks about it carefully it can 
be unpleasant, if not painful. And it is easy enough to imagine (mistakenly) 
that, as a passing and peripheral historico-economic form, it is not necessary 
to think about it much for anything other than historical reasons. Colonialism 
is a thing of the past, isn’t it? Hardly. Be that as it may, this error in thinking 
leaves a deep lacuna in thought, one that is a great loss for those who would 
make sense of the present. Colonialism is alive and well, and, in cahoots with 
capitalism, is kicking hard against the Earth and the world. Harder than ever.

Despite the errors and wrong turns in Sartre’s sundry and copious writings 
on colonialism (and it is not my task here to criticize him in this regard), 
he remains one of its most outspoken, often subtlest, and least appreciated 
critics. Moreover, as is the case with his phenomenological ontology and 
dialectical philosophy, his incipient philosophy of science, his mature phi-
losophy of praxis, and his ever-unfinished ethics, the path Sartre maps from 
colonialism to neocolonialism has a bearing that points beyond itself. Both 
in Sartre’s existential-Marxist theory of colonialism and in his experientialist 
explorations of colonial practice, we see hints of the questions that concern 
us here, questions of society and ecology, questions of habitability and liv-
ability, questions of Earth and world today. As has been the habit throughout 
this study, the task is to take up some of the terms and concepts and notions, 
select schemas, analyses, and theses of Sartre’s critique of colonialism and 
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to see what light they might shed on the current earthly and worldly crisis. 
Where possible, whether by application, analogy, or metonymy, the challenge 
is to superimpose the pertinent elements of Sartre’s critique onto the current 
patterns, processes, and relations that are so disrupting the earth system and 
so troubling the world.

Let us look first at “Colonialism is a System,” a speech Sartre gave in a 
rally “for peace in Algeria,” and subsequently published in Les Temps Mod-
ernes.43 We will look at some of the key elements of the colonial system as 
Sartre understands it and then ask whether and to what extent our current 
manner of inhabiting the Earth might be illuminated by this understanding of 
the colonial system as such.

The crucial point for Sartre is given in the title of the essay itself: colo-
nialism is a system. Here Sartre leaves aside the somewhat haphazard early 
beginnings of colonial history—ad hoc conquest carried out under the guise 
of systematic exploration and followed by ad hoc exploitation. He focuses 
instead on the developed practice of colonization, which is anything but hap-
hazard. It is a meticulously organized and structured mode of social, political, 
and economic reconfiguration of human communities. Reminding us that he 
is anything but the hyper-individualist many critics allege he is, Sartre empha-
sizes the systematic nature of the practice. “The fact is that colonization is 
neither a series of chance occurrences nor the statistical result of thousands 
of individual undertakings. It is a system.” It is a system with all the attributes 
of a system, and like every system, it has a life cycle. It was established; once 
established it bore fruit; it fell into decline; and it ultimately turned against 
the colonizers and against the colonizing nation. As a system, “this infernal 
circle” has “rigor,” “internal necessity,” direction, and, not incidentally for 
an existential ecology, it inevitably corrupts those who participate in it.44 
We might borrow the language of systems theory and say that the colonial 
system, like all systems, is characterized by tightly coupled structures and 
feedback loops which allow it to achieve goals and to produce entropy. By its 
internal necessity “the system feeds itself,” and by its cyclical patterns “it runs 
smoothly”45—at least for a time. But we must not let this mechanical model 
of systematicity, nor Sartre’s rejection of aggregate statistical forces, distract 
us from the system’s human base, the roots of colonialism in free organic 
praxis. “When we talk of the ‘colonial system,’ we must be clear about what 
we mean. It is not an abstract mechanism. The system exists, it functions; the 
infernal cycle of colonialism is a reality. But this reality is embodied in a mil-
lion colonists, children and grandchildren of colonists, who have been shaped 
by colonialism and who think, speak and act according to the very principles 
of the colonial system.”46 The system’s structures and organization and func-
tions are, by definition, grounded in human conduct; colonialism is driven 
by the dialectic of praxis, praxis-process, and practico-inertia, each informed 
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by and expressive of the others. To privilege one or the other is to commit 
one of two fundamental errors: to prefer the intelligibility of structure over 
history or the intelligibility of history over structure. In either case, we end 
up using analytical reason to achieve only analytical understanding. It always 
bears repeating: true comprehension is at once historical and structural. If we 
follow Sartre, this is the rule of all dialectical thinking. And so it must be the 
rule of our thinking about colonialism.

The colonial system has a historical goal and structured means of achieving 
it. Colonialism transforms the capitalist project of “unconditional exploita-
tion” into “super-exploitation,”47 a distinct historical–structural bond wherein 
“racism and economic oppression combine to form a system of brutality both 
psychological and physical.”48 In this way, the colonial system provides the 
colonizing country with things it cannot have at home: abundant labor at 
poverty wages, total control over the products of that labor, and a complete 
monopoly over the market through which and out of which those products 
move. At the same time, the system “feeds itself” by producing a population 
of consumers who will purchase and use its products, among which are the 
colonists themselves. The colonist is “above all an artificial consumer, cre-
ated overseas from nothing by a capitalism which is seeking new markets.” 
Moreover, this internal colonial market has its dialectical counterpart, its 
praxional, processual, and inertial linkages, to the overarching capitalist 
system of which it is an extension, and which it also feeds. “In order to be a 
buyer, the colonist must be a seller. To whom will he sell? To the people of 
mainland France. And what can he sell without an industry? Food products 
and raw materials.”49 In short, the system takes super-exploited labor and 
materials from the colony; it gives a share of its fruits to the colonizer as 
compensation for their exile from civilization; and it sends the lion’s share to 
the colonizing nation. The colonized lose and everybody who matters wins.

What matters most here is this: strictly speaking, the system is consump-
tive. Colonialism is a slow and steady and intentional wasting of the human 
and other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers spread across the 
colonized landscape. And along the path of production we encounter strange 
products—a bottle of wine that is of little use to an Algerian farmer who pre-
fers a puff of hashish at the end of a long day, or a bit of ore taken from an 
Algerian miner’s hand that will one day find itself alloyed into a soup terrine 
in some Parisian mine owner’s second home on the coast of Brittany. The 
system produces products, to be sure, things to be used and consumed; and 
in the end what it produces is a rigorously articulated process of consump-
tion. (In the next section we will have to look carefully this production of 
consumption and its relevance to our present earthly and worldly malaise.) 
Thus to keep itself going, the colonial system must continually accelerate 
and perpetually concentrate the consumptive process that is its final product. 
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And so, given its fundamental reliance on super-exploitation, the system 
“can only maintain itself by becoming harder and more inhuman each day.” 
And, not incidentally, “by its very nature [the system] effortlessly destroys 
all attempts at development.”50 By definition, it cannot improve things for the 
super-exploited. It is consumptive and self-consumptive. Thus Sartre notes—
correctly as it turned out—“We are reaching the point where the system 
destroys itself. The colonies are costing more than they bring in.”51 If from 
the perspective of the happy colonizer this “inefficiency” casts an ominous 
cloud across the colonial project, for the colonized the cloud has a silver lin-
ing, albeit, a short-lived one: “The only good thing about colonialism is that, 
in order to last, it must show itself to be intransigent, and that, by its intran-
sigence, it prepares its ruin.”52 Colonialism bears within itself a tragicomic 
irony: sooner or later the villain will die; sooner or later the underdog might 
live; in the interim, comfort and excess for the one, privation and disposses-
sion for the other. The brutality of the system is its own reward, spread across 
colonial time and diffused across the colonized landscape.

A year after “Colonialism is a System,” Sartre wrote “You are wonderful,” an 
article as ironically titled as the ironic system it was meant to lambaste. What 
is of interest here is that, given the reality of our current situation, our earthly 
and worldly crisis, our newly named geological epoch, and all the rest of it, 
much of “You are wonderful” can be read as if it is directed not at the French 
colonialist mindset of the mid-twentieth century, but at us, as if it was written 
as an indictment of human conduct as such and in these times. Shift our atten-
tion away from Sartre’s actual concern—the French response to the Algerian 
struggle for independence—and toward the social and ecological concerns of 
our day, and we hear a diatribe aimed at the citizens of the so-called developed 
world today. Rather than argue the point, I have reproduced several passages 
from Sartre’s article with minor modifications in brackets where appropriate. 
As you read Sartre’s words to his compatriots then, think of us today.

The fact is that we are ill, very ill; feverish and prostrate, obsessed by [our] 
old dreams of glory and by the sense of [our] shame, [the so-called developed 
world] is struggling in the midst of a vague nightmare which [it] can neither flee 
nor decipher. Either we see clearly or we are done for.

It is not cynicism, it is not hatred that is demoralizing us: no, it is only the state 
of false ignorance in which we are made to live and which we ourselves con-
tribute to maintaining.53

We are not naive, we are dirty. Our consciences have not been disturbed, and yet 
they are not clear. Our leaders know this full well; that is how they like us; what 
they want to achieve by their attentive care and well-publicized consideration is, 
under the pretence of a fake ignorance, our complicity. Everybody has heard.54
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And of course we have enough problems of our own [in the world], don't we, 
without lumbering ourselves with [the Earth]. You must not ask somebody who 
has worked all day and has had to put up with all the minor stresses and strains 
of daily life at the office to spend the evening gathering information about [the 
social and ecological crisis]. . . . It is easy to use practical concerns as an excuse: 
they have never prevented anyone from [watching the news] after dinner; we 
take our minds off the specific by considering the universal, we forget the sup-
pressed anger of the afternoon by shedding a few soft tears or by abandoning 
ourselves to after-dinner indignation.55

We are afraid. Afraid of seeing our true faces naked. That is where the lie is— 
and the excuse for the lie: yes, we lack evidence, so we cannot believe anything; 
but we do not seek this evidence because, in spite of ourselves, we know.56

And that is what makes us guilty: the turmoil in our minds, the game of hide and 
seek that we play, the lamps that we dim, this painful bad faith; let us not see in 
this our salvation but the sigh of a profound collapse within ourselves. We are 
sinking. We are already furious at knowing that we are judged [by present and 
future generations] and our anger makes us sink further into complicity.

The circle is closing . . . we are going to be caught in a dreadful trap and, unfor-
tunately for us, in a posture that we ourselves have condemned. False naiveté, 
flight, bad faith, solitude, silence, and complicity at once rejected and accepted.57

There is still time to thwart those who are demolishing the [Earth], it is still pos-
sible to break the infernal circle of this irresponsible responsibility, of this guilty 
innocence and this ignorance which is knowledge: let us look at the truth, it will 
put each one of us in a position either to publicly condemn the crimes commit-
ted or to accept responsibility for them in full knowledge of the facts. . . . There 
is the evidence, there is the horror—ours; we will be unable to see it without 
tearing it from ourselves and crushing it.58

What more need be said? These words speak as loudly to us today as they 
did to Sartre’s intended audience, albeit for painfully different reasons. We 
have colonized the Earth. We are colonizers on Earth. Earth has become a 
colony and the human world is the colonizer. Say it as you will, these are 
fair enough uses of the term colonial and its cognates, and quite a bit better 
than “mere metaphor.” The point is, to be sure, analogical and metonymical. 
But the analogies are strong, and the metonymies fit. Only science fiction can 
outdo us, with its hybrid visions of federated extraterrestrials and interstellar 
scarcity and rogue species colonizing other planets and other worlds. 

Still, there is at least one prima facie reason that the analogy is implau-
sible, if not, indeed, inapt. We were natives first. We come from Earth. We 
are earthlings. This is good to remember. We were already here before 
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the colonization, so how exactly can we be said to be colonizers? Isn’t the 
accusation misguided, a misrepresentation, a misnomer? Not exactly. Our 
manner of inhabitation has changed in ways that have, in effect, made aliens 
of us, and of more and more of us each day.59 Or better, and in a formulation 
more fitting to a Sartrean context: we have made aliens of ourselves. We did 
not display this alien-ness upon arrival; we have cultivated it along the way. 
The change was slow at first, on biological and then ecological timescales, 
with the recession of the glaciers and the relative climatological stability of 
the Holocene and all our playing with fire; as we busied ourselves with the 
patient work of early civilization. The changes became increasingly rapid 
and dramatic, rippling outward beyond the ecological to evolutionary tim-
escales, as we learned to harness the stored energy of ancient plants to pull 
our plows and turn our mills. And now we find ourselves in the endgame 
of the so-called “great acceleration,” which began little more than a half 
century ago, which has shifted squarely into an impact measurable within 
an evolutionary timescale, and, if we are to trust the geologists, even toward 
the geological timeframe. (And who knows, if the two-planet advocates 
have their way, even toward the cosmological. It wouldn’t be the first time 
science fiction got it right.) Our manner of inhabiting Earth has evolved such 
that we humans have, perhaps despite our world, become colonizers in our 
homeland. 

That I initially wrote “have become colonizers in our own land” is indica-
tive of how my own mind has been colonized and mystified by our geocolo-
nial effort. Who am I in all this? And who is included in, and who excluded 
from, our we? Perhaps ironically we are colonizers even as we are in our 
own land. Perhaps paradoxically the character of ownness has shifted from a 
participatory manner of belonging (in the intransitive sense) to a proprietary 
mode of ownership (the transitive notion par excellence), with all the rights 
and practices of possession entailed by the capitalist mode of production, and 
all the rights and practices of disposal entailed by the consumerist ethos—
about which more presently.

Not to put too fine a point on it, the human place in the cosmos has been 
transmuted by human praxis from rooted involvement into mere exploitative 
ownership of a planet. If our collective conduct is taken as evidence of the 
relation, for increasing numbers of us Earth has become little more than a 
mere possession, a thing to be had and used, even at the risk that it will one 
day be used up. We have taken it and exploited its communities and murdered 
its inhabitants, as colonizers have always taken and exploited and murdered, 
to serve our ends and only our ends. And if it comes to it, if we manage to 
use the planet up, we will just have to find another one—and we will, or so 
we are reassured by those who are already busily looking. Let the prosecution 
rest: the relation between humankind and Earth is a relation of colonizer to 
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colonized. Ours is the ultimate act of colonization—at least for now. And we 
may fairly enough call it geocolonialism.

ConSumptiVE Hominid

Sartre does not have much to say about the problem of consumption per se. 
Nor does he anywhere offer a detailed examination of the consumerist ethos 
that was already gaining momentum in the immediate post-war period, and 
that, in the wake of now more than half a century of consumptive capitalist 
onslaught, has come to be called consumerism. Still, Sartre clearly caught 
more than a whiff of this social pathology, and he had even discerned some-
thing of its fundamental logic by the time of the Critique, which might be 
said to offer an imminent critique of consumerism in the structural centrality 
it gives to need and scarcity in historical praxis. 

Sartre comes nearest to an explicit critique of the problemat near the end 
of Volume I. In a fascinating and prescient short discussion of the American 
phenomenon of the weekly “Top Forty”—which he had witnessed on a visit 
to the United States—he explores the mediations between and among the 
record industry (which wants to sell records), the serialized individual (who 
listens to the radio), the passive collective (which is elicited by the broadcast), 
and what might be called the ethos of consumerism (which produces pseudo-
needs and motivates the effort to satisfy them). The historical efficacy of this 
depends essentially on the utilitarian logic of “contemporary societies,” in 
which the record industry, as just one of countless examples, achieves its end 
by means of social expectation universally disseminated to isolated individu-
als. The Forty Ten forces our hand, into our pocket. 

As we might expect, Sartre helps us to see how with the help of the self/
other/third dialectic. I buy “a record which I must have because the Other has 
it, a record which I listen to as an Other, adapting my reactions to those which 
I anticipate in Others.”60 (Not incidentally, as his next example, Sartre takes 
up the logic of racism and anti-Semitism familiar to readers of Anti-Semite 
and Jew.) In Sartre’s dialectical description of this distinctly modern praxis 
of coerced consumption, logic of alienation is evident at several levels of 
analysis, historical and structural, empirical and experiential, individual and 
social, ethical, political, and economic; and a utilitarian logic of means and 
ends dominates throughout: “The interest of this praxis is immediately obvi-
ous . . . transcendent action on seriality, in advanced capitalist countries, 
tends to constitute a distribution-pattern for the market (everyone and no one, 
and therefore for every individual) and a control of consumption.”61 And, if 
it needs to be said, the function of this control is a perpetual increase; more 
and more consumption is the goal. We are tricked and transfigured, and with 
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us, the world. This dialectic of “mirage and metamorphosis” lies at the heart 
of contemporary consumerism. Which points to a fundamental shift, already 
well underway in the late 1950s and comes into its own today, a consumptive 
inflection of what it means to be human.

Consider a familiar thought: we are consumers. This is a common enough 
refrain, at least in the so-called developed world. And this worldly doctrine is 
spreading across the Earth—or rather, given the dominant Top-Ten logic, this 
is being intentionally and actively spread across it. And, of course, consumers 
have rights. This thought is as unsurprising as the previous one is familiar, 
as it must be in a world where rights-talk lies close to the heart of main-
stream ideas of progress and prosperity. So we might say that the concept 
of consumer rights, in its way, explicates the implicit mandate nested in the 
consumer model of human being: if we are consumers we ought relate to our-
selves and to others in certain ways. Thus, our putative consumer nature and 
our concomitant consumer rights are of a piece. The existence of consumer 
rights is a logical entailment of being a human consumer; an inference to 
consumer entitlements based on the consumer character of the human being. 
Our character as a special type of consumer with rights and obligations means 
that there are special norms that prescribe the relevant obligations and rights 
we share as and with the special type of consumers we are. And, unsurpris-
ingly but critically, in societies dominated by this consumerist understanding 
of the human there are mores and values and laws that express and protect 
and enforce the rights and obligations of individual and collective consumers. 
The consumerist angle on human being is self-reinforcing; it is ontologized 
and made into an ethos (in a Marxian idiom we might just say it is reified); it 
functions at once as a view of what it means to be a human being and of what 
makes a human life worth living. In short, it at once entails and encourages 
an essentially consumptive anthropology.

The circular logic of consumerism is easy enough to trace. Though we may 
enter the circle at any point, the logic passes through at least the following 
four moments: a conviction concerning our nature as consumers motivates 
the constitution of relevant norms of consumption; the constitution of the rel-
evant norms motivates convictions regarding the relevant rights and obliga-
tions of consumers; the conviction regarding rights and obligations motivates 
legislation of relevant laws to protect consumer rights and enforce consumer 
obligations; and the norms and laws together buttress the conviction concern-
ing our nature and rights as consumers. It’s a closed circle that circumscribes 
what we are, and a self-fulfilling prophesy that delimits what we ought to be, 
and, more important, profoundly constrains what we do. It’s not just the truth, 
after all. It’s the law. 

This is, if it needs to be said, a more phenomenological than dialectical 
analysis of the situation; and a more structural than historical account. The 
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interlinked theoretical commitments of consumerist anthropology—the one, 
ontological, concerning the distinctively human is; the other, ethical, con-
cerning the distinctively human ought—are at once reciprocally constitutive 
of and mutually constituted by human praxis. This is the same phenomeno-
logical point we have just made, rendered in a more dialectical idiom. In this 
sense, we are consumers because we ought to be, a structural fact that entails 
the tacit assumption that it could be otherwise, that we are in charge of his-
tory: we make our selves what we must become. In this context we need not 
ask where the infernal circle began—though we would do well to wonder 
whether and when it might end and to hope that it will. This view of our 
nature and rights as consumers is “common knowledge.” It has achieved the 
status of “common sense.” 

Needless to say, it is a fundamentally impoverished anthropology, a con-
sumptive view of what it means to be a human being that either denies or 
evades any productive capacity humans might possess or cultivate. We will 
return to this presently. What we know is that the two key ideas—that we are 
consumers and that consumers have rights—have come into their own of late. 
People in the so-called modern developed civilized world are generally com-
fortable describing themselves as consumers, and so comfortable concerning 
themselves with the sorts of entitlements and protections that follow from the 
sense of being a consumer, and equally and obliviously comfortable engag-
ing in modes of life fitting to consumers whose rights and obligations are 
known and protected. This same comfort level with consumerist sensibilities 
is true of more and more people in the so-called “underdeveloped” world as 
it slowly slakes the last residues of its “traditional,” “pre-modern,” and “back-
wards” ways and “embraces progress.” Though the advent of consumerism 
and its increasingly global scope raises fundamental questions about needs 
and wants and desires, among other things, to address them would take us 
far beyond the tasks of this chapter. Still, the moral of the consumerist tale is 
clear: a life worth living is a life of abundance, and a life of abundance is a 
life overflowing with stuff. 

As for the rest of the earthly community of creatures, their biological char-
acter as consumers is at once assumed and overshadowed for many humans 
by their status as consumables, and in the minds of most, their moral and legal 
status as rights-bearers remains moot at best. As for the plants, what ecolo-
gists call the “primary producers” upon which all animals great and small 
ultimately depend, they have barely found a place in the conversation. It is 
a given that they, like all other living beings, are there for the taking by the 
great taker, the human consumer. 

It is only a few short steps from the consumerist anthropology to the ascen-
dant pragmatism regarding appropriate response to the planetary crisis. The 
logic, once again, is impeccable. The root premise is that all living organisms 
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other than plants are, like us, fundamentally consumers. From this it fol-
lows that effective response to the planetary crisis is a problem of managing 
consumption, which is just a matter of tweaking efficiencies in consumption 
patterns through waste minimization. Thus the necessity of consumption 
coupled to the sufficiency of waste minimization subtly justifies and perpetu-
ates the consumerist anthropology. We are living organisms, too! What else 
can we do but consume? At least we are enough to consume carefully. Here 
we have a fine example of sound logic that leads to a valid conclusion that 
also happens to be false. 

The idea that all animals are consumers is ecologically misguided: a good 
enough heuristic, and, strictly speaking, a critical fallacy. It is true enough 
at local scales, and false when viewed from the perspective of ecosystems, 
biomes, and Earth system ecology. The inference which touts an abstract 
ideal of efficiency that is unaccountable at the spatiotemporal scale of eco-
logical cycles is axiologically suspect. And the imperative entailment that 
since we must consume we must consume consciously is dangerously seduc-
tive. Let us consider these points in turn.

It is not clear what it means, or just how to take it, when a sort of incho-
ate conventional consensus comes to hold that all organisms, including and 
especially us, are consumers (again, plants being the odd exception); that con-
sumers is all they and we are and all they have ever been and all we will ever 
be anyway. In the light of contemporary ecology and earth system science it 
just makes no sense to say this. Ecologically speaking there are, in the end, 
no true consumers. Organisms transform energy; nothing is consumed. If the 
point is theoretical, it is empirically grounded. The biologists and ecologists 
make an important distinction, and the language of production and consump-
tion helps them to make it. On the one hand, there are the autotrophs, that 
is, photosynthetic plants and chemosynthetic animals, which generate the 
nutrients for their subsistence by using the energy of the sun to build car-
bohydrates, power their metabolisms, and excrete water and oxygen, or use 
energy stored in chemical bonds and excrete other by-products. These are the 
so-called “primary producers.” On the other hand, there are the heterotrophs, 
for example, animals and fungi and many bacteria, which generate the nutri-
ents for their subsistence by borrowing the stored solar and chemical energy 
in the tissues of living and/or dead plants and/or other animals to power 
their metabolisms by breaking down carbohydrates and releasing water and 
carbon dioxide in the process. These are the so-called “primary consumers” 
and “secondary consumers.” The language of production and consumption is 
well established in population ecology. And it is, for the ecologist, a useful 
heuristic that would be difficult to eliminate from the discourse. Pressed on 
the point, however, every ecologist will gladly acknowledge, as any scientist 
must, that ultimately and strictly speaking neither energy nor matter are ever 



294 Chapter 7

truly consumed here on Earth. This should come as no surprise since the first 
law of thermodynamics reminds us that this never happens in this universe—
so far as we know. There is only energetic transfer and transformation. There 
are higher-grade energies that permit work; there are lower-grade energies 
that permit some work; and there is the lowest grade energy, simple heat, 
that provides the bulk of the energy in the wake of all this work. The lan-
guage of production and consumption serves us well enough at the biological 
timescales relevant to organisms and generations, but it does not describe the 
ecological, evolutionary, and biogeochemical reality of Earth. 

This is not a merely academic concern. Given the stakes, we would do well 
to be precise in our descriptions of earthly creatures and powers, including 
ourselves. And yet our concept of consumption is, in this regard, profoundly 
imprecise. Or, more precisely, it is true of our manner of world-making, not 
of Earth’s manner of life-making. 

Our term “consumption” finds its etymological root in the Latin con-
sumptio, which means, among other things, “a wasting.” We see our error 
reflected in the original meaning of the term. Not to put too fine a point on 
it, to say that living organisms are essentially “wasters” is just nonsense, as 
billions of years of planetary life and evolution amply demonstrate. Even if 
to speak today of one species, Homo sapiens, as consumer, does have a cer-
tain sad salience and historical accuracy. There are only patterns, processes, 
and relations of energy and materials transformation and cycling at every 
spatial and temporal scale. Everything changes under the rule of cyclicity, 
now and always and forever. The whole earth system is an energy-matter 
recycling system, driven forward for at least 3.8 billion years by the ever-
tighter coupling of living and nonliving matter. “Reduce, reuse, recycle,” we 
say righteously, as if it is some great discovery of our world. It is the way of 
the Earth, the tight coupling of lithosphere, hydrosphere, cryosphere, atmo-
sphere, and biosphere together as “a single self-regulating system,” to invoke 
the Amsterdam Declaration again, reducing, reusing, repairing, recycling, 
rebuilding. 

It is all well and good to retort with physicalist cynicism that on thermo-
dynamic grounds entropy ultimately will prevail, that by virtue of all this 
transformation all the usable energy will ultimately run out and so the useful 
cycling will ultimately run down. “One day the star grew cold and the clever 
animals had to die,” Nietzsche said, and not all wistfully. It is as true that 
that day will come as that day is far away. Ultimately it is a long time from 
now. Even if it is on the near side of eternity, from a human perspective it 
is an eternity. At earthly timescales relevant to us for our worldly purposes, 
Nietzsche’s stolid elegy is almost silly. He is alone at the wake. The ultimate 
truth of the Second Law changes nothing. It is the present truth of the law that 
matters. Here on Earth entropy is productive. Life produces life and all the 
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worlds. To think of ourselves primarily or solely as “consumers” is to forget 
that we too are earthlings. To be happy to think of our problems in terms of 
“consumption” and so to think of solutions as a simple matter of wasting less, 
is rooted in an outmoded and erroneously biologized anthropology and in a 
false economism. In each case we take the heuristic language of consumption 
as if it were a critical truth; we forget how the Earth functions because we are 
blinded by our dysfunctional world. The Earth system wastes nothing. Our 
wasteful geoconsumerism notwithstanding, as things go here on Earth, noth-
ing is consumed. We do well to follow our planet’s lead.

tHE liVES And dEAtHS oF A pond 

With natality comes mortality. Where there is birth, there is death. Of course, 
the converse is just as true. For there to be death, there must first have been 
birth. Natality is the condition for the possibility of mortality. Natality comes 
first. For all the existentialist hand-wringings about the experience of mortal-
ity, of being-toward-death à la Heidegger, little attention has been given to 
the experiential significance of natality. We might name natality’s existential 
correlate being-from-birth. If most existentialists emphasized the mortality 
side of the problematic of existence, Sartre at least expressed much interest 
in the nearside of death, in being-from-life so to speak. (We will have more 
to say about this in the Fifth Interval.) If he was not so interested in birth, in 
his four biographies (on Mallarmé, Baudelaire, Genet, and Flaubert), Sartre 
took very seriously the earliest experiences of infancy and childhood. And 
he did the same with himself in his critically acclaimed autobiography, The 
Words. Not a novel or a play but a book about the child, “Poulou,” won the 
Nobel Prize for Literature—which the man, Sartre, declined. Things of the 
utmost importance, it seems, happen nearer to birth than to death. In chapters 
4 and 6 we saw that what counts for Sartre, at least, is that between natality 
and mortality lies need, need in the context of the struggle against scarcity. 
The point cannot be overemphasized and bears repeating: “Everything is to 
be explained through need,” Sartre writes in characteristically unequivocal 
terms, for “need is the first totalizing relation between the material being, 
man, and the material ensemble of which he is a part.”62 The newborn needs 
milk, needs warmth, needs touch, among other things. The toddler needs 
many more things than these. The child, still more. The dying ancient still 
has several needs, but fewer and fewer as the moment of death approaches. 
Things needed and scarce, always relative to time and place, satisfaction 
and privation always in relative and shifting abundance. And so it goes the 
farther we move away from birth. So it is for each of us alone, and for all 
of us together. Thus are need and scarcity indissolubly linked, not by the 
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naming but by the real, not by life but by living. From this perspective, pace 
Heidegger, death hardly matters.

The struggle, of course, begins with birth and ends with death, but it is not 
the bookends so much as the stories between them that interest Sartre. As he 
reminds us again and again, it is what we make of what we have been made 
that fascinates him.63 And if the task of life is sometimes complicated, living 
is always complex. Once again, this is hardly news, and much of the news is 
not good. We see it in the unequal distribution of wealth and debt, of food and 
water, of medicine and education. We see it in the eyes of the forsaken child. 
We hear it in the cry of the infant deprived of milk and warmth and touch. In 
the elder abandoned to solitary confinement in a well-appointed “home.” And 
we even see it, I dare say, in Sartre’s myopia; if not in his eyesight, then at 
least in his vision. Though he did not or could not or would not see it—it is 
difficult to say which—it is also there in the last breath of the last member of a 
species gone extinct today. And several have. It is there in the last bit of a once 
thriving reef in the ocean’s deserts as the bleaching spreads and leaves a gray 
coral corpse behind to languish in the desert—yes, the clear, pristine waters 
of the tropics are deserts, but for the odd oasis, too hot for habitation, for the 
Bedouins’ aquatic brethren, unlivable. Another one died today, somewhere.

And so it is, and was, with our little watery impoundment, our reservoir-
become-pond. Like all living systems, ponds must be born and ponds must 
die. Our pond, too, was born. And it lived. And it died. We know of its birth, 
and we know that it was not born a pond, that it became a pond by a strange 
metamorphic twist of fate. And we know something of the events along its 
life path through the labyrinth of human and other-and-more-than-human 
earthly need in the milieu of worldly scarcity. From conception to birth 
through infancy, childhood, maturity, and onto death, the developmental 
stages can be specified. Counted. First came the damming; second came the 
proprietary exchanges from the dirty hands of the diamond merchant recre-
ationist to the even dirtier hands of the lead mongering hobby farmer; third, 
for some reason the latter fled the scene, abandoned the farm and its reser-
voir, and left a foundling pond on the people’s doorstep to be fostered by the 
state; and fourth, under municipal pressures, the state agreed to abandon its 
ward once and for all, the dam was breached, and the erstwhile reservoir and 
sometime pond died a final death, as if there were another kind, leaving the 
reborn brook in its wake. 

Birth. Life. Death. Rebirth. Through these many and shifting inflections of 
need and scarcity (too little water, too much wildness), and changing wants 
and values (too little wildness, too much water), came the metamorphosis 
from brook to reservoir to pond and to brook again; each of these changes a 
matter of life and death, each instantaneous if not an instant. “To say ‘instant’ 
is to say fatal instant,” Sartre writes of his sometime friend, Jean Genet. “The 
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instant is the reciprocal and contradictory envelopment of the before by the 
after. One is still what one is going to cease to be and already what one is 
going to become. One lives one’s death, one dies one’s life.” We see our 
sometime pond obliquely reflected in the “liturgical drama” of Genet’s birth, 
death, resurrection, and new life. If you will indulge a bit more wordplay, we 
can say of the pond what Sartre says of Genet: “a [reservoir] dies of shame; 
a [pond] rises up in its place; the [pond] will be haunted by the [reservoir].”64 
Like Genet, who was not a hoodlum and yet had to be one, what stands out 
about this pond perhaps above all is just that it was not, nor was it ever, a 
proper pond. And yet it had to be one. Ponds just happen, after all, or so they 
are supposed to, like rivers and lakes and seas. Reservoirs are made, like wine 
casks and water towers and potholes. Reservoirs are more like parliaments 
than ponds, not mere happenings but made to make things happen. Ponds are 
supposed to be more like avalanches and mudslides, not makings but happen-
ings. So Sartre would have it, at least, for heuristic purposes, if not because 
he meant it. And yet a pond it was, in its way, all buzzing with pondy life, 
busy in all its pondy ways. 

The abandonment of the reservoir was a rebirth, the establishment of the 
nature preserve a baptism. At that vital instant when the artifact was finally 
abandoned to the state and the state saw fit to preserve its aftereffect, a res-
ervoir died and a pond was born. Ask a limnologist. Ask a beaver. Call it 
what you will, pond, reservoir, some difficult nameless hybrid, from that day 
forward this thrice-born flow of water—brook, reservoir, pond—had hope on 
Earth, if not in the world. 

So why was it not saved? Why force the fatal instant? Why, in a word, did 
we kill it? To gain some insight into the reasoning behind these questions, 
we can compare a few imaginary life paths of the pond to the actual course 
of the pond’s life. To understand what happened it might help to think a bit 
about what might have happened but didn’t.

oF WinnErS loSing And loSErS Winning

Though this was no ordinary pond, still, it learned to live a pond’s life and 
could have died a pond’s death. When it comes to ponds, the hare usually 
loses, the tortoise typically wins. Think of a proper pond’s birth and death, the 
typical course of a typical pond’s life. What is it like to be a pond? Perhaps 
the question is too indulgent for some. So be it. We can always save face 
with a definition. What defines a pond? This is not so simple a question as it 
might seem. 

The answer begins with water. Always the water. We know that ponds are 
full of it. Though there are salt ponds, we tend to think of them as the exception 
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rather than the rule. And so they are. We know that ponds are smaller than 
lakes, though just how big a pond must be before it becomes a lake is not clear. 
Just how little a lake must get before it becomes a pond is a matter of some dis-
pute. Think of poor Pluto, from planet to planetesimal in less than a century. So 
late discovered, so soon demoted. Like hydrophilic astronomers, limnologists 
cannot agree, so they agree to disagree precisely. They note several things: 
that many small bodies of fresh water are not very wavy along their shores; 
that many small bodies of fresh water are shallow enough to have rooted 
plants anywhere along the bottom; that many small bodies of fresh water are 
shallow enough that light penetrates to the bottom even at the deepest points. 
And they have tried to use these sorts of observations to nail down a defini-
tion. There are, of course, many named lakes that have one or more of these 
characteristics, and some of these “lakes” are very small. And there are many 
named ponds that lack one or more of these traits, some of them quite large. 
But what’s in a name? Juliet was right to wonder. Nature or culture, late Holo-
cene or early Anthropocene, lake or pond or reservoir: we may not know how 
to define it, but we know it when we see it. We know a pond when we see one.

However we may distinguish ponds from lakes and lakes from seas and 
oceans, the origins of a pond are straightforward enough. Provide a place 
for water to accumulate and fill it up one way or another. The pond I first 
searched for, for example, was a simple woodland pond or vernal pond, its 
birth made all but inevitable by a slight depression on the forest floor that 
filled with snowmelt and spring rains and was in a good year replenished by 
more rainfall for much of the summer and even into autumn. (Just not the year 
I went looking for it!) We know about other sorts of ponds, named or not, 
Henry and his Walden, farmers and watering holes, to say nothing of beavers 
and other busybodies and theirs. And alligators make them, too. If you can’t 
find a depression, just make one and fill it with water. It’s that simple.

If it is easy enough to bring a pond to life, the one thing that is certain to 
kill it sooner or later is life itself. This is perhaps the greatest irony of limnol-
ogy, if not the surest index that the science of still waters is paradoxical, or 
dialectical, or both. The life of a pond is not so unlike a human life as it might 
seem. Genesis, existence, senescence. In a youthful pond, nutrient levels are 
low, and plant growth is concomitantly slow. As the pond ages and nutrients 
become available from the work of life, plant growth accelerates, vigor and 
vitality increase. For an elderly pond, decades or even centuries old depend-
ing on conditions, high levels of plant growth lead to a positive feedback 
where decaying dead plant matter absorbs all the oxygen below the surface, 
suffocating the life below while simple green plants flourish even more 
above. This passion of benthos is the harbinger of thanatos. The quantity and 
quality of life decreases by slow suffocation. No fatal instant here, nor agony. 
The pond just fills out and gives in, slowly at first, then faster, and finally it 
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dies. Through this odd if not ironic twist in the ecology of earthly need and 
worldly scarcity a pond will sooner or later feed itself to death. There is no 
getting around it. Where there is life there is death. Left to its own devices, 
this would have been a plausible course of our pond’s life, all things being 
equal—which, of course, they never are. 

A second possible end begins with the dam. What might have happened 
had it been left to its own devices? In this scenario, the tortoise loses and the 
hare wins. Imagine more and more little leaks, more and more algal beards, 
evermore more weeping, here and there almost a gush. Imagine, too, a bit of 
crumbling along the outer edge of the spillway. A slight breach. Not to worry. 
Given sufficient inflow on the other end, the pond would remain itself, retain 
its state of dynamic equilibrium—some days and weeks fuller than others, by 
and large intact and full enough to maintain a pond’s vital patterns, processes, 
and relations. This is how dams work. This is what they do best. A flow is 
stopped. Water gathers. It can be redirected and moved around, slowed down 
or sped up as need and scarcity require, all just further inflections of the 
earthly give and take of world making. There is just one rule, one inviolable 
law: water cannot be stopped. Beavers and farmers know this well. Make 
habitat for fish or a watering hole for livestock or irrigate your fields. Turn 
mills. Make electricity. Quench thirst. Swim if you like. But have no illusions 
about stopping the flow. The best we can do is to make a larger reservoir, a 
bigger pond. The water sets the terms of the engagement.

With time things change. The cracks multiply. The breach widens and 
deepens. With each new bite of the dam, with each new seeping rift, some of 
farther and farther below the waterline, the water drops. All the seeping and 
weeping and breaching adds up, and the loss becomes greater and greater. 
The surface goes down and down, lower and lower. Keep up the nibbling 
and in due course the breach and pond bottom will meet and come to terms. 
Or perhaps an early and heavy spring rain is followed soon by a massive 
late-season winter storm. It blankets the area with knee-deep snow and just 
a week later a blast of warm air comes accompanied by more torrential rains 
and the dam gives up in a crumbling flourish. In either case, fatal instant or 
fatalism, what do we have? No dam. No pond. Just a little brook flowing out 
of a lake through an empty depression into a big river. Things are as they 
were, or so it seems. 

The pond could have come to such an end long before the patient work of 
eutrophication was completed. Indeed, it was the more likely of the possibili-
ties, had all things been equal. 

A third way to think about the passing of the pond comes nearer to the cur-
rent imbalance between earthly creatures and worldly powers, and so nearer 
to the truth. To see this scenario we must look through the lens of ecological 
restoration. This is among the lenses that were used by the decision makers, 
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though for more social than ecological reasons as we will see. The task of 
ecological restoration is, as its name suggests, to restore a particular ecology 
to its original state.65 The idea seems intuitive enough: a disturbed local ecol-
ogy can be returned to its pre-disturbance condition. And nested in this “can” 
is a quiet but insistent should, the presumption being that the original state is 
the right one, the better one, the truer one. There are many ecological restora-
tions under way. Around the world in a broad range of ecological settings, 
at many scales, for many reasons, from short-term small-scope efforts which 
often produce quick and dramatic results, to massive long-term projects the 
results of which will not be in for generations. Not incidentally, dam removal 
projects figure prominently in the practice of ecological restoration and in the 
literature on it. Among the most controversial and commented upon is the 
Elwa River Dam Removal project, the largest such effort ever undertaken. 
And then there was the removal of the little dam at our little pond, which 
took all of a few days and left the rubble in a low pile to languish along with 
the rest of the ruins. In each case, an ecological argument has been a primary 
factor, if not the sole and decisive one. In each case, the driving imperative 
was to bring a local ecology back to or as near to its original state as possible.

The question arises, what is the “original state”? How do we determine the 
prototypal condition of a landscape or ecosystem? This is the problem of the 
baseline, familiar enough to anyone who has had a bad cold or the flu. We all 
know when we are sick because we know what we feel like when we are well. 
On that precious morning when we are feeling better, we know we are headed 
“back” to health. When we know we are healed it is because we are back to 
where we started: no fever, no chills, no headache, and so on. The doctor’s job 
is to help us get back there as quickly and as safely as possible. And so it is 
with the restorationist, whether the patient is a work of art or an antique cre-
denza or an ecosystem, the restorationist is concerned above all with retrieval 
of health, with return to the baseline. Unlike a doctor skilled in the medical arts 
and a communicative patient with a suite of diagnostic tools and techniques 
at their disposal, or the art historian faced with a scratch, a known palate, and 
familiarity with the artist’s brushwork, the ecological restorationist is in a bit of 
a pickle. She must ask, toward which ecological state, in accordance with which 
historical moment, do we orient the restoration? Which flora and fauna do we 
put in the teletransporter? Which geologic and hydrologic conditions? Which 
pedological and edaphological conditions? How far back do we go? To what 
date do we set the time machine? A century ago? A millennium ago? 100,000 
years ago? After all, the area around our pond and the Hudson River Valley 
more generally has been “impacted” by human presence for thousands of years. 
The Wisconsin Glacier made its final advance on, and recession from, the region 
only 6000 years ago. This was a profound and powerful albeit almost imper-
ceptibly slow “natural” event, and there were, naturally, human witnesses. If the 
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goal is to restore the place to the way it was before human impact, we would 
have to go back a long, long way. Of course, we might fairly ask, what makes 
the human presence such an anti-ecological set point? Who made us the boogey 
man? Well, we did, and for both good and bad reasons. We will come to that. 
And if the goal is to set the clock to sometime after we showed up on the scene, 
if we allow ourselves into the figuring, then how do we decide the moment? By 
which criteria? And on what grounds? These are not easy questions to answer.

Fortunately, the restorationists need not have gone so deeply into the prob-
lem to reach their conclusion. And in this instance, they did not. The impor-
tant point here is just that the restorationists’ argument, in its strongest form 
at least, is largely unconcerned with the human, social, worldly dimensions 
of the problem. Theirs is a solution that, by definition, favors the other-and-
more-than-human, the ecological, the earthly. As for the world, it is another 
matter. Which world is at stake? This remains to be seen. For the restoration-
ist, it is best when the ecological wins out over the social, when some deeper 
past wins over the more recent. It is best to put the Earth first in our figuring. 
And the point has merit.

This restorationist orientation is a crucial dimension of what happened to 
the pond, though retrieval may have been more of a fringe benefit than a guid-
ing incentive. What was once the pond’s bottom is now greening with grasses. 
A field of hundreds of young trees have been planted, each with a protective 
perforated white plastic tube around its baby-soft trunk. Many of them have 
already perished. We may assume this was part of the plan, evidence of the 
resorationist’s knowledge that not all of them would or could survive. This 
is to be expected. It is natural, as we say. Perhaps it is evidence of our igno-
rance. Or evidence of both. In any case, with half of the dam demolished and 
the rubble spilling down grade, and the other half still standing forlorn and 
without purpose, the restoration is underway. At least the scene looks better 
than it did for the first four seasons following the demolition. It is, I admit, 
easier on the eyes than it was, even if is not yet beautiful, not quite whole 
again. It is resuscitated, if not restored. (More on all this in the Fifth Interval.)

There is a further dimension of the story, a truer way to describe what 
happened, at once more honest and more accurate and not so pretty as the 
restorationist’s imaginings. The dam, it turns out, was removed not primar-
ily to retrieve something lost but to protect the people in the village below 
from the sort of abrupt and unpredictable breach described above. Based on 
lay concerns and professional assessments it became clear to the community 
that the dam was in rough shape and getting worse. Though no one could say 
when or how, sooner or later, it would crumble. The problem was indisput-
able. And the proposed solution went undisputed. Better a controlled breach 
and a slow release than an abrupt disintegration and a flash flood. Better a 
planned demolition than certain disintegration and high costs and possible 
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injuries. In this instance we might say, our world wins over the Earth and at 
the expense of other-and-more-than-human worlds. Here the social wins over 
the ecological, the present over the past, and at the cost of many possible and 
perhaps desirable futures. 

Enough said. Though it is difficult to say where phenomenology ends and 
dialectics begins, these alternative endings and alternative beginnings hint at 
a further possibility, one prescient to us here on Earth with a world such as 
ours. We will consider an alternative to these alternatives in the next chapter.

toWArd tHE imAginAry 

We are doing to the Earth what we did to the pond. Ours is a breach logic. 
What’s worse, the breach we are making is uncontrolled. Indeed, it is out of 
control. Though there are glimmers of social and ecological intelligence all 
over the world, we have gone rogue at scales relevant to the Earth. At least 
those who breached the dam had the foresight to do it carefully enough not to 
harm the humans on the far side, however many other-and-more-than-human 
creatures and powers they harmed on the near side. At least in the wake of 
the breach the restorationists have undertaken the patient work of ecological 
reclamation. We would do well to heed even their example. 

At the global scale today breach logic is the name of the game. Save the 
world, Earth be damned. Though it is not the first time people have lived by 
such a rationale, it is the first time we might reach its logical conclusion. Our 
geocapitalist, geocolonial, geoconsumerist ethos is driving the Earth com-
munity toward a precipice. Not to put too fine a point on it, we are careening 
down a path of madness, blindly surpassing earth system boundaries, will-
fully overshooting Earth’s limits, and emptying myriads of worlds of mean-
ing and significance along the way. 

Though I did not plan it this way, the pond’s tale is not just a story of us 
and how we fit in if we do. It tells a story of how we don’t fit in today. It is 
a parable for the present, an allegory for these times. The human-wrought 
breach of the human-wrought dam and the emptying to absence of the pond 
are together an uncanny reflection of the way we are doing things here on 
Earth right now. Our manner of making a living points toward our unmak-
ing. We manufacture needs upon needs and generate insupportable scarcities 
along the way. It is no exaggeration to say that we are engaged in a massive 
uncontrolled breach of the Earth system, and we are draining our world and 
the worlds of countless other-and-more-than-human beings of significance in 
the process. The pond, like the defunct structures that surround it, is now a 
ruin in its own right. And so it might be with our world, if not with this Earth. 
Let us not mince words: if we do not change our ways, Earth as we know 
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it and the world, too, will be in ruins. Some say they already are, or will be 
sooner than we think.

Fortunately, the allegory also points to a fork in the trail. One path, the one 
straight ahead of us, leads to a less and less livable world on a less and less 
habitable planet, for us and for many of our other-and-more-than-human kith 
and kin. A second path swings off rather sharply. It passes through a mire 
and much change and many difficulties; it branches unexpectedly at many 
points ahead; and it will not always be obvious which branch to choose as we 
face new forks or whether to turn sharply again when the next opportunity 
presents itself. Still, if we manage to stick close to the bearing, we can in 
time make our way to an abundant and still-welcoming planet and so to the 
prospect of any number of truly livable worlds for us all. 

If it needs to be said, this first and crucial turn is neither necessary nor 
impossible. Nor is it even probable or improbable. Like the catastrophes we 
hope to avoid, it is possible. That is all we can say of it. Though time is run-
ning out, it is still possible to make the earthward turn that is prerequisite to 
any livable world. This will require all our strengths, not least among them 
and perhaps above all is our faculty of imagination. For as it turns out, there 
was another alternative, one imagined but not realized. It did not require 
breaching the dam and draining the pond and saving the world, nor letting 
it be and waiting for the tortoise or the hare to have their earthly way. This 
alternative path was a real possibility. It was not taken, of course, but it could 
have been. To choose it would have required much imagination, more than 
the path that was taken, and imagination of a quite different sort. 

 notES

1. Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, trans. B. Frechtman (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 24. Used with permission of University 
of Minnesota Press.

2. Richard Lewontin and Richard Levins, Biology Under the Influence: Dialecti-
cal Essays on Ecology, Agriculture, and Health (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
2007; original 1997), 31. Used with permission of Monthly Review Press.

3. Heraclitus. Fragments: The Collected Wisdom of Heraclitus, trans. Brooks 
Haxton (New York: Viking Press, 2001), 123.

4. Jean Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenological 
Ontology, trans. Hazel Barnes (New York: Philosophical Library, 1956), lx; emphasis 
added.

5. See, e.g., “Intentionality: A Fundamental idea in Husserl’s Phenomenology”; 
Transcendence of the Ego, 1960, 30; The Imaginary, 2004.

6. Ibid., 4.
7. Ibid., 7.



304 Chapter 7

8. “A Fundamental Idea of Husserl’s Phenomenology: Intentionality,” in Ronald 
Aronson and Adrian van den Hoven (eds.). We Have only this Life to Live: The 
Selected Essays of Jean-Paul Sartre, 1939–1975 (New York: New York Review 
Books, 2013), 4.

9. Ibid., 176–78.
10. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 224.
11. Simone de Beauvoir, Prime of Life (1983), 31; emphasis added.
12. Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason (Volume I), 49, emphasis added.
13. Joseph Catalano, “A Commentary on Jean-Paul Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical 

Reason, Volume I, Theory of Practical Ensembles (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1986), 91; emphasis added.

14. An excellent resource for real-time world statistics is available at www.worl-
dometers.info.

15. See Thomas Piketty. Capital in the Twenty-First Century, trans. Arthure 
Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University press, 2013).

16. Jean Paul Sartre, Life/Situations: Essays Written and Spoken, trans. P. Auster 
and L. Davis (New York: Pantheon, 1977), 113.

17. John Rockstrom et al. 2009, 472.
18. Ibid., 474, emphasis added.
19. Ibid., 473, emphasis added.
20. Ibid., 472.
21. Ibid., 474, emphasis added.
22. The term goes back at least to the 1970s, though it is often said to have been 

coined by Eugene Stoermer, and was given its current notoriety by Paul Crutzen 
(Crutzen, P. J., “Geology of Mankind,” Nature 415, no. 23 (2002)). For a short sum-
mary of the process of formalization and the details of the argument in its favor, see 
Jan Zalasiewicz, Mark Williams, Will Steffen, & Paul Crutzen, “The New World of 
the Anthropocene,” Environmental Science & Technology, 44, no. 7 (2010); and Jan 
Zalasiewicz and Mark Williams, The Goldilocks Planet: The Four Billion Year Story 
of Earth’s Climate (London: Oxford University Press, 2012). For recent examples 
of the spectrum of sentiments from the celebratory to the cautious to the castiga-
tory, see, e.g., Christian Schwägerl The Anthropocene: The Human Era and How It 
Shapes our Planet, trans. Lucy Renner Jones (Santa Fe/London: Synergetic Press, 
2014); Jedediah Purdy, After Nature: A Politics for the Anthropocene (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015); Jeremy Davies, The Birth of the Anthropocene 
(Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2016); McKenzie Wark, Molecular 
Red: Theory for the Anthropocene (London and New York: Verso, 2015); Christophe 
Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz, The Shock of the Anthropocene: The Earth, His-
tory and Us, trans. David Fernbach (London: Verso, 2016); Vince, Gaia, Adventures 
in the Anthropocene: A Journey to the Heart of The Planet We Made (Minneapolis: 
Milkweed Editions, 2014).

23. J. Zalasiewicz, et al., “When Did the Anthropocene Begin? A Mid-twentieth 
Century Boundary Level Is Stratigraphically Optimal,” Quaternary International 383 
(2015), 229.

24. Paul Schlipp, ed. The Philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, Vol. 16, Library of 
Living Philosophers (La Salle, Illinois: Open Court, 1981), 29; emphasis added.



 A Worldly Crisis in Earthly Perspective 305

25. Ibid., 14; emphasis added. 
26. Foster, 2002, 27. XXX. 
27. Joel Kovel, The Enemy of Nature, London: Zed Books, 2007, 38. 
28. Ibid., 38. 
29. Joel Kovel. The Enemy of Nature: The End of Capitalism or the End of the 

World (London: Zed Books, 2007).
30. Thomas Princen (2010), 92; emphasis added)
31. John Bellamy Foster, Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and Nature (New York: 

Monthly Review Press, 2000); Foster, John Bellamy, Brett Clark, and Richard York. 
The Ecological Rift: Capitalism’s War on the Earth (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 2010).

32. E. F. Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered 
(New York: Harper Perennial, 2010), 15, 31.

33. Herman Daly, “Economics in a Full World,” Scientific American (2005).
34. Clive Hamilton, The Growth Fetish (2003).
35. Philip B. Smith & Manfred Max-Neef, Economics Unmasked: From Power 

and Greed to Compassion and the Common Good (Cambridge, UK: Green Books, 
2011), 11–12.

36. Hamilton, The Growth Fetish, 237.
37. Ronald Aronson, Sartre’s Second Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1987). 
38. Jean-Paul Sartre, Notebooks for an Ethics, trans. David Pellauer (Chicago: 

Chicago University Press, 1992), 61.
39. Ibid., 509.
40. Catalano, A Commentary on Jean-Paul Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical, 

127–30. See also Eshleman’s and Gardner’s contributions to Reading Sartre, edited 
by Jonathan Webber (London: Routledge, 2010); and esp. Eshleman’s “Jean-Paul 
Sartre and Phenomenological Ontology,” in Lester Embree & Thomas Nenon (eds.). 
Husserl’s Ideen I (Springer, 2013), 327–49.

41. Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason: Volume Two (unfinished), The 
Intelligibility of History, trans. Quintin Hoare (London: Verso, 1991b), 734; emphasis 
added.

42. Arthur, Paige, Unfinished Projects: Decolonization and the Philosophy of 
Jean-Paul Sartre. (London: Verso Books, 2010), xiv.

43. Jean-Paul Sartre, Colonialism and Neocolonialism, trans. Azzedine Haddour, 
Steve Brewer, and Terry McWilliams (London: Routledge Press, 2001), 30.

44. Ibid., 31.
45. Ibid., 36.
46. Ibid., 44.
47. Sartre, Critique if Dialectic Reason, 733.
48. Arthur, Unfinished Projects, 81; emphasis added.
49. Ibid., 34.
50. Ibid., 42.
51. Ibid., 46.
52. Ibid., 47.
53. Ibid., 55.



306 Chapter 7

54. Ibid., 56–57.
55. Ibid., 57–58.
56. Ibid., 58.
57. Ibid., 60.
58. Ibid., 61.
59. Neil Evernden, The Natural Alien: Humankind and Environment. 2nd ed. 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006).
60. Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason: Volume One, Theory of Prac-

tical Ensembles, trans. Alan Sheridan-Smith (London: Verso, 1991a), 646; emphasis 
added.

61. Ibid., 651.
62. Ibid., 80; emphasis added.
63. Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, trans. B. Frechtman 

(New York: Mentor Books, 1963a), 49; Search for a Method, trans. Hazel Barnes 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963b), 147.

64. Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, trans. B. Frechtman 
(New York: Mentor Books, 1963a), 2.

65. See Donald A. Falk, Margaret A. Palmer and Joy B. Zedler, eds. Foundations 
of Restoration Ecology. 2nd ed. (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 2006); Jelte von 
Andel, and James Aronson (eds.), Restoration Ecology: The New Frontier. 2nd ed. 
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006).



307

Fourth Interval

on method and Substance

imagination

We may therefore conclude that imagination is not an empirical power 
added to consciousness, but is the whole of consciousness as it realizes 
its freedom; every concrete and real situation of consciousness in the 
world is pregnant with the imaginary in so far as it is always presented 
as a surpassing of the real.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, The Imaginary (drafted 1937)1

Though not a prominent feature of the popular image of existentialism, 
imagination was a pivotal and abiding concern for Sartre. The imaginary was 
a blessing-qua-curse that captivated his consciousness from his earliest days 
till his end. As Arlette Elkaïm-Sartre notes in her historical introduction to 
The Imaginary, “the subject had interested Sartre since he was a student: he 
had chosen for the title of his diplôme d’études supérieures, in 1927, ‘The 
Image in Psychological Life’”;2 the title of his doctoral dissertation was, 
simply, The Imagination; and his first substantial philosophical treatise he 
named The Imaginary. The theme of imagination crops up repeatedly, albeit 
quietly, in both Being and Nothingness and Critique of Dialectical Reason. 
And in The Family Idiot, loudly and at length, we learn that both the particu-
lar individual and, by extension, a specific historical epoch, might find their 
feet and their folly by means of the imaginary—as demonstrated by the case 
of Flaubert and the Third Republic. Both problem and solution, both theory 
and practice, both blessing and curse, the imaginary is a constant companion 
along the path of Sartre’s philosophical trajectory, and imagination is argu-
ably first among equals alongside perception and conception in consciousness 
and lived experience alike. 

We have seen something of what this might mean even along the path of 
this study. From the pond to the reservoir to some hybrid watery being, from 
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the human to the other-and-more-than-human and beyond, from worlds to 
planets to the prospect if not the promise of a habitable Earth and a livable 
future, we have employed our powers of imagination at every turn. But what 
exactly is it that we are doing when we imagine? What do we find when we 
look to the imaginary? It will be helpful to begin with Sartre’s underappre-
ciated early monograph of the same name. The Imaginary can be read as a 
manifesto of sorts. Ostensibly a descriptive and historical analysis of theories 
of imagination accompanied by a short exercise in eidetic phenomenol-
ogy, it is really a critique of conventional theory book-ended by a rigorous 
phenomenological polemic, if such a thing is possible. It is written against 
most of what has come before it on the subject, and in staunch defense of the 
centrality of imagination and the imaginary in all things human. One comes 
away from the text with the sense that the imaginary lies at the heart of true 
humanity, and that any truly human life is at its heart a work of imagination.

tHE BASiCS 

The young Sartre is uncharacteristically understated in this early study. He 
outlines the task of The Imaginary succinctly in its first sentence: “This work 
aims to describe the great ‘irrealizing’ function of consciousness, or ‘imagi-
nation,’ and its noematic correlate, the imaginary.”3 It will be a “descriptive” 
work, again, a work in eidetic phenomenology, seeking after the essential 
functions of imagination and the essence of the imaginary. “We want to 
know nothing of the image but what reflection can teach us. . . . For now I 
want only to attempt a ‘phenomenology’ of the image.”4 The core elements 
of this phenomenology of the image are presented in the first chapter of the 
work under the simple heading, “Description,” where Sartre outlines, in turn, 
“the method” he will employ and the “characteristics” of “the image” discov-
ered by means of that method. “The method is simple,” he writes, we will 
“produce images in ourselves, reflect on these images, describe them, which 
is to say, try to determine and classify their distinctive characteristics.”5 On 
Sartre’s count, there are exactly four such distinctive characteristics: first, 
“the image is a consciousness,” second, the imaging consciousness involves 
“the phenomenon of quasi-observation”; third, “the imaging consciousness 
posits its object as a nothingness”; and fourth, the imaging consciousness is 
characterized by “spontaneity.” We will examine each of these in turn, but 
before we go any further, it will be helpful to note once again the impact of 
Sartre’s terminological idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies.

It is difficult to decide just when to use “image” or “image consciousness” 
or “imaging consciousness,” and when to use “imagination” or “imaginary” 
or “the imaginary.” There are important ways in which all of these terms are 
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roughly interchangeable, and yet the two groupings follow from Sartre’s own 
tendencies, and each of the terms aims at its referent in its own way and to 
slightly different ends in keeping with its different grammatical inflections. 
Sartre is not unaware of the difficulty: “In fact image is . . . a vague term 
that simultaneously signifies a consciousness and its transcendent correlate.”6 
This same vagueness holds for imagination and the imaginary. If the reader 
keeps this in mind, context is a sufficient guide to meaning. 

As a point of entry into Sartre’s fourfold descriptive analysis, he reminds 
us that we tend to suffer from what he calls “the illusion of immanence.” We 
suffer the illusion because we tend to commit a common and habitual “double 
error”: “We [think], without justifying it to ourselves, that the image [is] in 
consciousness and that the object of the image [is] in the image” (emphasis 
added). As he puts it in more general terms later in the study, “The illusion 
of immanence consists in transferring the externality, spatiality, and all the 
sensible qualities of the thing to the transcendent psychic content.”7 We 
imagine, as it were, that consciousness has an inside and an outside, and that 
there are even further containers within its spacious—or rather, specious—
interior. This is the first error, and overcoming it is among Sartre’s earliest 
philosophical concerns, even in his novel, Nausea, and broached explicitly in 
Being and Nothingness and implicitly nearly two decades later in Critique of 
Dialectical Reason, and again explicitly in The Family Idiot. We habitually 
and reflexively treat consciousness as a vessel. This container model of the 
mind commits us ineluctably to a second error: “We [depict] consciousness as 
a place peopled with small imitations and these imitations [are] the images.” 
Thus the double error: first, that consciousness has an “inside,” like a bucket 
for our thoughts; and second, that the things “in” consciousness are replicas 
of things “outside” consciousness, like shadows on a wall or reflections in 
a mirror. In short, we imagine the consciousness vessel to be filled with the 
things of consciousness. Sartre insists that both aspects of this image, both 
the container and the contained, are illusory. Still, as is the case with many 
errors of what we now call “folk psychology,” this one is not so surprising. 
It fits neatly enough with our unreflective experience. “Without any doubt, 
the origin of this illusion must be sought in our habit of thinking in space and 
in terms of space.”8 And again, as with so much of our folk psychological 
wisdom, not all of which is wrong, the task is to find out if we are right in this 
instance, and if not, to find out what is really going on. 

Sartre points us to Hume’s doctrine of as the clearest and most influential 
philosophical statement of the illusion of immanence. I would only add that 
our spatialized habits of mind are no doubt fundamentally rooted in our bodily 
engagements in and with the spaces and places of the world, a point consistent 
with the understanding of the body Sartre will soon articulate in Being and 
Nothingness and about which he had already done some careful thinking. No 
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more need be said on the matter here. For the present purposes, Sartre repeats 
his simple remedy: “to deliver us from the illusion of immanence, let us see 
what reflection teaches us.”9 It is time for a visit from an old friend.

EntEr piErrE

Without instructing us to do so, Sartre implicitly asks us to imagine Pierre. 
Needless to say, we cannot imagine Sartre’s Pierre. One must conjure one’s 
own image of Pierre, an image that is by definition, my Pierre, not anyone 
else’s Pierre. “When I say ‘I have an image’ of Pierre, it is thought that I pres-
ently have a certain portrait of Pierre in consciousness.” We feel that we have 
a representation of Pierre, in the intuitive, conventional, “re-presentative” 
sense of the term; we imagine that we present an image of Pierre to ourselves; 
and we feel equally intuitively that “Pierre, the man of flesh and blood, is 
reached only very indirectly, in an ‘extrinsic’ manner, only by the fact that 
he is what the portrait represents.”10 Pierre is “out there”; our image of Pierre 
is “in here.” But Sartre has already corrected our mistake. He tells us in the 
first sentence of the chapter, “it is certain that when I produce in myself the 
image of Pierre, it is Pierre who is the object of my current consciousness.”11 
When I imagine Pierre, I relate not to Pierre’s image, but to Pierre as present 
to me. Pierre is there for me. I can, of course, shift my orientation from Pierre 
to Pierre’s image; I can reflect upon the fact that I am imagining Pierre, if I 
so choose. But in the act of imagining Pierre, it is Pierre I imagine, not his 
image. “The imaging consciousness that I have of Pierre is not a conscious-
ness of an image of Pierre: Pierre is directly reached, my attention is not 
directed at an image, but at an object.” Thus, in keeping with Sartre’s rela-
tional realism (as discussed in chapter 5), a mental image “is nothing other 
than a relation,”12 provided it is understood that this is an internal relation, 
not a relation between something “inside” and something “outside,” it is a 
relation in interiority in the sense we have encountered already in chapter 3. 
In this regard Sartre reminds us that the term ‘mental image,’ though con-
ventional, is problematic. It would be better to say “consciousness of Pierre-
as-imaged” or “imaging consciousness of Pierre.” Here we are reminded of 
Sartre’s illuminating convention (adopted a few years later, though inconsis-
tently applied, in Being and Nothingness, where he uses parentheses to make 
this point. If “The for-itself is a relation to the world,” as Sartre puts it in 
the ontological treatise, it would more precise, albeit less elegant, always to 
write “consciousness (of) this or that,” or in this instance, “consciousness (of) 
Pierre.” By placing the preposition in parentheses, Sartre reminds us that our 
linguistic convention, rooted though it is in our bodily experience with things, 
masks the defining characteristic of any consciousness. True, every act of 
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consciousness is analyzable upon reflection into “subjective” and “objective” 
dimensions, into its noetic and noematic aspects. But in and of itself and by 
definition, every consciousness is an act, unitary, integrative, and whole. And 
so it must be with any image. “The image is a consciousness.” This is its first 
characteristic. 

tHE FunCtionS

So we are not dealing with “images” in the colloquial sense of some con-
sciously produced representation in our mind that we consciously observe 
as a thing apart: “we are dealing with complete consciousnesses, which is 
to say with complex structures that ‘intend’ certain objects.”13 There are (at 
least) three basic varieties of complete consciousness, according to Sartre. 
“To perceive, to conceive, to imagine: such are indeed the three types of 
consciousness by which the same object can be given to us.”14 Sartre is 
characteristically inconsistent in his accounting on this matter. Early in the 
next chapter, he refers unequivocally to perception and imagination as “the 
two great functions of consciousness,” a dichotomy he reaffirms vigorously 
much later in the study, referring to “the two great irreducible attitudes of 
consciousness”;15 and at the end of Part II, halfway through the work, he 
refers equivocally to “the four or five great psychic functions.”16 I leave it 
to the reader to pick a number. For my Part I am inclined to take “percep-
tion, conception, and imagination” as delimiting the nomenclature of what 
might be called the “primordial” acts of consciousness, all of which are 
found among “higher” animals, mammalian, and otherwise. The question 
remains, what distinguishes these sorts of “complete consciousnesses” from 
each other. And in particular, what distinguishes the imaging consciousness 
from perceptual consciousness and conceptual consciousness? More than one 
thing, to be sure, as Sartre shows in the next two sections of the chapter. First 
in order of importance concerns the peculiar manner of attention involved in 
the image. “In perception I observe objects,”17 by which Sartre means sim-
ply, though nontrivially, that perception is a matter of “taking” the “given” 
that involves looking at—and/or tasting, touching, listening, smelling—the 
object of our perception. Sartre is brief but clear. He first guides us through 
the inspection of a cube, side by side, noting that we can perceive at most 
three sides at a time that if we do those three will appear “flattened” and their 
angles “obtuse,” and so on. The example is simply to remind us of a familiar 
phenomenological staple: 

the object, though it enters whole into my perception, is never given to me but 
one side at a time . . . it is characteristic of perception that the object never 
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appears except in a series of profiles, of projections. . . . One must learn objects, 
which is to say, multiply the possible points of view on them. The object itself 
is the synthesis of all these appearances. The perception of an object is therefore 
a phenomenon of an infinity of aspects.18

This is as true of an ice cube as it is of a warming Earth. We perceive the 
whole even as our manifold perceptions by definition fall short of it. Sartre 
then contrasts perception to conception: 

When, on the other hand, I think of a cube by a concrete concept, I think of its six 
sides and eight angles at the same time. It think that its angles are right angles; 
its sides squares. I am at the center of my idea, I apprehend its entirety in one 
glance. . . . I can think the concrete essences in a single act of consciousness.19

Again, the same can be said of our earthly and worldly concepts. Is the planet 
habitable? Yes, for now. Is this world livable? For many, no. For some, for 
now, perhaps. Thus we have the contours for Sartre’s first rigid phenomeno-
logical boundary. The percept is taken piecemeal; the concept is given whole. 
The percept is particulate; the concept is unitary. Thus Sartre insists,

we can never perceive a thought nor think a perception. They are radically dis-
tinct phenomena: [the concept] is knowledge conscious of itself, which places 
itself at once in the center of the object; the [percept] is a synthetic unity of a 
multiplicity of appearances, which slowly serves its apprenticeship.20

We might say heuristically that the concept is found, the percept made; that 
the concept is more like a condition, the percept is rather more of an achieve-
ment. When we conceive, we work, as it were, from end to beginning. We 
first have the concept whole; then we may think it through if we choose. 
And to the extent that we have thought it through, we will have discerned its 
inception. When we perceive, we work from beginning to end. The object 
slowly comes into sharper focus; we glean its aspects one by one; we build 
an evermore detailed “synthetic unity.” This latter point is key for Sartre: on 
the one hand it means that we can perceive more and more; on the other, it 
means that perception is never complete. Perception is, in principle and in 
practice, an infinite task:

In the world of perception, no ‘thing’ can appear without maintaining an infinity 
of relations to other things. Better, it is this infinity of relations—as well as the 
infinity of relations that its elements support—it is this infinity of relations that 
constitutes the very essence of a thing. Hence a kind of overflowing in the world 
of ‘things’: there is, at every moment, always infinitely more than we can see; to 
exhaust the richness of my current perception would take an infinite time . . . this 
kind of ‘overflowing’ is constitutive of the very nature of objects.21
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Whether one walks the same path in the forest day after day across the sea-
sons or rides the same subway five mornings and evenings a week, each walk 
and each ride is new in its way, revealing novelties if only the walker were 
not so busy watching her footing, if only the commuter were not so anxious 
in the morning, so tired in the evening. The walk and the ride are brimming 
with perceptual possibilities.

Things are different with imagination, Sartre insists. The image is, in 
principle and in practice, limited—or better, it is delimited. For the image 
suffers a fundamental finitude: “I can keep an image in view as long as I 
want: I will never find anything there but what I put there.” This is a key 
insight. The image is made up of precisely and only what we put there. Thus, 
Sartre opines, “there is a kind of essential poverty: those, for example, that I 
could note, or those that it is presently important to retain.”22 Imagine an ice 
cube. Imagine a warming Earth. What do you find? Just what you put there. 
True, we might say that we have on this or that occasion “let our imagination 
run wild.” But have we? Isn’t this to put the cart before the horse? Is it not 
more accurate, if not more precise, to say that on such occasions, we have 
“run wild” with our imaginings? Perhaps. What does this mean, exactly? I 
will return to this question presently, and in earnest in the next chapter. The 
important point, for Sartre, is that we must recognize this essential and seem-
ingly unbridgeable divide between percept and image. 

the object of an image is never anything more than the consciousness one has of 
it; it is defined by that consciousness: one can never learn from an image what 
one does not know already . . . it is given to intuition in one piece, it delivers 
in one glance what it is . . . in the very act that gives me the object as imaged 
is included the knowledge (connaissance) of what it is . . . the image does not 
teach anything, never gives the impression of novelty, never reveals an aspect of 
the object. It delivers it as a whole. No risk, no waiting: a certainty.23

In perception, the more carefully we observe, the more we learn. In imagina-
tion, Sartre suggests, in principle and in practice, we learn nothing—a point 
on which we will soon challenge him, and on which he himself waffles a bit 
more than once. Yes, we do “examine” our image. Of course the child knows 
what her imaginary friend looks like, just as she knows the cadence of the 
fairy queen’s voice. This is precisely knowledge in a static sense, the always 
already known of the image. If my imaginary friend looks different today, it 
is not because he has changed, it is because I have changed him. I may exam-
ine his new look, but I will only find what I have put there. If he asks, “Do you 
like my new hat?,” it is because I have put the question on his lips. If I like the 
hat, it is because I have put a hat I like on his head. Hence the second charac-
teristic of imaging consciousness: that “our attitude in relation to the object of 
the image could be called ‘quasi-observation.’”24 This second characteristic, 
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“the phenomenon of quasi-observation,” is arguably a dimension or aspect of 
the first, “the image is a consciousness.” What can be called the manner of 
attention differs in every consciousness, perceptual, conceptual, imaginative, 
affective, and so on. Recall that “The illusion of immanence consists in trans-
ferring the externality, spatiality, and all the sensible qualities of the thing to 
the transcendent psychic content. It does not have these qualities: it represents 
them, but in its own way.”25 Thus our observation of the image is “quasi” at 
best. I will listen in vain for a new tone in the fairy queen’s voice, until I give 
it to her. I will look endlessly for my imaginary friend’s new visage, until I 
put it there. And I will find only the voice and visage I have provided. If you 
have a new hat, I will need to study it to decide if I like it. If you look differ-
ent today, on the other hand, if you seem different today, I will need to figure 
out just how different and why. And I may be mistaken. “My perception can 
mislead me,” Sartre notes, “but not my image.”26 Just look. See for yourself.

With this recognition of the finitude and fixity of the image, we arrive at 
its third and most peculiar characteristic: “the imaging consciousness posits 
itself as a nothingness.”27 This is arguably the most important of the four, 
and is certainly Sartre’s most original contribution to our understanding of 
the image and to the phenomenology of the imaginary. This section is also 
obviously a harbinger of things to come as Sartre will soon pass from “phe-
nomenological psychology” to the “phenomenological ontology” of Being 
and Nothingness that will, with important modifications, underlay his philo-
sophical endeavor right through to The Family Idiot. Fittingly, Sartre begins 
the discussion by reminding us once again of the most familiar of phenom-
enological dicta: “All consciousness is consciousness of something.”28 For 
Sartre, what is perhaps most important about the doctrine of intentionality 
falls on the far side of the preposition. He wants to draw our attention farther 
from the “consciousness of ” and nearer to the “of something.” The doctrine 
is, to be sure, concerned with an inviolable law of consciousness; and Sartre 
unabashedly reaffirms the cogito on more than one occasion, e.g., in the con-
cluding chapter, where he reminds us that “a consciousness that ceased to be 
consciousness of something would thereby cease to exist.”29 But intentional-
ity, for Sartre, is far more than an index of the way of being of consciousness, 
it is an affirmation of the existence of the intentional object. Or as he puts 
it, “In the very act of perception, the table is discovered, disclosed, given to 
me. And the thesis of the perceiving consciousness should not be confused 
with an affirmation. Affirmation arises from voluntary spontaneity, whereas 
the thesis represents a nuance peculiar to intentionality.”30 As he insists more 
than once, all of his descriptions are grounded in what he gladly calls “the 
data of introspection,”31 and all are consistent with the rejection of the illusion 
of immanence.32 This latter rejection is not simply a negation of a false doc-
trine; it implies its own positional act, a positive doctrine of the transcendence 
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of any object of any consciousness, as in, e.g., the transcendence of the ink-
well (to invoke one of Sartre’s favorite pre-digital examples), the transcen-
dence of the image (to which we return presently), or the transcendence of 
the ego (which Sartre famously explores in an early work of the same title).33 
And whether the object is a half-full plastic water bottle floating in the South 
Pacific or a planetary boundary soon to be surpassed, the transcendence of 
every object of every consciousness implied by a rejection of the illusion of 
immanence is precisely an affirmation of the real. It is all the “proof” one 
needs of the existence of a world. It only needs to be said that there is more 
than one manner of being real, and one of these manners, as we will see pres-
ently, is to be irreal. A few more points on intentionality will help us along 
toward this odd sort of reality.

Sartre elaborates on intentionality by noting that each act of consciousness 
is “positional,” and every conscious act posits its object “in its own way.”34 
To emphasize Sartre’s orientation once again, if consciousness always takes 
its aim in some way, every consciousness aims at some being. “Perception, 
for example, posits its object as existing.”35 When you perceive a damselfly 
flitting across a pond, for example, you perceive it as existent. Its manner of 
transcending your consciousness is as an insect that exists. When you con-
ceive, your positional act is of a different character: “concepts and knowledge 
posit the existence of natures (universal essences) constituted by relations 
that are indifferent to the ‘flesh and blood’ existence of objects.” Concepts 
do not bleed, even if they can be about something that does. “To think the 
concept ‘man,’ for example, is to posit nothing but an essence.”36 The con-
cepts of habitability and livability, for example, put us in the same relation 
to ever-shifting universal essences. Still, however different the positional act, 
both “man” and the damselfly have one thing in common. Each is something, 
the one a “universal essence,” the other a bug. What Sartre helps us to see 
clearly and distinctly, if we may indulge in an unfashionable Cartesianism, is 
that the imaging consciousness targets a most peculiar sort of being, and in a 
most peculiar way. The image aims at “a nothingness,” and it does so through 
an act of negation. What does this act produce? The image. 

piErrE rEturnS

As a concrete example, Sartre invokes Pierre once again. When I imagine 
Pierre, “what my present intention aims at is Pierre in his corporeality. . . . 
Only, the Pierre that I could touch I posit at present as not being touched by 
me. My image of him is a certain manner of not touching him, not seeing 
him, a way he has of not being at such a distance in such a position.” Pierre 
is thus “given as absent to intuition. In this sense, one can say that the image 
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has wrapped within it a certain nothingness . . . in asserting itself it destroys 
itself. However lively, appealing, strong the image, it gives its object as not 
being . . . in vain we seek by our conduct towards the object to give rise to 
the belief that it really exists; we can ignore for a second, but cannot destroy, 
the immediate consciousness of its nothingness.”37 Thus there are at least four 
modes of imagining, four types of imaginative act (I say “at least,” though 
Sartre is more rigorous, or at least more insistent, on the figure, in yet another 
effort to delineate essential phenomenological forms and boundaries): “The 
[imaginative] act can take four and only four forms: it can posit the object 
as nonexistent, or as absent, or as existing elsewhere; it can also ‘neutral-
ize’ itself, which is to say not posit its object as existent.”38 The image is 
either posited as not existing—think climate change denialism; or as not 
here—think the Passenger Pigeon; or as somewhere else—think Deepwater 
Horizon; or as unimaginable—think runaway greenhouse.

Sartre could have been clearer in this brief section. The first part is about 
consciousness of any stripe. It pertains to all the sorts of “waves” there are in 
the sea of consciousness. For each such wave “emits” its own sort of “diffuse 
light,” be it the illumination given by the receptivity of the perceptual act, or 
the flash of insight taken by the generativity of the conceptual act (though 
Sartre would likely demur on this latter “comparison”). The second portion 
of the paragraph is about the imaging consciousness in particular. The imag-
ing act is image through and through. It traffics only in images, images which 
the imaging consciousness “produces and conserves” spontaneously. This 
consciousness is, at its core, an ad hoc consciousness of the irreal. It is, in 
essence, oblivious to the hic et nunc of the real. To imagine is to engage in a 
spontaneous act of creation that, in its pure form, progresses as if it is an act of 
discovery. The imaging consciousness is a consciousness necessarily uncon-
cerned with and sufficiently unaware of its character as an act of fabrication. 

To be sure, the translucency of all consciousness guarantees that this essen-
tial blindness to the real is never complete, and, in the absence of pathology, 
the imaging spontaneity often finds itself interrupted by awareness of the 
irreality of its object, whether it has been gripped by awareness of its willful 
resistance to the real or by some intervening real object. Such moments of 
failure notwithstanding, the imaging consciousness in itself unfolds wholly 
and solely within the irreal. Sartre reasserts the point much later in the study. 
“The object of the image differs from the object of perception: (1) in that 
it has its own space, whereas there exists an infinite common space to all 
perceived objects; (2) in that it is immediately given for irreal, whereas the 
object of perception originally puts up, as Husserl says, a claim to reality. 
This irreality of the imaged object is correlative to an immediate intuition 
of spontaneity.”39 Of course, “Consciousness has a nonthetic consciousness 
of itself as creative activity. This consciousness of spontaneity appears to us 
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as a transversal consciousness, which is one with the consciousness of the 
object.”40 This essential consciousness of consciousness that characterizes 
all consciousness does not change the essential point. Sartre insists: “For us, 
the image represents a certain type of consciousness, absolutely independent 
of the perceptual type and, correlatively, a sui generis type of existence for 
its objects.”41 If consciousness keeps no secrets from itself, still, it comes in 
distinct modes. The imaging mode would keep its secret if only it could, and 
it does so more successfully than any of the other modes. “For example, an 
image has no persuasive power but we persuade ourselves by the very act in 
which we constitute the image.”42 And this peculiar efficacy of the image is 
the clearest index of its nature. “The image, intermediate between concept 
and perception,”43 comes to us through the curious capacity of the imaging 
consciousness to constitute within the real an independent domain of irreality. 
Against the piecemeal realizing of perceptual consciousness and the whole-
sale realization of conceptual consciousness, the imaging consciousness is 
an irrealizing consciousness of the irreal. Imagination proceeds in fits and 
starts and all at once, in accordance with the peculiar constraints the imaginer 
places on the imaginary; or, which is to say the same thing, imagination takes 
all that it gives and gives all that it takes, in accordance with the peculiar 
constraints the imaginary places upon the imaginer.

A CirClE unBrokEn

So it seems we have found ourselves in a circle. Perception, conception, and 
imagination are each in their respective ways directed by and drawn toward 
their objects. Each is, by default, bound by the “law of all consciousness: 
[that] it transcends itself.”44 Still, the imaging consciousness is the least 
law-abiding of the citizens. The difference is most vivid in comparison to 
perceptual consciousness. “In perception, all things are given as being what 
they are . . . the thing occupies a strictly defined position in time and space . . . 
each of its qualities is strictly determined: this is the principle of individua-
tion . . . the thing cannot be itself and something else at the same time and in 
the same relation. These two conditions are but imperfectly fulfilled by the 
object as imaged.”45 There either is or is not a dog sleeping on the kitchen 
door threshold. Average local snowfall is or is not declining. The Passenger 
Pigeon is extinct. In the imaging consciousness, an object can be dancing and 
still at the same time, alive and dead, red and blue and yellow. There is a dog 
at the kitchen door that is now a small winged horse at the threshold of heaven 
and Earth. On a single day, an arctic wind blows across a continent, leav-
ing a crust of ice in its wake. The next day a fiery tempest sets the ice afire. 
“Everything happens as if the transformations of the image were sufficiently 
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strictly ruled by the laws of compossibility.” Snow burns. Rain rises. Trees 
worry. Stones speak. “These laws cannot be determined a priori and depend 
on the knowledge that enters into the combination.”46 Imagine what you will, 
a unicorn, a lost lover, a livable world on some habitable planet in some dis-
tant galaxy: “As soon as we fix our look on one of them, we find ourselves 
confronted by strange beings that escape the laws of the world.”47 This vague 
and fugitive lawlessness of the imaginary is the source of both its power and 
its peril. 

It is so easy to slip into the imaginary and to stay there. And yet, alluring 
though it may be, to choose the imaginary over the real is to choose against 
life itself. 

To prefer the imaginary is not only to prefer a richness, a beauty, a luxury 
as imaged to the present mediocrity despite their irreal character. It is also to 
adopt ‘imaginary’ feelings and conduct because of their imaginary character. 
One does not only choose this or that image, one chooses the imaginary state 
with all that it brings with it; one not only flees the content of the real (poverty, 
disappointed love, business failure, etc.), one flees the very form of the real, its 
character of presence, the type of reaction that it demands of us, the subordina-
tion of our conduct to the object, the inexhaustibility of perceptions, their inde-
pendence, the very way that our feelings have of developing.48

In order to favor the irreal splendors of the imaginary to the reality of earthly 
bonds and worldly experience, one cannot simply contemplate the irreal; one 
must live it, one must work against reality, one must give effects of reality to 
irreal feelings, one must engage the real through irrealizing actions. To pre-
fer the imaginary to the real is to live alone in an imaginary world. And yet, 
Sartre reminds us again and again, there is no such world. 

Though he does speak heuristically of “the world of the image and the 
world of objects,” and even of “the two worlds”49 of the imaginary and the 
real, Sartre insists that strictly speaking, “There is no irreal world.”50 There 
can be no such world in principle. “A world is a dependent whole, in which 
each object has its determinate place and maintains relations with the other 
objects. . . . This is why there is no irreal world, because no irreal object ful-
fils this double condition.”51 On this, Sartre is emphatic, naming it the “great 
law of imagination: there is no imaginary world.”52 Though we may hesitate 
before Sartre’s sometimes fickle legalism, in his own hesitation before the 
imaginary, he rightly links worldly and earthly reality: “The very idea of 
world implies for its object the following double condition: they must be 
strictly individuated; they must be in balance with an environment.”53 Imag-
ine what we may, we are still here in this world on this Earth. Though we may 
drape the shroud of the irreal over the real, the real remains, if not untouched, 
at least unscathed.
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We began this interval with a brief exploration of Sartre’s early account of 
consciousness and its distinct yet interpenetrating types. We saw something 
of what he has to say about imagination itself, what he calls the “imaging 
consciousness,” and often simply “the image,” the constituting aspect of the 
“noetic” act of imagining, to employ the classical phenomenological lexicon. 
This led into a consideration of “the image” itself. These two, of course, are 
really one: the constituting or “noetic” act of imagining cannot be adequately 
described apart from its constituted “noematic” correlate. Following these 
phenomenological considerations was a brief critical and heuristic assess-
ment of Sartre’s understanding of the imaging consciousness; which, in turn, 
set the stage for an exploration the contours of Sartre’s more plenary notion 
of “the imaginary,” one that informs the developmental sweep of his oeuvre 
and of his mature ontology of praxis. In the next chapter, we will need to 
think both with and against the lawful lawlessness of imagination, and we 
will see what constructive use can be made of the putative “worldlessness” 
of the imaginary. What does it mean for earthly creatures like us who can 
imagine other worlds? What does it mean for us and all the rest of the Earth 
community? What does it mean for the future? What use might we put the 
great gift of imagination to if our place is one of belonging on a habitable 
planet, if our task is to participate in fashioning a livable world? 
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Chapter 8

intimations of a new 
Socioecological imaginary

eddies, bubbles, and ripples

To tell the truth, a certain indulgence is necessary on my part. It remains 
in my power to shake this enchantment, to knock down these cardboard 
walls and to return to the wakeful world.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, The Imaginary (drafted 1937)1

But it is easiest, as they who work on the highways know, to find 
the hollows by the puddles after a shower. The amount of it is, the 
imagination give it the least license, dives deeper and soars higher 
than Nature goes. So, probably, the depth of the ocean will be found to 
be very inconsiderable compared with its breadth.

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854)2

Today a heavy snow falls in the nearby big city. It has been well below freez-
ing for several weeks in the worldly jungle downriver, as it has been there 
in the earthly woods by the absent pond. I imagine the pond that was. If the 
pond was still there, it would be frozen over by now. It is not, but we can still 
imagine. That covering of ice is the true harbinger of winter for freshwater 
bodies, for ponds and lakes. And for reservoirs, too. The ice would have 
hardened off and thickened up and settled in by now. I imagine the frogs and 
turtles and fishes doing whatever it is that they do in the muck under the ice 
in the diffusely lit stillness of the wintery watery dark. I imagine the squirrel 
nestled in her treetop bower. The heron and ducks and osprey gone south. 
The reeds dry and brittle, still straight, leaning slowly earthward. The linea-
ments of last year’s grassy growth. Not a bug to be seen. Such a steady fall of 
hefty flakes would quickly whiten the smooth surface, but for the point where 
the brook water still makes its entrance, and where the pond water once made 
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its departure across the spillway, moving water become still water become 
moving water all over again. A wisp of wind whips us a dusty white swirl. All 
engaged in this patient work of waiting.

The pond is gone. This is reality. It’s just an open field peppered with 
saplings now with a little brook running through it. We must imagine it dif-
ferently. The snow blankets a bumpy earthy place, neither flat nor smooth. 
Under a dim gray sky, the brook flows without arrival or departure. It’s just 
passing through. The weighty, steady fall of flakes whites it all out, the some-
time pond and erstwhile reservoir, a strange and shifting hybrid of need and 
scarcity, of wants and desires, all blanched and pock marked. A single field 
of white. I imagine the brook, a curvy black rift of water coursing through 
its midriff, here and their exposed, mostly hidden under a mottled dome of 
ice. Or is it two fields of white sliced through by a dark wavy line. Two fields 
separated, or one decorated. Who can say? The dam half gone, half standing, 
a crumbling mess of whitewashed rubble where the spillway was.

Imagine it as you will. The brook flows on, like an itinerant nun headed 
back to the abbey lifting spirits as she makes her prayerful way along the 
rocky path. It has been a long journey. She is close to home even as she has 
never really left it. One last milky field to cross. It’s the surface of the moon. 
It’s a ruin cloaked in taffeta. It’s wedding day. An orchard buried in bone 
dust. The Shroud of Turin draped over the corpse of some forgotten mingling 
of earthly waters and worldly meanings. Let the intimations come. It’s all the 
same to us. We are only imagining it. We will find there only what we put 
there. The pond is gone. We are still here. The Earth demurs. The world still 
waits.

From tHE tHEory oF imAginAriES 
to imAginAtiVE prACtiCE

This chapter seeks as-of-yet un-mined resources for an imaginative response 
to the planetary and global crisis. “Un-mined resources?” We might do well 
to phrase it differently. This chapter seeks as-of-yet untapped riches. . . . No, 
unexploited reserves. . . . No, not that either. Underutilized tools. . . . Better, 
but still. Perhaps it is not so easy to imagine our way past the capitalist, colo-
nialist, consumerist mindset. Even our vernacular nudges the geoextractivist 
project forward, despite our most worthy intentions to get out of it. Let us try 
another way in. 

This chapter draws together two seemingly disparate strands of thought, 
Sartre’s theory of imagination and Charles Taylor’s theory of social imagi-
naries, in the service of an imaginative response to the real-world, real-Earth 
predicament we face. Despite their different concerns and orientations, Sartre 
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and Taylor together can help us to see the worldly crisis through the lens of 
the burgeoning earthly emergency, to see the planetary crisis through the lens 
of the global disaster. These two unlikely bedfellows can help us to discern 
the broad contours of what I will call a new socioecological imaginary, an 
emergent reimagining of Earth and world as one, of humankind and all the 
rest of earthly nature together. And so we must imagine things, if we are to 
act upon the still real and rapidly receding prospect of success in meeting the 
challenges we face, if we are to fashion a truly livable world in the embrace 
of a truly habitable planet.

But if the planetary crisis is real, and the real world is at stake, why 
imagine? Why dwell at all in the imaginary? Shouldn’t we just gird up our 
loins and plod on? Shouldn’t we just suck it up and face reality and roll up 
our sleeves and get to work? Why ponder imagination? It does seem fair to 
wonder.

tHE nEtHEr SidE oF progrESS

There are good reasons not to be too quick to over-privilege the real at the 
expense of the imaginary. If our best explanations are to be gathered into 
an open-ended and integrative comprehension of the planetary social and 
ecological crisis, and if our best understanding is to inform a warranted and 
practicable response to that crisis, it seems fair enough to suggest that it will 
require more than a little imagination on our part. This has always been true. 
The imaginary has been a pivotal force in every historical effort to improve 
the lot of humankind—to say nothing of its role in the work of oppression and 
exploitation. Imagination is a generative and constructive act, to anticipate a 
central theme of this chapter. And so it will have to be a pivotal part of any 
effort to maintain a habitable Earth and build livable worlds with and within 
its ample bounty and bounds. 

If it needs to be said, by “a little imagination” I do not mean simply that we 
will have to make it all up. Imagination is not always a matter of wholesale 
conjuring. Yes, we do make it up as we go along, as we may and as we must. 
But imagination at its best is no mere matter of playground make-believe, 
and the imaginary is no simple sandbox world of “let’s pretend.” Not always. 
Nor are such childlike engagements entirely irrelevant to our situation. I 
return to them presently. Let us be honest, our failure to act appropriately 
to date to counteract the many and coalescent social and ecological crises 
we face is, in substantial measure, rooted in a great failure of imagination or 
perhaps more precisely, our real folly is rooted in the cumulative effect of 
many small failures of imagination, the aggregate result of the geoextractivist 
ethos spread across the spectrum of daily conducts and historical practices. 
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Given the stakes, where matters of worldly flourishing are concerned, our 
own flourishing here on Earth and that of the broader earthly community, 
it would behoove us to employ all of the strengths of our peculiar, perhaps 
singular, variety of existence. Among these peculiar strengths is our capacity 
to imagine, a capacity surely shared by many other creatures, and one which 
we have in spades, and which we must now employ in earnest. Not to put too 
fine a point on it, the fate of this Earth, and of any world worth living in, is 
now and for any possible future inescapably wrapped up with the imaginary. 
But how, exactly? It does seem fair to wonder.

Despite our habitual and generally sensible leaning on the perceptual—
and, though less heavily for many of us, our practical dependence on the 
conceptual; and despite our, again, habitual and generally sensible prefer-
ence for the real over the imaginary—if not for some theorist’s dangerous 
preference for conceptual over the real, the imaginary does have a certain 
primacy in lived experience. Sartre’s understanding of these matters is, I 
think, as underappreciated as it is misunderstood. What we learn from all 
of Sartre’s various theoretical and practical explorations is that the imagi-
nary is both a blessing and a curse. Imagination is a gift and a tool and a 
liability, at once definitive of the embodied transcendental consciousness 
that fascinated the young phenomenologist, and integral to the free organic 
praxis that so engaged the developing dialectician, and thus in its way 
definitive of the promise of integral humanity, the core notion that ani-
mated Sartre’s mature political morality. While we are most assuredly not 
unique in possessing the basic capacity to imagine, the human imagination 
is surely a rich and many-splendored thing. Used well, much can be done 
with it. And as with any tool, misuse can be pointless, counterproductive 
if not dangerous, and sometimes even fatal. All of this, and more, to say 
nothing of the sheer entertainment value of the imaginary. We use imagi-
nation all the time. Even as we resist the imaginary, as we may and as we 
must, we could hardly live a life worth living without it. Perhaps children 
know this best.

to CroSS tHiS EArtHly intErSECtion

The child enjoys the gift of imagination in abundance, and works well with it 
for the most part. She can blur the distinction between the real and the imagi-
nary—between the real and what Sartre aptly calls “the irreal.” The child can 
ignore the line between the perceived and the imagined to the point that the 
separation between them, the maintenance of which is so crucial to growing 
up, loses its grip on her. And sometimes, if she’s lucky, the line between the 
real and the irreal disappears entirely, the two blend so completely that the 
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real world and the imagined world are one for a time. For a spell. We have 
all been there. We have all been there, even if only I have been to just my 
there, and only you to yours. “You can’t see my imaginary friend,” I might 
insist, if I still had one. “Well, you can’t see mine,” you might fairly retort, 
if you still did. 

As we develop and mature, the line between the imaginary and the real 
becomes clearer, firmer, more reliable, and even preferred. As it should. No 
doubt this shift away from the imaginary, this drift ever nearer to the real, 
is due both to biological developmental pathways with deep roots in our 
evolutionary past and to social developmental practices branching out of our 
historical present. We try in vain to imagine our way out of that one when, 
for instance, we pick sides in the so-called nature-nurture debate. As if any 
nature could persist un-nurtured, or any nurture be undertaken apart from 
some nature. The divide itself is a product of imagination, useful enough as 
far as it goes, even though it goes nowhere near far enough. Even if it is, in 
its way, a dangerous figment.3 The choice between nature and nurture is, like 
that between nature and culture, or Earth and world, or society and ecology, 
at once a context for understanding and a constraint upon action. By and by, 
we learn to prefer the closure of constraint to the openness of context. We are 
progressively trained to refuse the gift of imagination, to stay in touch with 
reality, as we are wont to say. We learn to mistrust and resist the lure of the 
merely imaginary in favor of the really real. And the lesson comes easily, in 
part, because we grow according to earthly laws of heredity and development 
that must find a place for expression within some worldly frame; and, in 
part, because we grow according to worldly bylaws of convention and habit 
that must find space for expression on this earthly ground. Nature, yes, and 
nurture, too. And neither at all without the other. Not ever. Not even once. I 
digress, of course. And it is an apt digression. Through the imaginary toward 
the real, one hopes. Ours is, after all, a worldly crisis that makes sense, if it 
makes any sense at all, only within this earthly frame. This crisis, like us, is 
nature nurtured and nurtured nature and something else and more, too. Why 
is this so difficult to imagine? There are chickens and there are eggs and we 
are so accustomed to asking which came first that we can hardly imagine a 
different question, let alone a better question.

Again, imagination need not be thought of always or even primarily in the 
plenary sense of the term, as when we imagine a magical forest where stones 
speak and trees walk and gnome princes join in battle with fairy queens 
against armies of misguided ogres ruled by evil warlocks—or when we 
imagine that a cupful of water in a crevice on a rock is a lake, or that a pad of 
moss and lichen is a forest, or that our best friend is a talking bear, as I have 
done more than once. We imagine all the time. Just crossing a street involves 
a good deal of imagination, carefully winnowed by perception of the real. 
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Cars are real, after all, and to imagine that they are made of marshmallow or 
that I am made of some diaphanous ether as I cross a busy intersection would 
surely lead to difficulties if I believed it, for me and for at least one driver. 

The child may imagine what she will. I ask her to hold my hand as I tighten 
my grip on the real and look both ways twice before we cross. I know how 
easy it is for her to take up the gift of imagination. She is Wonder Woman, 
after all, as her Halloween costume loudly proclaims. So Wonder Woman 
had better hold on. I know that it is I who helps her to cross the street, even 
as she knows it is Wonder Woman who helps me to do so with her invis-
ible golden lasso wrapped around my wrist. We arrive safely on the far side 
of the intersection, and this is surely a good thing. I release her hand at the 
same moment that she shakes off the lasso and runs ahead to fight for truth 
and justice. I check the time and decide whether to walk or take a bus to our 
appointment, imagining my way through alternative futures and on to what I 
can only hope will be the right decision for this moment. In this instance at 
least, I am better at imagining than the child. And yet I pretend that it is not a 
supple imagination but a firm grip on reality that has gotten us safely across 
the busy intersection. 

Sartre, too, maintains the same pretense, almost to a fault. We have seen 
something of this in the Fourth Interval, with Sartre’s insistence on rigid, 
essential boundaries between perception, conception, and imagination. While 
we stand at the intersection waiting for the light to change we might look 
more closely at the logic of the phenomena if we are to negotiate our way 
safely to the other corner.

Late in The Imaginary, Sartre suggests that there is an equally rigid bound-
ary between the “lived future” and the “imagined future.” Here he implicitly 
challenges our busy intersection story. Unlike Wonder Woman’s invisible 
golden lasso, my anticipation of an oncoming car’s future position is not, 
according to Sartre, a matter of imagination. Anticipation is of the lived 
future (as memory is of the lived past). Anticipation traffics in the real, he 
insists.4 “There are in fact two sorts of futures: one is but the temporal ground 
on which my present perception develops, the other is posited for itself but 
as that which is not yet.” His example is a fast-approaching tennis ball, but it 
might just as well have been a fast-approaching car—or the slow violence of 
climate change, of species extinctions, of toxification of land, sea, and air.5 
The tennis ball makes the point well enough. “Actually, the future is here 
only the real development of a form begun by my opponent’s movement 
and this opponent’s real movement communicates its reality to the whole 
form.” We need not imagine the future location of the oncoming car in order 
to avoid it, nor by this logic need we imagine the future extinction of the 
Kodiak bear to prevent it. Standing on the corner waiting impatiently for the 
light to change, or in the woods searching in vain for the last breeding pair, 
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we are and remain within the real, even as we lunge to the left in anticipation 
of the truck’s arrival, even as we scan the horizon again and again. “As for 
my foresight, it is also reality, I continue to realize the form in foreseeing it, 
since my foresight is a real movement internal to the form. Thus, step by step, 
there is always a real future that occurs simply, like the real past, as the sense 
of a current form in development or, if one prefers, as the signification of the 
universe.” In anticipation as in memory, Sartre opines, the irreal has no place. 
To cross the street or save the bears, we need only traffic in the real. “All real 
existence is given with present, past, and future structures, therefore the past 
and the future as essential structures of the real are equally real, which is to 
say correlates of a realizing thesis.”6 Not so for an imaging thesis, he insists. 
At the end of the day, I can look for the bear in the bushes where I remem-
ber last seeing it, or I can imagine myself doing so, as we might do once we 
know the species is extinct. If my little Wonder Woman loses her shoe, I will 
look for it. If she loses her golden lasso, only she can find it. According to 
Sartre, the first act traffics entirely in the real, the second, in the irreal. And 
he waffles, predictably enough, and helpfully. 

Sartre’s divisions are too rigid, even for him. Here and there he shows his 
ambivalence. The phenomenologist in him wants so badly to have distinct 
consciousnesses that he allows the incipient dialectician in him to set aside 
any experiential or reflexive hints of their overlap, to say nothing of the 
inevitable overlaps in neurological architectures and processes that underlay 
these functions. In all fairness, Sartre was quietly cognizant of the physi-
ological connection, even if he was not explicit regarding its neurophysi-
ological dimension. After all, he would not have taken mescaline to help him 
to understand hallucinatory images if he did not believe that an alteration to 
brain chemistry would alter consciousness and yield phenomenologically 
relevant observations. Still, from the phenomenological standpoint, and per-
haps especially from the standpoint of eidetic phenomenology, the hard lines 
Sartre draws between perception, conception, and imagination are, indeed, 
clear and distinct and certain—in the Cartesian sense that still captivated his 
philosophical imagination at the time he wrote The Imaginary. Thus he was 
correct to say, from the eidetic standpoint, that crossing a busy intersection 
is solely a matter of perception; that even anticipating the future location of 
an oncoming car is a matter of reading the temporality of the real; and thus 
that there is no imagination proper involved in the safe passage to the far side 
of the street. But this same constituted temporality (call it “clock time”) and 
the constitutive temporalization (call it “lived time”) that together yield the 
right perceptual engagement of the street and the cars and the traffic lights 
faced by the fleshy living practical organism, nudges us ineluctably toward 
and into the imaginary. If, from the vantage point of “the certain,” that is, 
the phenomenological, the lines are crisp and clear, from the vantage point 
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of “the probable,” that is, the psychological and the lived, they are fuzzy. 
Without going into the details, in support of the claim we can note that Sartre 
recognizes the existence of perception-image hybrid states.7 He acknowl-
edges that consciousnesses are better understood in terms of a spectrum than 
a series of strata.8 He admits that comprehension can mimic the imaging 
consciousness.9 He asks after the place of the imaginary in synesthesia.10 He 
describes how the percept can be concentrated, made more precise, and its 
intensity increased by imagination.11 To imagine at all, Sartre insists, a con-
sciousness must be free.12 And, after all, a consciousness that cannot imagine 
is inconceivable,13 and though each function of consciousness is a unified 
synthesis, the whole of consciousness is defined, above all, by its synthetic 
unity.14 Thus, if we take seriously both the certain and the probable, we might 
do better to describe the distinctions as shifting relations and the boundaries 
as overlapping horizons. If we trust the overlapping horizons of introspection 
and experiment, the shifting relations between the essential and the actual, it 
seems safe to infer that we are unlikely to find rigid boundaries between per-
ception and imagination, between conception and comprehension, between 
the real and the imaginary. If there are any hard lines, there are certainly few. 
And there are probably none.

Even if the real and the irreal are phenomenologically distinct, as Sartre 
insists—“For the real and the imaginary, by reason of their essences, cannot 
coexist”15—and even though one need not be entirely convinced that they 
are to see the import of the insistence, they are not separable. They can and 
must be distinguished by their essential [sic] differences, but Sartre claims 
with equal albeit subtler vehemence that they cannot be isolated one from the 
other in experience. True, “the real is always new, always unforeseeable,”16 
and yet he adds in a note, “one foresees the real with the irreal.”17 The Sartre 
of the body of the text wants us to understand that the irreal is, as it were, 
old and foreseeable. The Sartre of the note cannot deny that the connec-
tion of the irreal to the real is itself real, at least insofar as it is lived. “The 
irreal is produced outside the world by a consciousness that remains in the 
world.”18 In a phenomenological echo of a familiar Cartesian observation, 
Sartre makes two interrelated points in support of this Janus-faced realism 
of the irreal: “First of all, even if no image is produced at the moment, every 
apprehension of the real as a world tends of its own accord to end up with 
the production of irreal objects since it is always, in a sense, free nihilation 
of the world and is always from a particular point of view.” By definition, 
every consciousness of the world must reach beyond the world toward the 
irreal if it is to recognize the proper bounds of the real. That car may abruptly 
accelerate. So, too, may climate change. And an asteroid may strike right 
here right now. It is conceivable, however unimaginable. “So, if conscious-
ness is free,” Sartre continues, “the noematic correlate of its freedom should 
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be the world that carries in itself its possibility of negation, at each moment, 
by means of an image, even while the image must as yet be constituted by a 
particular intention of consciousness.” Here we see the abyss that separates 
the real from the irreal, the unexpected acceleration from the asteroidal 
impact. A driver losing control of a car, a geoengineer feigning control of a 
planet. And, second of all, “reciprocally, an image, being a negation of the 
world from a particular point of view, can appear only on the ground of the 
world and in connection with that ground.”19 Here we see the bridge that 
links the real and the irreal, which is why Sartre can say, without reserva-
tion, that “the imaginary represents at every moment the implicit sense of 
the real.”20 The irreal is always in its way anchored to and by the real. This 
should come as no surprise in the context of a properly relational realism. 
Like all real things, Sartre notes early on, “an image is nothing other than a 
relation.”21 And so the converse must also be true: the real is always in its 
way anchored by the irreal. Again, the driver and the geoengineer, the pilot 
and the mastermind, fit the bill. Thus we might imagine the imaginary in the 
idiom of this study, that no worldly image floats entirely free of its earthly 
ground, and, reciprocally, that no earthly image is ever fully released from 
its worldly roots.

Here we come to the heart of the matter. If it needs to be said, Sartre was 
ambivalent about the imaginary. And this ambivalence, like all of his several 
ambivalences, was rooted in real ambiguities in the real world. On the one 
hand, he saw a radical gap between imagination and perception: “we can 
never perceive a thought nor think a perception. They are radically distinct 
phenomena: one is knowledge conscious of itself, which places itself at once 
in the center of the object; the other is a synthetic unity of a multiplicity 
of appearances, which slowly serves its apprenticeship.”22 Thus, as Sartre 
reiterates in Being and Nothingness: “We cannot . . . perceive and imagine 
simultaneously; it must be either one or the other.”23 (And a similar radical 
disjunction holds between the image and the concept: “To say that an object 
is given as imaged and as conceived at the same time is as absurd as to speak 
of a body that would be solid and gas at the same time.”24) On the other 
hand, he acknowledged, or at least hinted at a certain capacity of the imagi-
nation to affect the percept (and so by extension, to influence the concept): 
“before producing the roast chicken as imaged, I was hungry and yet I did 
not salivate. . . . One could not therefore deny that my hunger . . . underwent 
a significant modification while passing through the imaging state. [It was] 
concentrated, made more precise, and [its] intensity increased.”25 Despite the 
lived tension between this irreal cause and its real effects, Sartre unequivo-
cally affirmed a common ground between them: both the perceived object and 
the imagined object possess a real being. Both the real and the irreal are real. 
For the present purposes, this common ground is of the utmost importance.
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We are safely across the busy intersection, at least this time, at least for 
now. For me, if I am lucky, we will have a timely arrival. For my little 
Wonder Woman, it is just another moment in the process of learning about 
the perils of reality, or another step along the path to discovering the perils 
of the imaginary, depending on your point of view. Much is gained in the 
process, for both of us, but along that way there is also a loss, and a subtle, 
if inevitable, dissimulation. Of the naïve realist, she is compelling. Still, her 
repeated insistence that we can get enough, that our access to the nature of 
things, the world, the mind and other minds and other kinds of minds, is 
limited but good enough, is really just a way of evading the fact that there is 
more, “an overflowing,” and that we do not have complete access to it. And 
isn’t this realism really just a way of announcing that there is no problem 
and silently admitting that there is? Imagination matters. After all, I must, 
if only briefly and even if only a little and not at all reflectively, engage in 
a bit of imagining if we are to cross the street successfully, just as I will 
have to imagine the various scenarios as I decide which steps to take next 
along the path to our destination. What will we do if we are early? Will 
they still see us if we are late? So, too, if we are to safely cross the earthly 
intersection to which we have brought our world and every other creature’s 
world, we must have some image of a worldly future worth wanting if we 
are to bring it about here on this real Earth. There is a fast-approaching 
car. In truth, there are many, and they are all accelerating and they are all 
headed right for us, among others. What’s worse, there seem to be no driv-
ers in some of them. 

The point at this juncture is just to suggest that there is a too easily over-
looked and crucial relation between our notions of a mature attitude toward 
imagination—which distinguishes clearly between the imaginary and the real, 
privileges the real over the imaginary, and denies that the line between the 
two is ever blurry or ought ever to be blurred—and the very real prospects for 
a future worth wanting here on Earth; a future not merely on a planet that is 
habitable enough, not merely in a world that is livable enough; but a properly 
socioecological future where habitability and livability coalesce; a properly 
socioecological future wherein we endeavor to create and sustain the dynamic 
and dialectical unity of the social and the ecological, of planet and world, of 
humankind and all the rest of earthly nature. For if such prospects are ever 
to be sensibly conceived, let alone to be made real enough to be perceived, it 
seems fair enough to say that they must also be imagined, at least in outline, 
along the way. If all this emphasis on the absence of rigid boundaries between 
“the great functions of consciousness” matters, it is because it opens the door 
to the range of overlaps that are at the heart of this study: nature and culture, 
fact and value, reality and imagination. If, as Sartre insists, “the possible is a 
structure of the real,”26 so, too, the imaginary is a structure of the possible. It 
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is possible that there are hard lines between them. Imaginable, yet unrealistic. 
Again, Sartre demurs.

oF Worldly imAginAriES

Before we can move onto the central question of this chapter, namely the 
pressing need for, and halting emergence of, a new socioecological imagi-
nary, it will be helpful to examine some of the roots of this notion. These 
lie in philosophical and social scientific conversations that have taken place 
outside the Sartrean purview, especially in the work of Charles Taylor. I 
originally encountered the concept of a “social imaginary” nested deep within 
Taylor’s monumental tome, A Secular Age.27 Throughout this discussion I 
quote from his mercifully shorter text, Modern Social Imaginaries (much 
of which is reproduced verbatim in A Secular Age), where he develops the 
theme of social imaginaries in some detail. 

Though Taylor never attributes the origins of term specifically, he 
acknowledges more than once the influence of Benedict Anderson’s Imag-
ined Communities,28 and in a later chapter cites Bronislaw Baczko, Les 
Imaginaires Sociaux.29 As its title suggests, Modern Social Imaginaries is 
principally concerned with modernity and its distinctive imaginaries. Here 
we are concerned with the notion a social imaginary as such, so we will focus 
on a single chapter in which Taylor elaborates the notion in broad outline. 
He defines a social imaginary as follows (it will be worth quoting at length):

By social imaginary, I mean something much broader and deeper than the intel-
lectual schemes people may entertain when they think about social reality in a 
disengaged mode. I am thinking, rather, of the ways people imagine their social 
existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and 
their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative 
notions and image that underlie these expectations.

There are important differences between social imaginary and social theory. 
I adopt the term imaginary (i) because my focus is on the way ordinary people 
‘imagine’ their social surroundings, and this is often not expressed in theoretical 
terms, but is carried in images, stories and legends. It is also the case that (ii) 
theory is often the possession of a small minority, whereas what is interesting 
in the social imaginary is that it is shared by large groups of people, if not the 
whole society. Which leads to a third difference: (iii) the social imaginary is 
that common understanding that makes possible common practices and a widely 
shared sense of legitimacy.30

A few brief comments on the import of Taylor’s threefold clarification are 
in order. First, a social imaginary is always an unthematized image of social 
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existence. It is an image not so much envisioned as it is lived. We each carry 
with us some social imaginary—perhaps many more of them today than in 
the past—but it is not an image we can easily conjure; and we do not neces-
sarily, or even ever, think about our social imaginaries. Rather, we each enact 
our social imaginaries, in and by means of concrete social practices. Most of 
these practices are just the ordinary rituals of daily life, and some of them are 
extraordinary interventions aimed at an unlikely but possible future—about 
which more below. A social imaginary is not a theory but a practice. Taylor 
is emphatic on this point:

The understanding implicit in practice stands to social theory in the same rela-
tion that my ability to get around a familiar environment stands to a (literal) map 
of this area. I am very well able to orient myself without ever having adopted the 
standpoint of overview the map offers me. Similarly, for most of human history 
and for most of social life, we function through the grasp we have on the com-
mon repertory, without benefit of theoretical overview. Humans operated with a 
social imaginary well before they ever got into the business of theorizing about 
themselves.31 (Taylor 2004, 26)

Thus Taylor insists, “The social imaginary is not a set of ideas; rather, it is 
what enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society.”32 Certain 
readers may here think of the notion of “the background,” originally devel-
oped by John Searle in The Social Construction of Reality and described 
by Taylor as “that largely unstructured and inarticulate understanding of 
our whole situation.” Though a background is relevant to the constitution 
of a social imaginary, the two are distinct and not necessarily coextensive: 
every social imaginary has its background, but not every background entails 
a social imaginary. Ordinary conduct requires a background, though not 
necessarily a social imaginary. A social imaginary is a diffuse and incho-
ate image of the ordinary world as enacted against a background through 
ordinary conduct. 

This brings us to Taylor’s second point of clarification: as ordinary, a 
social imaginary is not the possession of a select few; it is a popular notion, 
in the descriptive rather than prescriptive sense of the term. 

By definition the social imaginary is seated in the “popular imagination,” 
for lack of a better phrase. This holds for Taylor’s “modern social imagi-
naries” as it does for any contemporary social imaginary, where working 
citizens struggle to make sense of, among other things, all the images of 
disarray, the stories of looming social chaos and ecological degradation, as 
they witness it in the news media, in nature shows, in apocalyptic films, in 
the available scientific story, such as it is. There, in the popular imagination, 
ordinary people, so-called, struggle to live the palpable panoply of tensions 
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and contradictions, both imagined and real, between human experience and 
conducts and all the rest of earthly nature, the pushes and pulls and yanks 
and tears that define these troubled and troubling times. There, “the average 
Joe,” unwilling representative of all humans who struggle, despite his best 
efforts to worry about his job and only about his job, finds himself unable to 
be inattentive to his own unarticulated sense of rapid, dramatic, palpable, and 
seemingly unstoppable social and ecological change. All at once personal 
and social and ecological, Joe knows the Earth is changing and the world is 
shifting, that it all goes together, and he is not quite sure what to make of it. 
All of this, to say nothing of the average Josephine and her many worries and 
ways of working it out. At least as often as not they work it out by sifting 
the human from the nonhuman, unbeknownst to him and to her, choosing 
the human at the expense of the other-and-more-than-human, just one more 
unsurprising inflection of the divide that is no divide, a reflection in the mirror 
of nature that is no mirror at all. He peers into it and does not recognize his 
own face. Nor she, hers. 

The social imaginary describes a popular, that is, broadly shared sense of 
how things are with the world. In this way, and far from being any mere fig-
ment of the imagination, the social imaginary is very much a part of the real 
world. It is the always underarticulated and still efficacious shared image of 
large numbers of ordinary people, and so orients the daily conduct of large 
swathes of ordinary society; and so, by extension, it orients the dynamic 
stability of whole societies. For good and for ill, a social imaginary is a pow-
erful force, taken up each day in a multitude of ways by myriads of people, 
the bathwater for the babies, as they paint make histories, sculpt worlds, and 
sketch futures along the way. The social imaginary is, in Sartrean terms, 
a possiblizing force. It is, in the idiom of this study, the story behind the 
medium that makes the work of world-making possible here on Earth. 

Third, and an implicate of the latter point, because a social imaginary 
(and the more loosely related collections of social imaginaries that tend to 
engage the inhabitants of the so-called developed world) has this sustaining 
influence on the real world, it is by extension, a legitimizing force in the 
world. A living social imaginary permits a diversity of individuals, despite 
the counterthrusts of pathology, idiosyncrasy, and creativity, to share in 
the construction of a single world, a world recognizable to all, or at least 
recognizable enough to most, as this world in which we live. The social 
imaginary is, in this sense, a self-fulfilling prophecy: the world is as it is 
because this is the way the world is; and the way the world is, is the way 
the world is supposed to be. A social imaginary makes a world seem right 
and true and natural. 

Three further observations are pertinent to the concerns of this study. First, 
the social imaginary possesses a certain recalcitrance to change—Sartre 
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might call it quasi-being or inertia, Taylor might call it stability or integrity. 
And this resistance to change must not be underestimated, especially by those 
who would seek to change the world. As a facilitating story of how things 
are with the world, the social imaginary exerts a gentle and pervasive grip 
on individuals and groups, and it is not open to reorientation by persuasion 
alone. For the hand of the social imaginary reaches up from levels well below 
the transparency of ideas and argument. Taylor touches on this point in an 
endnote: “The implicit map of social space [i.e., the social imaginary] has 
deep fissures, which are profoundly anchored in culture and [the] imaginary, 
beyond the reach of correction by better theory.”33 The social imaginary as 
such has more in common with the passive character of a hypnagogic image, 
those ever-shifting colorforms that we see in the dark behind our closed 
eyelids as we drift off to sleep, than with any actively constituted worldly 
image. The social imaginary, like the hypnagogic image, forms itself seem-
ingly without our assistance. Perhaps if we awaken to it, we are free, within 
the space of worldly contingency and earthly bounds, to do with it what we 
will. This remains to be seen.

Second, again, an implicate of the latter point, the social imaginary is thor-
oughly imbricated with identity construction, the concern to which Taylor 
devoted perhaps his best-known philosophical study, Sources of the Self. The 
depth of the challenge of social change comes in part from the fact that the 
social imaginary is not only about what we do and why we do it but about 
who we are. The social imaginary is part of “the very formative horizon of 
my identity,” Taylor writes, an integral part of becoming the kind of persons 
we are, the kind of person you are, the kind of person I am.34 And it is equally 
integral to our staying the way we are. The point is complex, requiring first, 
that we “distinguish between a formal and a material mode of social embed-
ding. . . . On the first level, we are always socially embedded; we learn our 
identities in dialogue, by being inducted into a certain language.” The second 
level is the level of content, the level of what we learn about who we are, 
much of which we discussed in chapter 7. Taylor’s account of the modern 
social imaginary is, in this sense, both practical and theoretical—and even in 
its way at once “historical and structural,” to invoke one of Sartre’s mature 
notional pairings. 

Lastly, and perhaps most pertinent to the goals of this study, the bedrock 
of Taylor’s tale of the modern social imaginary is the slow and steady emer-
gence in the West of “a new moral order.” More precisely, and more thor-
oughly explored in A Secular Age, it involves active construction of a novel 
and explicit moral order which, in due course, permits the passive emergence 
of a social imaginary that loses sight of the novelty and comes to take the lin-
eaments of the recently fashioned moral order for granted. Again, and ancil-
lary to any new imaginary—including any prospect of a new socioecological 
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imaginary—the new moral order comes in time to be seen as right and true 
and natural. 

As we saw in chapter 7, not least among the historical structures that have 
influenced contemporary identities are capitalism, colonialism, and consum-
erism. Together these provide the core practices that sustain contemporary 
identities and so the social imaginaries of the developed world, what, for lack 
of any better terms, might be called the postmodern or postindustrial or late 
capitalist social imaginary. A less pithy though, more precise term might be 
the geocapitalist/geocolonialist/geoconsumerist social imaginary. Whether 
we can name it simply or not, we know a great deal about where this imagi-
nary comes from, of what sorts of practices it requires, and of why it must 
be surpassed if we are to have any chance of a future in which we enjoy both 
a habitable planet and a livable world. The question is, what sort of social 
imaginary do we need?

It is easy enough to talk about how the world is and how it ought to be. It 
is exceedingly difficult to change it. As Taylor’s insights make clear, any con-
crete change in the world will have to work out its refashioning of materially 
recalcitrant social, political, and economic structures against the tide of living 
social imaginaries, the murky undercurrents of meaning and mattering that 
silently contribute so much to the drift of how things are with the Earth and 
its worlds. By its nature, social imaginaries have never been argued to their 
bearers, nor are they ever articulated by them, and so it is folly to expect that 
articulations and arguments alone can do much to bring about a reimagining 
of how things are, let alone a reorientation of conduct and a restructuring of 
the world in terms of a new moral order and how things ought to be. A social 
imaginary makes change hard, even as it makes it necessary. A multiplicity 
of them makes change even more difficult, and even more necessary. This is 
hardly news. “Talk is cheap,” as we say. “Good ideas are a dime a dozen,” as 
my mother says. And perhaps for reasons that run far deeper than the trans-
actional metaphors suggest.

CoAlESCEnt imAgES oF tHE imAginAry

Though their central concerns are different, Taylor’s and Sartre’s interests 
are not entirely unrelated. Everything Taylor says is broadly consistent with 
Sartre’s general theory of the imagination, and everything Sartre says is con-
sistent with Taylor’s theory of social imaginaries. If each has his particular 
emphasis, about which more presently, it is important to see that each to some 
extent also shares the interests of the other. For example, when asked what 
motivated his study of Flaubert, Sartre replied that a guiding question was: 
“What was the imaginary social world of the dreamy bourgeoisie of 1848?”35 
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And witness Taylor in Sources of the Self, for example, where he more than 
once invokes “the idea of creative imagination,” opines in more than one way 
that “what we can’t escape is the mediation through the imagination,” and 
argues that the each of the historical changes in worldview that he examines 
“throws into relief the creative work of the imagination in transfiguring it.”36 
Still, despite their overlapping interests, their respective emphases are distinct 
and what is of most use for the purposes of this chapter are the differences 
between them. 

The main difference should be clear enough. By definition, Taylor’s 
interest lies outside the bounds of the static and genetic phenomenological 
descriptions to which the young Sartre devoted himself. He was still under 
the spell of Husserl—“Husserl had gripped me. . . . I was ‘Husserlian’ and 
longed to remain so”37—and was fittingly concerned with the constitutive 
imaging consciousness and the imaginary life of individuals. Taylor is con-
cerned with what happens when the imaginary takes a social form. Whether 
one focuses on the patterned qualities of the imaginary as a social trope, or on 
the history and currency of the modern social imaginary—with which Taylor 
is principally engaged—the imaginary in the Taylorian context is a collec-
tive imaginary. In the Sartrean context, it is an individual imaginary. Sartre 
wants to show us what the individual does when she imagines, and wants us 
to understand what this means about the way things are for her. Taylor wants 
above all to show us that we, individually and together, forge and sustain a 
social imaginary, a story that is about us and for us. It is, precisely, the story 
we tell ourselves about who we are, what we are like, how we have come to 
be that way, and how we ought to be. The social imaginary is us in relief, as 
it were, hewn from a background upon which we depend, and beyond which 
our selfsame imaginary sometimes manages to take us. It is our shared but 
always tacit cartography, so familiar that we already know how to get where 
we are going, unexamined because we are already there. And yet, as Sartre 
repeatedly reminds us, in the individual imaginary, “I will never find anything 
there but what I put there.”38 And so it seems to be with any social imaginary.

If Sartre is explicitly concerned with the static and genetic phenomenology 
of the imagination and the individual image, Taylor might be said to be con-
cerned with the generative phenomenology of the collective imaginary—or 
he would be, were he a proper phenomenologist. For those unfamiliar with 
the phenomenological vernacular, two representative definitions may help: 
“Static phenomenology is governed by a pregiven and stable object whose 
sense functions as a rule that governs in advance the possible multiplicities of 
consciousness in which it could be given. . . . Genetic phenomenology, inves-
tigating the very becoming of these rules, these objective unities of sense, 
finds a different source of the governance of the originary manifestation of 
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identity in motivations inherent to the flux itself.”39 Sartre was sensitive to the 
distinction, as indicated by his comment near the end of the first chapter of 
The Imaginary, where he mentions that he has been concerned only with “the 
statics of the image,” and that he must now move on to “describe the image 
as a functional attitude.”40 He might just as easily have described the latter 
concern as the genetics of the image. Generative phenomenology, in contrast, 
though it too finds its ground in descriptions of static and genetic constitu-
tion, moves beyond the constitutive individual consciousness and into the 
lifeworld itself. As Anthony Steinbock describes it, “the task of a generative 
phenomenology is precisely to inquire after how historical and intersubjec-
tive structures themselves become meaningful at all, how these structures 
are and can be generated. Accordingly, not only the past and present dimen-
sions are invoked here, but the future too becomes a ‘matter’ of generative 
phenomenology.”41 The mature Sartre, too, has this interest, certainly in the 
Critique and The Family Idiot, arguably in St. Genet, with hints of it scattered 
throughout Notebooks for an Ethics. It is just that his manner of expressing 
the generative interest he shares with Taylor is built upon the foundation of 
his early interest in the statics and genetics of the image. And this is a differ-
ence that makes a difference.

Taylor is right to emphasize the role of the social imaginary in identity 
formation, and it is, at base, a moral matter. It is visible in the core ele-
ments of our collective self-image. The contemporary social imaginary is 
underwritten by our collective ethos. Think back to chapter 7. We imagine 
ourselves to be consumers. Consumers have “consumer rights.” There are 
“consumer advocates.” We read Consumer Reports. There is a “consumer 
index.” We imagine ourselves colonialists, even if we do not celebrate 
the moniker, with all the rights and privileges of a conqueror, encouraged 
by values and protected by laws befitting a master. We imagine ourselves 
capitalists, good capitalists, to be sure, with profit and accumulation as 
our motivators, and with all the dreams of competitive merit and abundant 
excess befitting a mogul. And Sartre is right to remind us, equally, that we 
have made ourselves into these things we imagine ourselves to be. We have 
made ourselves into the geocaptialist, geocolonialist, geoconsumers that we 
are. This is what we are making of what we have been made. And we seem 
to find only what we put there.

The challenge, then, is to take each of them seriously, to draw together the 
static and genetic concerns of Sartre’s theory of imagination and the genera-
tive focus of Taylor’s theory of the social imaginary, and to see what comes 
of the comingling. Can a mixture of these two seemingly disparate theories 
help us to render something of the emergent socioecological imaginary intel-
ligible? In a word, yes. 
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BEyond tHE CopulA 

What is a “socioecological imaginary,” anyway? And why the abstruse 
mouthful? Why not some simpler term? As a first step toward answering 
these interrelated questions, recall once again Sartre’s helpful distinction 
between concepts and notions. In an interview conducted the same year as 
the previously cited definition was written, Sartre links the distinction directly 
to imagination: 

The concept is atemporal. One can study how concepts are engendered one after 
the other within determined categories. But neither time itself nor, consequently, 
history, can be made the object of a concept. There is a contradiction in terms. 
When you introduce temporality, you come to see that within a temporal devel-
opment the concept modifies itself. A notion, on the contrary, can be defined 
as the synthetic effort to produce an idea which develops itself by contradiction 
and its successive overcoming, and therefore is homogeneous to the develop-
ment of things . . . on one side there is the concept, on the other, imagination.42

So concepts are static and atemporal, while notions are dynamic and tem-
poral. It seems to be a simple enough distinction. We might like to ask 
Sartre for a few examples. Perhaps “democracy” and “representation” 
are concepts. Perhaps “representative democracy” is a notion. Perhaps 
“monopoly” and “capitalism” are concepts, and “monopoly capitalism” is 
a notion. Thus “belonging” and “participation” might be concepts, while 
“participatory belonging” is a notion, to choose an example closer to the 
heart of this study. 

As a notion, in Sartre’s plenary sense of the term, “socioecological imagi-
nary” at least aims to make history its object insofar as it addresses a blend 
of atemporal concepts, “society” and “ecology,” as an historical process 
of emergent identities and practices. It takes two concepts and sees them 
together as a spatially and temporally linked notion, as lived spatialization 
and temporalization, progressing by internal contradictions and unfolding by 
perpetual surpassing. The term aims to connote a new manner of imagining 
Earth and world, to see earthly and worldly events and relations and processes 
together and to see them whole. And all of this in the constitution of the 
worldly real in and as lived earthly experience, insofar as both the imaginary 
and the real are always surpassed by life. For lived experience is a surpass-
ing. This is its nature [sic]. So the notion points at once to matters internal to 
the world in which we live and which we build and which, in turn, makes the 
sorts of earthlings we are; and to a planet with and through which we live and 
which, in turn, makes us the sort of worldlings we are. In short, the notion of 
a socioecological imaginary aims us not simply toward knowledge, it orients 
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us toward comprehension of the Earth and our worlds’ [sic] place. This is all 
well and good to say. It would be even better to see it.

We might next take a look at the ingredients of the notion itself. Consider 
a few alternatives. Viable surrogates for this admittedly cumbersome term 
might be “environmental imaginary” or “ecological imaginary,” or even 
“ecoimaginary.” Each of these points in the right direction, and there are at 
least two problems with all of them. First, each sits uneasily on the slippery 
slope of lexical greenwashing. The word “environmental,” and especially the 
prefix “eco,” are too easily and too frequently tacked on to too many terms 
(apologies to ecophilosophy, ecophenomenology, ecocriticism, and the rest 
of the many important ecologically oriented disciplines). Eco-this, eco-that, 
and eco-everything-else. As if a simple prefix is all it takes to “green up” an 
otherwise anti-ecological idea or anti-environmental activity. Admittedly, 
this is not entirely or always a bad practice. For the increasing frequency of 
the word “environment” and its cognates, and of the felt nudge of the prefix 
“eco” in people’s daily lives does positively impact the collective imagi-
nary. Seeing “eco” all over the place can and does orient people toward “the 
environment,” as we say, if not toward a properly ecological sensitivity and 
sensibility. We may continue along our disoriented path, but use of these 
terms does at least get folks to turn their gaze in the right direction from time 
to time. Unfortunately, it too often does so in ways that orient us to other 
things, also, things less “green” than we might prefer to imagine, things less 
“pro-environment” than the associated image would have us believe.43 A case 
in point is the term “ecoimaginary,” upon which General Electric has filed a 
proprietary claim with the U.S. Copyright Office. Thus, strictly speaking, any 
interested ecophilosopher or eco-anyone-else must add the copyright symbol 
to the term. It is a registered copyright, after all. And yet “ecoimaginary©” 
just doesn’t seem to work as an index of the beauty of local ecologies and 
the societies they sustain or the value of regional ecological processes seen 
in their properly social contexts—to say nothing of the struggle for worldly 
justice everywhere here on the good Earth. Still, it is fair to wonder whether 
the cumbersome neologism tacked onto the abstract nominative is really 
necessary. 

We could, of course, avoid the property rights issue and stick with “envi-
ronmental imaginary” or “ecological imaginary,” but these, too, have their 
problems. Ecological imaginary is far simpler, and arguably is a better fit 
within Environmental Studies and Sustainability Studies circles. It nicely 
hints at a sort of covalent bond to the more familiar “ecological literacy,” 
and not least because its reference to ecology has the advantage of greater 
precision than reference to the environment. The planetary crisis is, after all, 
a fundamentally ecological issue in the broadest sense of ecology as the sci-
ence of the oikos, the logos of our household. Still, the less familiar but more 
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inclusive term “socioecological” better captures the stakes, not least because 
it renders their interlinked origins explicit. 

The reasons are, or should be, obvious. In addition to legitimate concerns 
with spin and propaganda, the seemingly straightforward inflections—like 
“environmental imaginary”—are, at best, substantively imprecise, and, at 
worst, are dangerously misleading. We have just seen a hint of this. Though 
each term is simpler to read and easier to utter, they all miss the mark in at 
least three ways. They are ontologically constrained insofar as they leave out 
any explicit recognition of the role of the social agency in making a world. 
They are epistemologically narrow insofar as they imply the possibility of 
understanding the crisis we face in purely ecological terms. And they are 
methodologically disorienting insofar as they leave unquestioned the topi-
cal silos into which researchers, politicians, activists, and ordinary citizens 
have been forced to seek explanations and understanding, to say nothing of 
doing the hard work of effecting change. The cumulative effect of these three 
maladaptations is that each of the “enviro” and “eco” options implicitly reit-
erates and retrenches the sorts of false nature/culture, fact/value, and reality/
imagination dichotomies that course through the philosophical heart of the 
planetary crisis in the first place. In this way, they reinforce these powerful 
false divides, and make it impossible, or at least exceedingly difficult, to 
imagine ecology and society together. And yet this is reality. 

We are faced today with a worldly crisis that is now also an earthly crisis. 
It is a crisis of global scale and of planetary significance. Suffice it to say, the 
rhetorical and oral (and aural) convenience of the shorthand terms is gained at 
too great a philosophical cost. Here, at least, we are stuck with the mouthful. 
I have no illusions about the term being broadly adopted—though of course 
“sociobiology” has found its way to the near side of the fringe of the ver-
nacular thanks to the work of popularizers of E. O. Wilson’s original thesis, 
with all of its earthly salience and, for many, its troublesome implications 
where the human world is concerned. In contrast, socioecological speaks 
of an open-ended and integrative collective imaginary that takes account of 
societies and ecologies; of the human and other-and-more-than-human; of us 
and all the rest of earthly nature; in short, of Earth and world. 

Fine, but why the social and the ecological? Why not some other pair? 
We already have the more familiar social and biological that give us “socio-
biology.” Why not natural and cultural, which would give us Haraway’s 
“natureculture”—which is hardly more cumbersome—to take just two of the 
many familiar dichotomies worth overcoming by teasing out their inherent 
complimentarity. Why merge the social and the ecological specifically? For 
a number of reasons.

There is an immediate (which is not to say, unmediated), embodied, and 
felt meaning of sociality that permits beings like ourselves (and without a 
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doubt many other sorts of animals) to engage and experience the particular 
ecology of our local environments (and for increasing numbers, the broader 
ecology of regional and global environments).44 That is to say, beings like 
and not so like ourselves, at the very least, what might be called sentient-
experiential beings, work with and in and from some often inchoate but 
always active sense of earthly engagements amidst and with others, and with 
and in the midst of encompassing worlds. This is the enfolding background 
of every earthly creature, the condition for the possibility of any world. The 
social can no longer be limited thematically, and experientially has never 
been limited, to sociality among humans alone. Other societies abound, as 
does interspecies sociality at manifold levels. We know this to better than a 
moral certainty, and a proper understanding of the spectrum of collective rela-
tions must, on pain of illogic and irrationalism, extend that relationality to the 
planetary scale. This felt sense of situated engagement that accompanies and 
is intrinsic to all experienced sociality is thus, by definition, also an ecologi-
cal phenomenon. So the “ecological” in socioecological imaginary need not 
be limited to the science of ecology and to properly ecological explanations, 
and experientially never has been so limited—much like the imaginary need 
not and cannot be limited to fairy queens and warty trolls. 

Whether and to what extent a particular socioecological imaginary might 
be better described as a pure figment of imagination remains an open ques-
tion; literally, open, in the sense that we cannot know in advance how well it 
will have reflected and inflected socioecological reality. We can only pose the 
question within the space of a particular historical socioecological imaginary 
and await an answer that, more likely than not, we will not be around long 
enough to receive. Even so, it is a better question to ask. What we do know is 
that any collective imaginary worth its salt for these troubled times must be 
a socioecological imaginary. 

First in order of importance today is that we know more of Earth’s story 
than ever. We know a great deal about our home planet’s origins and nature, 
and though we are still groping along in our understanding of life’s origins, 
we know a lot about its history, its currency, and its general prospects, much 
more than ever before. And we also know, given present trends, a great deal 
about its likely possible futures, too. Thus this new story of Earth and earthly 
life points backward and forward. It speaks of an earthly history and future 
that are not found but made; it speaks, too, of a worldly past and prospect 
that is more than a mere aggregate of mere events; that is to say, it speaks, 
albeit obliquely, of the prospect of a properly socioecological future, one that 
winds these seemingly disparate stands together, nature and culture, fact and 
value, reality and imagination, and all of it a scintillating dialectic of earth 
and world as one, all the way to the far side of redundancy, all the way to 
home economics. Our new understanding of the coevolution of earth and 
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world is just home economics writ large. Even my mother knows this. Even 
if she doesn’t know she knows it. We know in no uncertain terms that these 
pairs—society and politics, politics and economy, economy and ecology, 
nature and humankind—have always been tightly coupled; Earth and world 
are, as they have always been, co-constitutive, intertwined, generatively, and 
exquisitely intermingled. And now more so than ever. And, surprise of sur-
prises, due precisely to the ways in which one resident, by its singular habits, 
is adding new minglings to the intermingling. Enough said.

So, Taylor and Sartre in the wings, we might adopt an emergentist and 
constructivist angle on this new socioecological imaginary. On the one hand, 
as Taylor’s modern social imaginary once was, the new socioecological 
imaginary is and must be an emergent imaginary. That is, it is and will be 
for the foreseeable future a collective work of the imagination, a developing 
and evolving imaginary that forms and coalesces piecemeal over time as 
social practices and ecological practices come to play an increasingly con-
nected and integrative role in the lived experience of increasing numbers of 
persons on Earth. Yes, someday, if dreams come true, people will wake to 
realize that they take the intrinsic bond between social justice and ecological 
process for granted—much as many awoke one day to find that they took 
the intrinsic link between the modern moral order and human domination 
for granted—such that their collective imaginary is a properly socioecologi-
cal tale. In this sense, the new socioecological imaginary, if it completes 
its still-limping development and halting emergence, will have come about 
seemingly of its own accord. This is a point Taylor insists on: any collective 
imaginary will of necessity be characterized by its passive-emergent qual-
ity. On the other hand, and understood in a manner broadly consistent with 
Sartre’s phenomenology of imagination, the new socioecological imaginary 
will, again of necessity, be a construction, a product of the active and gen-
erative quality of the imaging consciousness. This, I think, is a point Sartre 
would insist upon: any collective imaginary, a notion Sartre himself invoked 
more than once in a number of ways, will of necessity be characterized by 
its generative spontaneity. The new socioecological imaginary must emerge 
of its own accord and we must construct it. Both Taylor and Sartre would 
agree, even if their orientations tend respectively toward the emergence and 
the construction. 

In short, if we are to find a new socioecological imaginary, we must make 
it. These two demands are not mutually exclusive. And there is no good 
reason to prefer the finding over the making on practical grounds. Nor can 
an argument be made that only one or the other is possible on theoretical 
grounds. Indeed, far from being mutually exclusive, where matters of col-
lective imaginaries are concerned—social, political, economic, socioeco-
logical—the passive-emergent and spontaneous-generative are reciprocally 
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implicative. Each is an implicate of the other. To gloss one of Sartre’s central 
insights, we will only find in the new socioecological imaginary what we have 
put there ourselves, and this precisely to the extent that we have put it there; 
and, to gloss one of Taylor’s key insights, we are unlikely to feel at home in 
the new imaginary until long after we have done most of the work of putting 
it into place. It will be a new given only and exactly to the extent that it was a 
new taken, so to speak, and paradoxically, we must do both the taking and the 
giving. Fortunately, we are not alone. There are many worlds here on Earth. 
Ours is but one among them.

If, as Sartre said much later, “the possible is a structure of the real,”45 it is 
only so because we pass through the imaginary on the path to the possible. 
If the imaginary is a structure of the possible, it is a structure of the real, 
and in its way a more fundamental structure than possibility itself. We never 
perceive the possible, for that is impossible. The imaginary object, like pos-
sibility itself, is irreal and so must be constituted and encountered through 
the imaging consciousness itself. An obvious question arises: is possibility 
irreal? Is the possiblizing consciousness an irrealizing consciousness? Yes 
and no. It is not the same as the imaging consciousness, but to the extent 
that it must, of necessity, traffic in the imaginary, it is also, even if not only, 
an irrealizing consciousness. In fact, it seems as though Sartre is saying that 
all consciousness is also, even if not only, irrealizing consciousness insofar 
as all consciousness of the world is, by definition, an implicit negation of 
the world—though we should recall that there are less negative terms, like 
“transcendence” and “surpassing,” which Sartre does use to make the same 
point in other contexts. All consciousness poses a question to the world, and 
in so doing, displays the real, sometimes equally, sometimes differentially, by 
passing through the possible and the imagined; an imagined possible always 
underlies the actual and fills out the real. In this sense, perceptual conscious-
ness has no properly constitutive role to play—apart from the imaging con-
sciousness’s borrowings from past experience—and as soon as the imaginary 
object is “perceived,” it relinquishes its quality as image. Though we perceive 
neither the imaginary nor the possible, we can only conceive the possible on 
the ground of the imaginary. The irreal, itself, is a structure of the real; and 
so the irrealizing power of the irreal is a necessary condition for the possible, 
and for the conception of any possible, and so for the realization of any pos-
sibility conceived or not. If it needs to be said, everything that happens must 
be possible, and thus many, if not most, possibles are realized without the 
passage through the imaginary, if only because they pass from the possible to 
the real without our involvement at all. But this is not the sort of possible that 
concerns us, not today, not here on Earth in this world.

It is important to keep in mind that all of these points are made with free-
dom in the background. There is no imaginary apart from freedom, and so 
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there is no freedom apart from the imaginary. As Sartre reminds us, imagina-
tion is no mere happenstance; it is the surest index of our freedom. “We may 
therefore conclude that imagination is not an empirical power added to con-
sciousness, but is the whole of consciousness as it realizes its freedom; every 
concrete and real situation of consciousness in the world is pregnant with the 
imaginary in so far as it is always presented as a surpassing of the real.”46

Taylor’s emphasis of the place of the “new moral order” in the advent of the 
modern social imaginary serves my purposes; and, not surprisingly, the new 
socioecological imaginary entails a further shift in moral sensitivity. It, too, 
commits us to a new moral order, a heretofore unknown moral order. It is also 
in important ways a moment of retrieval. This new socioecological imaginary 
is in its way not so new at all. For it effectively effaces the copula in social and 
ecological, and renders the hyphenated term, socioecological, philosophically 
redundant. It reminds us that the social and the ecological are, as they have 
always been, utterly intertwined, now more visibly and palpably than ever 
before. Not so new at all. It is just a reimagining of the social and the eco-
logical as they have always been: intertwined, interconnected, coevolving, co-
constitutive, and so on. It is a next inflection of what homo sapiens has always 
done, what we humans have always enacted in countless forms since our 
Paleolithic sisters and brothers took to the caves. It is, in its way, an unprec-
edented emergent blend of social sensitivity and ecological sensibility. It takes 
seriously, and more explicitly than ever before, the socioecological fabric, the 
web that is at once the social and the ecological, the mesh that binds, call it 
what you will. It is a reminder that we can no longer think the social apart from 
the ecological. It vitiates the meaning of the copula in “social and ecological.” 
It erases the hyphen in “socio-ecological.” It is not fuzzy and warm—at least 
not always—since it cannot think the ecological harmony apart from social 
justice, nor social harmony apart from ecological justice. It presses each and 
every one of us toward socioecological engagement and activism. It takes the 
earthward turn and promotes an earthly and earthy justice.

It’s about linking the relatively passive, emergent, and generative quality 
of Taylor’s sense of an imaginary to the active, spontaneous, and genetic 
process of imagining à la Sartre. Is it an amalgam? No. Is it a blend? No. It’s 
a dialectic. It plays on Sartre’s ambivalence toward the imaginary, rooted as 
it is in real ambiguities of the real world. It plays equally on Taylor’s surety, 
rooted as it is in the real histories and structures of the social imaginary. This 
passage through both Sartre’s ambivalence toward the individual image and 
Taylor’s appreciation of the multivalence of the collective imaginary—rooted 
as it is in real complexities of historical process and daily conduct—sheds 
new and important light on where we are, how we have come to be here, and 
where we are headed, or might and/or ought to be. This latter (roughly, the 
future) is in substantial measure and obviously a question of imagination, and 
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the former two (roughly, the present and the past) are fundamentally wrapped 
up with imaginaries, too, some living—for example, the theocentric, the 
anthropocentric; some dead—for example, any number of so-called classical 
imaginaries, the Mesopotamian, the Mayan, the Mongol; some moribund, 
or, one hopes, soon to be—for example, the geocapitalist, the geoconsumer-
ist, the geoconsumerist; some being reborn—for example, the indigenous, 
the animist; and most importantly, some emerging for the first time—for 
example, the ecological and, we may hope, the socioecological.

I suppose I trust the imagination more than Sartre did, and I have greater 
confidence in the progressive promise of the imaginary than he ever admitted 
to.47 I am also less patient than Taylor. So be it.

A Blinding glimpSE oF tHE oBViouS

The new socioecological imaginary persistently reminds us that the social and 
the ecological are, as they have been for millennia, utterly intertwined, even if 
now more palpably than ever before. It suggests an open-ended and integra-
tive image of earthly relations, a reimagining of the human place in nature, a 
new middle-ground, not merely about the local (near) and the cosmic (far), 
but now about the planet, which for all intents and purposes, lies midway 
between our doorstep and the edge of the known; between our natality and 
our mortality; between finitude and transcendence; between the imaginary 
and the real. My task here has been to display the nature and place of the 
imaginary in experience, with an emphasis on the active, gathering, bodily 
thrust of imagination in our relations with the other-and-more-than-human, 
relations which are, by definition, integrative and open-ended. It is always a 
matter of hunting and gathering and moving on; to reimagine the contours of 
the human place within the living Earth. The new socioecological imaginary 
is not only a matter of imagining an ecologically habitable planet, after all, 
but a more livable world for all of Earth’s inhabitants. We will have neither 
habitability nor livability unless we aim for both, and to take aim at all is first 
to imagine hitting the target.

Admittedly, we have only begun to fathom the true extent and compass 
of our world’s impact on this Earth. But if we are to trust the judgment of 
many, our impact is longer-standing and profounder than we tend to believe; 
our impact has been increasingly deleterious more often than not; and, par-
ticularly in recent centuries, our deleterious impact has been accelerating. 
Though we have learned much about our earthly world by gazing at it through 
an ecological lens, and at least as much by peering through a social lens, we 
have much, much more to learn, too little time to learn it, and even less time 
to act. We need a socioecological lens. And we need it now.
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This urgency and our urgency notwithstanding, this much we do know, 
and to better than a moral certainty, and this is at once a philosophical, 
social, political, and economic point: to say that Earth and world are inti-
mately linked is to say that the habitability of this planet is the necessary 
condition for the possibility of any livable world. This is good to know, 
but it is not enough. What we have only glimpsed is the dialectical import 
of this empirical fact: a properly livable world, that is, a world truly worth 
living in, would by definition provide the sufficient conditions for the pos-
sibility of a habitable planet. This would be habitability and livability writ 
large, as it were, the open integrativity of Earth and world in practice, a 
dialectical unity of earthly creatures and powers, including us, if it needs to 
be said; a future as difficult to imagine as it will be to make, neither perfect 
nor final, and no less possible for being difficult to realize. Again, “the 
possible is a structure of the real.” We should not aim for habitability first 
in the vain hope that we might secure the prospects for some variety of liv-
ability to follow. A livable world must be our constant and only aim. And 
here, not without a hint of irony, is where we might benefit from looking at 
this earthly frame through a newly ground human lens; through the lens of 
a properly socioecological imaginary.

It means, among other things, that we must think both diachronically and 
synchronically, that is, we must both “see across” the things that concern 
us, the ethical, the social, the political, the economic, the ecological, and we 
must see these aspects or layers of concern together, ethical, social, political, 
economic; not simply along with, but as interwoven dimensions of ecology. 
We need, I insist, an “ecologized” ontology, to see the ethical, the social, the 
political, the economic, and all the rest of our worldly concerns as part and 
parcel of an earthly ontology. These are analytically identifiable but dialec-
tically inseparable aspects of a single whole, discreet in imagination, and 
coalescent in reality.

So to say that we must conceive and imagine and act socioecologi-
cally is just a way of saying that we must think and act holistically, or 
synthetically, or dialectically. Perhaps it is easiest and precise enough and 
particularly appropriate today to say, simply, that we must think and act 
ecologically. But we needn’t agree on this. Diachronic and synchronic, 
analytical and dialectical, holistic, synthetic, relational: pick your poison. 
Noam Chomsky somewhere quipped something to the effect that thinking 
dialectically is just thinking correctly, so why give it a special name? I 
think he has a point (apologies to Hegel, Marx, and Engels, among oth-
ers). Call it what you will, these times cry out for a manner of open-ended 
and integrative thinking. I call it socioecological thinking and acting. And 
the “and” between thought and action is, of course, a bit misleading. No 
surprises there.
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poSSiBlE FuturES

The possible is a structure of the real, Sartre insists. What does this mean? 
And where does the imaginary come into play? The future remains open. 
“Nothing is settled except past being,” as Sartre writes in the Critique. The 
socioecological imaginary, whatever it might be, is not an orientation to the 
future, or not only. It is an orientation to the present Earth, refracted through 
the lens of a livable future resting on a settled past. It is, in short, an orienta-
tion to the real refracted through the lens of the possible. And thus it is, in part 
and of necessity, a matter of and for imagination. The dual-goal of a habitable 
planet and a livable world that involves us in the imaginary commits us to a 
new imaginary. The “likely” future is just the easiest future to imagine; and, 
in a sense, it is the least possible future, if only because things are always 
changing and so rarely turn out the way we expect or plan them to, and, in any 
case, things are getting worse by the day, which means the likely future slips 
from our grasp even as we conjure it. To say that the possible is a structure 
of the real is to say that the likely outcome of current trends—ten or fifty or 
a hundred or even five hundred years out—is relatively well known, with the 
emphasis on the “relatively” hanging more heavily as the projections reach 
farther forward in time. This is just a manner of saying that the likely future 
is relatively easy to imagine, that is, a future given no change in present prac-
tices (what the environmentally concerned often call “business as usual”), 
presents a fairly well-known visage, even if it is not pleasant to imagine it. 

As just one example of this approach, consider the three scenarios pro-
posed by the Great Transitions Initiative: “Conventional Worlds” driven by 
“market forces” and “policy reform”; “Barbarization” yielding a “Fortress 
World” and general “Breakdown”; and the “Great Transition” toward “Eco-
communalism” and the “New Paradigm.” For the present purposes, these 
terms and concepts are self-explanatory enough. This portrayal of likely and 
possible futures is developed by means of a robust imaginary, so to speak. We 
can imagine what the future will be like based on present trends with a fairly 
high degree of clarity and distinctness, even if with diminishing certainty as 
we move past images of sheer habitability toward those of livability. Con-
sider also the future “retrospective” presented in Jonathan Poritt’s The World 
We Made, and also the more prospective takes of Jorgen Randers’ 2050 and 
Vaclav Smil’s Global Catastrophes and Trends: The Next Fifty Years. The 
future is always a matter of degrees of probability, after all, and the probable 
is only the nearest edge of the horizon of the possible—which, if it needs to 
be said, is always receding as we approach it. On the far side of the likely, the 
outer fringe of the probable is a more misty halo of true possibilities, imagin-
ably possible things and events, even though they lie so seemingly far outside 
the immediate framework of the present givens. 



348 Chapter 8

A new socioecological imaginary at its best is about real possibilities—or 
real “possibles,” as Sartre might put it—quite different from the probable, 
neither necessary nor impossible, many of them unlikely, and yet all of them 
possible still. This is the real import of Sartre’s idea: “from the totalizing 
standpoint, the possible is a structure of the real.” And, though Sartre resists 
the suggestion even as he drops the hint, this significance of this realism of 
the possible is grounded in the imaginary.

An imAginAry HiStory oF tHE pond

Imagine the pond one more time. Imagine what could have been. Imagine 
why it might have been preferable. What we know is that the pond was inten-
tionally drained by means of a controlled breach. We know that the decision 
was based on at least two considerations. One consideration was of a more 
social than ecological nature. There was a slight but real possibility that the 
dam would breach accidentally and suddenly, and the torrent of such a quan-
tity of water would likely cause some serious problems downstream, perhaps 
washing out a portion of an important local road, and possibly endangering 
the unlucky driver and passengers in one or more passing cars. At least some 
of those involved in the debate argued, and not without some justification, 
that the dam was deteriorating and that the risk of an uncontrolled breach 
was already too high and increasing with every passing season. The potential 
costs, both to the local economy and possibly in human lives, were simply too 
high. The logic is impeccable, given the premises. 

Another consideration was of a more ecological than social nature. Recall 
once again that the pond was not a proper pond but a remnant reservoir. It 
was, despite its pondy complexion, not a fact of nature but an artifact of cul-
ture. Thus its place in a nature preserve was at best moot. In any case, we 
might imagine that many discussants in the debate held the dam’s cultural 
origins against it. They held, not without some justification, that a proper 
preserve is meant, ideally, to preserve properly natural phenomena, things 
that arise and persist through natural rather than cultural processes, and in as 
near to a pristine state as possible. Where such an ideal is unachievable, of 
course, the next best thing is to attempt retrieval. The proper task is to restore 
the landscape, to bring it as near to its original condition as possible without 
constraining its natural dynamics, including its tendency to change. (More 
about the inherent challenges and possible contradictions of this aspiration in 
the Fifth Interval.) The idea has come to be called by the evocative name of 
“re-wilding,” and has spawned the fast-growing ecological subdiscipline of 
restoration ecology. Here, too, the logic is impeccable, given the premises. 
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So the breach was necessary enough from either perspective. And, taken 
together, these two quite disparate angles on the question were sufficient to 
condemn the accused. The pond was both an imposter and a menace, after 
all, at once an immediate threat to the local society and a persistent blemish 
on the local ecology. All that remained to do was to decide on the means of 
death and to arrange for the execution. Case closed. 

Can we conceive a different outcome? Can we at least imagine one? Yes. 
The local community could have decided to preserve the pond. They could 
have invested a moderate sum in the rehabilitation and maintenance of the 
dam. They could have done this on the basis of a logic that recognizes the 
social and ecological sensibility of removing some dams and leaving others 
in place; on the basis of an axiology that can accommodate the ecological 
and social value of draining some reservoirs and retaining others—and, yes, 
even of building new dams and creating new reservoirs where it might be 
socially and ecologically productive. We can at least imagine this unlikely 
inflection of social need and ecological scarcity. It would have been a 
viable solution, one rooted in a properly socioecological intuition. We can 
imagine the arguments presented to the town board. Preserving this pond 
makes sense, if only for the sake of integrity in our ongoing cultural task of 
maintaining this nature preserve. Preserving this reservoir makes sense, in 
light of the fact of local biodiversity loss and the value of the preservation 
of local and regional history. And we are, after all, a part of it. We are of 
nature, too. Shouldn’t we, too, be preserved? We do it in every natural his-
tory museum for our forebears and the victims of colonial conquest. Why 
not for ourselves? Preserving this dam makes sense, given the present reality 
of social and ecological crisis and the necessity to imagine a socioecologi-
cal future. Other ponds and reservoirs and dams might not be so lucky. We 
are talking about this pond. This reservoir. This dam. This preserve. In this 
place. In these times. For such reasons and others, the townspeople might 
have reconciled and reconstructed in the name of socioecological resilience. 
They might have, but they didn’t, even if they should have. Of course, I am 
biased.

This imagined debate about the little pond is a real debate about the big 
Earth. The arguments are being heard across the whole world. And we may 
take the same bad decision. We must check our premises carefully. We must 
check to see that our premises measure up to the real. And we must double 
check our measurements against the possible. And we will take our best 
measure with the help of the lens of imagination. The stakes are high. We 
ought to listen to the carpenter. Measure twice, cut once. If we just keep cut-
ting, we are likely to end up with our world in ruins, if not a ruined planet. 
Imagine that.
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For we are all Adam in so far as each of us commits on his own behalf 
and on behalf of all a singular sin: in other words finitude, for each 
person is necessary and incomparable. By his finite action, the agent 
alters the course of things—but in conformity with what this course 
itself ought to be. Man, in fact, is a mediation between a transcendence 
behind and a transcendence in front, and this twofold transcendence 
is but one.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal” (1964)1

Humanity finds itself, if Einstein’s vision is correct, not standing on 
the brink of an infinite abyss of whirling atoms, but rather eddying 
in an all-pervasive medium, a medium analogous to a fluid, in which 
the currents and waves are ‘forces’ and the vortices are ‘matter.’ We 
ourselves are complex ripples propagating in its depths. Substantively 
speaking we are identical with the universe: it is into its substance that 
the pattern that is our signature is written.

—Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (1991)2

You are not of this world. You are of the Earth. Imagine that. And you can 
fly. You hurl along, secure in the fuselage, a line of hot miasma trailing 
behind you. Warm on the inside, cold on the outside, the air too thin for 
life, but for a few invisibles. Higher than any other, but for a handful of 
raptors. Faster than all, no exceptions. You breathe a well-managed mix of 
earthly gases, just enough like the mulled air in the troubled world below 

Chapter 9

to the Far Side of Anthropocentrism

safely through the straits
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to keep you alive and aloft. You peer through a thin film of polymer at the 
topsides of clouds, palpable parts of a great living being. Some are tempted 
to personify it. Others feel constrained to mortify it. Still others are happy 
enough to buy and sell it, to borrow and lend and expend it. All call it home. 
Like it or love it or not, no one leaves. You gaze down upon snowcaps and 
icy plateaus, upon gray glaciers and aquamarine rivers and blueblack 
fjords all aglow and flowing to the rising sea, always to the sea. Water to 
water. It’s all a bit disconcerting, a tad overwhelming, accompanied by 
odd sensations and faint upwellings of a poorly managed mix of emotions. 
Like a butterfly set loose upon an unsullied world to flutter her way toward 
salvation, you catch a glimpse of belonging and a hint of participation. Just 
a glimpse. Just a hint. Wholly enmeshed, fully engaged, integral, crucial, 
each of us a necessary worldly player in the living sufficiency of Earth. All 
sensuous and sensual. See this. Touch that. Taste it all. Now hear this, heed 
the call of other creatures and powers and enter a new place in the Earth, 
join a new world and imagine coming home to the real one. Through the 
portlight you see far below a living plasma, a vast cytoplasm, a planetary 
protoplasm, a living being like yourself. You see flesh just like the flesh of 
your sun-warmed hand on your thigh, so like the flesh of your cheek and 
fingertips pressed lightly against the cold plastic glass, and enough like the 
flesh of your eye peering through its own reflection at the refracted terres-
trial surface. You live. Earth lives. Your flesh and Earth’s flesh as one. And 
you can fly. Imagine that. 

Enough! Get a grip! Get real! You are not of the Earth. You are of the 
World. Only birds can fly. And bats. And many bugs. And some spiders and 
squirrels, and squids and fishes, too, if they try. And a few frogs and lizards, 
as it turns out. And still others, no doubt. Many others. Not you. Not you. 
And the warm embrace and sweet song of that felt sense of belonging and 
participation in a living Earth? What of it? It is just a figment of your imagi-
nation, a dream of a totem life. A fantasy, a fetish, just an idol, nothing more. 
This planet is not alive. It’s just an ancient rock hurling along indifferently 
through empty indifferent space with just a faint haze of accidental gases 
sustaining a faint film of accidental life on its accidental surface with the 
accident that is you on it, too. Isn’t it?

Are you of the Earth or of the world? Which is it? Why not both? Some-
thing other? Something more? Must you choose? We shall see. In the mean-
time, we must do the patient work. We may be from this planet. We may 
belong to the world. We may be of one and the other and both at once. We 
will see how different we are, one way or another, and how much the same. 
Please remain seated. Fasten your seatbelt. There is turbulence ahead. One 
way or the other, it’s going to be a bumpy ride. We should be landing soon, 
if all goes well.
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JuSt AnotHEr BAd idEA

My mother says good ideas are a dime a dozen. I like to share this morsel 
of wisdom because she has a point. She and C. S. Lewis, who somewhere 
quipped something to the effect that if all the world needed was a little more 
good advice he could straighten things out in about an hour. Whatever envi-
ronmentalists may think of anthropocentrism and instrumentalism, of our 
human-centeredness and our tendency to treat the nonhuman realm as a tool 
shed, overcoming them can’t just be about replacing bad ideas or some bad 
advice with some good ideas and a bit of better advice. Good advice is as 
easy to come by as good ideas are cheap. And, unfortunately, bad ideas and 
bad advice are even more abundant, and usually you can get them for free. 
Now, ideas like nature and culture, fact and value, or reality and imagination, 
to take just a few pertinent examples, are neither a good nor a bad as such. 
It’s how you flesh them out that counts, and what you do once you have. To 
make the point we can consider a handful of familiar examples of historically 
and still prominent ideas, some good, some bad. This will put us in a better 
position to critique a few of Sartre’s worst ideas.

For several centuries, modern Europeans and their descendents on other 
continents have cultivated an increasingly anthropocentric and instrumen-
talist understanding of and relation with the other-and-more-than-human 
world. And, due in large measure to the overlapping influences of capitalism, 
colonialism, and consumerism (as discussed in chapter 7), a fast-increasing 
number of non-European peoples have followed suit all around the world. 
This is not news, but it still matters. On this seemingly self-propagating 
view, humans are at the center of it all. Whether we call “it all” the cosmos 
or creation is another matter. Copernicus may have been right about where we 
aren’t, but his observation has nothing to do with what we are. It’s a matter 
of anthropology, not astronomy. We humans are the center, and nature—
the almost magically ambiguous catch-all term for everything that is not 
human—is the periphery. This extra, the other-and-more-than-human, both 
living and nonliving, is experienced and treated as primarily or even essen-
tially there for us, as a “resource” for human use, as a profusion of provisions 
and appliances, one great dividend paid out to a single shareholder. Taken to 
the extreme, on this view the nonhuman is always and only a means to human 
ends; whatever the end. Not all people think this way, of course, but many 
do. Too many. And their number is rising—again, due in large measure to the 
geo-scale systemic grip of the capitalist-colonialist-consumerist trinity—at a 
time when it ought to be declining. 

The coupled anthropocentric-instrumentalist view finds some of its roots 
and much of its sustenance in an alleged separation between the human order 
and the natural order. This is no mere conceptual problem, not just a matter 
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of speculation. It’s practical metaphysics with quite practical implications. 
Seen from this angle, if you start counting the sorts of things there are in the 
universe, on a first accounting you get to two. There is nature: that’s one. And 
there is us: that’s two. Nature here, culture there: we have seen the limits of this 
view already in Part II. It seems safe to say that most cultures have imagined 
some relevant distinction between the human and other-and-more-than-human, 
however diversely construed. But none have so staunchly separated them as we 
have. Like the idea of nature and the idea of culture, the distinction between 
them is neither good nor bad. Again, it’s how you flesh it out, that counts. Just 
what is the distinction about? And is it a matter of degree? Or of kind? Or 
both? Perhaps something other-and-more-than these? Is it a problem of inte-
gration or segregation? Of relation or participation or delegation? The distinc-
tions ramify with the questions. What matters most is what we do with them. 

Where the ascendant global imaginary is concerned, driven forward by 
the capitalist-colonialist-consumerist machine, the tendency appears to be 
away from difference in degree toward difference in kind. The human world 
is somehow outside, above, beyond all other earthly creatures and powers. 
Importantly unlike them. Even radically different. We are supposed to be 
more than “mere” creatures of nature. We are natural creatures, to be sure, 
even if not wise. Darwin tells us so. We nod our Homo sapiens’ assent with 
our fingers crossed behind our backs. Even as we are of nature, our nature is 
somehow beyond nature. Our powers are better than natural powers, even if 
they are drawn from nature’s power. Other-and-more-than-human creatures 
are the furniture of a different nature, a nature somehow mere. We are not 
merely made to be found like all the rest. We are the true designers and doers 
of this Earth, the real finders and makers of worlds. If I here wax hyperbolic, 
it is for good reason. Even if many of us don’t actually or wittingly believe 
these sorts of things, many of us act as if we do. Whatever we may believe, 
more and more and more of us are doing the kinds of things we would do if 
we believed we were the center and separate and special and every earthly 
creature and power was there for us and us alone.

And there is more. Our sense of exceptional status and exclusive condition 
rest uneasily on a family of further prominent ideas about the real, many of 
which are either inherently contradictory, mutually exclusive, or both; and 
yet these ideas somehow still manage to live side by side in the popular 
imaginary and so find expression in our manner of inhabiting the Earth and 
making the world. Not least among these ideas are these difficult hybrids: the 
conviction that only matter is real coupled to the felt intuition that the men-
tal is somehow immaterial; the reductionist conviction that life is reducible 
to metabolism and reproduction coupled to the holistic intuition that life is 
somehow irreducible; the analytical conviction that the whole is just the sum 
of its parts sitting uneasily alongside a more dialectical intuition that a whole 
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is more than the sum of its parts; the scientistic idea that biological need 
explains and justifies all behavior held close to a humanistic conviction that 
our legitimate wants and desires somehow trump nonhuman needs; the deter-
ministic idea that nonhuman nature is a mere sequence of causes and effects 
held together with the equally deterministic conviction that the cause-effect 
nexus is closed and mechanical, and both of these ideas alongside the nonde-
terministic intuition that humankind is at the exceptional apex of nature and 
escapes mechanicity by virtue of its exclusive capacity for free choice. These 
are but a few of the ideas that have become all tangled and felted together in 
the modern imaginary and conduct. We will have to tease a few of them apart 
in the following discussion. 

Here’s the rub: while some of these ideas aid our explanations and under-
standings of living matter, and even of the mindedness and handedness that at 
least some of it seems to have; and some of these ideas contribute to our self-
understanding, providing heuristic if not critical insight into our peculiar sort 
of existence and distinctive ways of world-making; these ideas are difficult, 
if not impossible, to hold together in a single coherent thought. Not to put too 
fine a point on it, our ideas about what is real and about ourselves and about 
the rest of the living world and about the way we fit in and stand out display 
not so much our understanding as our ambivalence, if not our outright confu-
sion, about the inherent ambiguity of our situation. There is earthly necessity 
if not sufficiency; and somehow there is more, there is something else about 
us and our world. Something overflows, and we think it is us. Something is 
in excess, and we think it is us. We think we know this about ourselves, and 
yet it just doesn’t sit well with everything else we think we know. We have 
become accustomed to these ideas, even if we doubt them. We have gotten 
so good at saying what we mean that we have forgotten to ask whether we 
still mean what we say.

SinS oF tHE FAtHEr

Recall that Sartre’s humanism has at least three strikes against it, at least 
where the environmentalist is concerned. As we saw in chapter 2, there is 
one against Sartre, the person; a second against Sartre, the writer; and a third 
against Sartre’s philosophy. Before we proceed, a quick review.

First are the predictable ad hominem arguments. Given Sartre’s preferences 
for the city and concrete buildings and the accoutrements of civilization, and 
his dislike of bugs and plants and his distaste for uncooked vegetables and 
unpasteurized milk, it is easy to pick on him. Though the average environ-
mentalist might prefer a different simile, it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. 
You can hardly miss. Second, and more worthy of consideration, are the ad 
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usum arguments. These are based on copious textual evidence against Sartre, 
and little in his favor. And he wrote it himself. Given Sartre’s well-known 
penchant for hyperbole, both literary and philosophical, and his tendency to 
dwell upon the more unsavory aspects of human consciousness and conduct, 
and the many hard and harsh things he had to say about people and nature and 
the relation between them, picking on him in this regard is easy, too. There is 
a lot of circumstantial evidence, and he could use a good lawyer. 

Last, and most compelling, Sartre’s exclusion from the environmental 
conversation finds grounds in several nontrivial theoretical difficulties. Leav-
ing aside the question of his methodological individualism and philosophical 
machismo (which I addressed in chapter 2), the difficulties are four. I have 
called them reflexive anthropocentrism, heuristic exceptionalism, categorical 
exclusivism, and naïve instrumentalism. Each of these sins is nestled deep 
within Sartre’s particular brand of humanism. All of them can be found across 
the developmental span of his oeuvre. None of them is easily dismissed. 
These overlapping and interconnected commitments course through Sartre’s 
ontology and threaten to coalesce in his mature dialectical anthropology. So, 
again, it is not at all surprising that Sartre’s humanism has been left out of the 
environmentalist and eco-philosophical conversation. Even if we set aside his 
personal preferences and writerly tendencies, he has given the environmental-
ist a sticky set of theoretical problems to sort out.

Along the path of this study, albeit implicitly, we have addressed these 
several liabilities. We have seen them disarmed or softened or reoriented, 
or some combination of these. If they have not been overcome, they have 
been surpassed. The challenge of this chapter is to think this surpassing more 
thoroughly. The task is to make it explicit. So we will have to look a bit more 
closely at what Sartre is and is not saying when he says, as he often does, 
that the world is human and human alone, or that the environment is there for 
our use and to be subjected by us. We will have to think a bit more carefully 
about what his commitments really are, apart from the rhetoric, so that we 
can get clear about what they are not. In short, we will have to look through a 
critical and heuristic lens and see what we can see. Whether we will find the 
Devil or the Good Lord or something else entirely remains to be seen. The 
details are what count.

The proceedings will unfold in steps. I will look first at Sartre’s pervasive 
and perpetually human orientation, his particular brand of anthropocentrism; 
under the same umbrella I will examine his exceptionalist habit and exclusiv-
ist tendency; I will then take up his instrumentalist inclination, his orientation 
toward the usefulness of things. As we will see, these latter three can only 
be properly appreciated in the light of a proper appreciation of the first. It 
all hinges on his orientation toward the human, which, as I will argue, is not 
what it seems to be.
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As we proceed, please bear in mind that my purpose is not to exonerate 
Sartre. What would be the point of it now? Still, it would be irresponsible not 
to face up to the charges just because the court has more pressing matters on 
its docket. The task of this chapter is to clarify for the environmentalist what 
is and is not worrisome about Sartre’s thought and manner of thinking things 
through. Perhaps I say more than needs to be said for some. So be it. If I adopt 
a defensive posture here and there, it is not as an apologist for Sartre or le 
Sartreanisme but because it seems the only way to prevent us throwing out 
the baby with the bathwater. My impression is that too many interpreters and 
would-be interpreters of Sartre worry too much about the wrong things and 
in the wrong ways. Sartre’s putative anthropocentrism and instrumentalism 
are assumed to be the primary hurdles for eco-philosophers and environmen-
talists; and given his absence from the conversation, the hurdle appears to 
be too high. It is not. My intention in this chapter is to turn the problem this 
way and that way and the other way; to think hard and well about it so that 
others may think about other things, about what Sartre does have to offer to 
a philosophical ecology, instead of about what he doesn’t. After all, we have 
worked our way across so many false gaps—nature/culture, fact/value, real-
ity/imagination—with Sartre’s help along the way. This puts us in a good 
position to sift out some of his more myopic oversights, so that we might 
make better use of his profound insights and vision to help us think more and 
better about what it means to be of the Earth, and, to say the same thing from 
the other side, about what it means to be of the world.

tHE CEntEr doES not Hold

We know Sartre was a humanist, from beginning to end. About his love for 
humankind he was unequivocal, even though, by his own report, he loved 
us less for what we are than for what we might become. We also know that 
Sartre had mixed feelings toward nature. It was not mere disdain. It was 
ambivalence, admittedly tempered by a sort of hard-boiled personal distaste, 
and rooted philosophically in real ambiguities in the apparent order of nature 
and experience. We know, too, that his ambivalence ripened. It never went 
away, but he did make more and better sense of it over time. 

The trajectory is visible enough, if only we look. Sartre writes, for instance, 
in Being and Nothingness: “At least we assert this in order to remain faithful 
to the principle of inertia which constitutes all nature as exteriority”;3 then 
in Notebooks for an Ethics, more subtly: “History is both antinature and the 
imitation of nature”;4 and in Search for a Method: “What we call freedom 
is the irreducibility of the cultural order to the natural order”;5 then in the 
Critique: “Thus ‘nature,’ like fundamental violence, refers to an ontological 
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and logical relation, which can yield itself only to contemplative reason”;6 
and (as we saw in chapter 6) by the time of the Rome Lectures, he speaks of 
our peculiar materiality as an “ethical animal” that pulls itself “from nature 
by culture” (my emphasis); and finally, in a late interview, he says it like it 
is: “I am an anti-Nature philosopher, but only in certain respects.”7 Faith in 
an inertial principle, both imitator and imitated, higher form and noble beast, 
at once natural and cultural and ethical, an abstract unity manifest to and 
through concrete singularity: is it an anti-naturalistic naturalism or a natural-
istic anti-naturalism? It is difficult to say. It’s complicated. So are the Earth 
and the world. No wonder he was ambivalent. Even Thoreau was in his way, 
at least in the sanctuary of his diary, remember? “Nature doesn’t satisfy.” Of 
all people, even the consummate nature lover and greatest pond watcher of 
them all couldn’t quite settle in. Little wonder Sartre couldn’t either. It’s only 
human. It’s only natural.

Notwithstanding Sartre’s extraordinary expression of ordinary ambiva-
lence, from an eco-philosophical and environmentalist perspective the grav-
est problem is the ardor and single-mindedness of his humanism, the putative 
anthropocentrism of everything he thought. Though the allegation is unsur-
prising, it is not entirely fair. And it unjustifiably closes doors and windows 
that Sartre has left open.

As a point of entry, we can note that Sartre’s anthropocentrism is just one 
among countless modern inflections of the Protagorean answer to the ancient 
question of the order of being and knowing. “Man is the measure of all things,” 
Protagoras tells himself. Listen carefully. We should take him at his word. He 
did not say that we are the creators; nor that we are at the center, even though 
he may have thought it. He said that we are the measurers. Nor does Sartre 
give us godlike powers or metaphysical privileges, even if he centers his onto-
logical explorations on us. “I wished only to signal the human origin of the 
meaning of things,” he writes as early as 1939, “understanding by this, not at 
all that man is anterior to the meaning of things, but that the world is human 
and it’s in a human world that man appears.”8 Strictly speaking, his view does 
not entail anthropocentrism so much as it raises the permanent specter of it. 
Sartre’s view, like Protagoras’s, is about appraisal and evaluation, assessment 
and estimation; it is a matter of taking a measure from a particular vantage 
point; it is about seeing things from the human vantage point. It is a matter of 
taking our measure from our particular angle on things. This is unsurprising 
for us, or it should be. And it is hardly a fault in and of itself. 

Though Sartre was as human-centered a person as ever there was, his 
thought is most accurately described not as anthropocentric but as anthro-
pometric. Even if the human metric does come with its own set of problems 
and limitations, they are not the problems and limitations of a full-blown 
anthropocentrism. 
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What tends to get left out when the accusation of anthropocentrism is 
made is the contingent fact of what it means to be one sort of creature rather 
than another. Our particular measure is just one among myriads of measures 
taken by myriads of creatures with manifold powers. Each organism must 
take its first measure by means of its own toolkit. This is a nontrivial point, 
to put it mildly. It seems probable that many creatures do not bother to take 
a second measure. Only some birds are architects and artists. Only some ants 
are carpenters or farmers or shepherds. Every beaver is an engineer, just as 
every worm is a manufacturer. What is certain is that all creatures measure 
by their own means, using their own cognitive architecture, which is by 
definition rooted in their own distinct bodily apparatus. The body is the first 
means, the foundation of every creature’s possibilities. And so it is with us. 
Thus an anthropometric orientation is no more questionable or worrisome for 
a human being than a canometric one would be for a dog. Or a felinometric 
one would be for a cat. Or a mycometric one for a fungus. If my dog or cat 
went on to place the canine or the feline at the center of all existence and as 
the prime measurer, as the metaphysical and epistemological hub of all being 
and knowing, then we would have something to argue about. But you could 
hardly blame my dog for building a phenomenological ontology on The Sniff. 
The world smells better than it looks to her. My cat might share Sartre’s pref-
erence for The Look, but you couldn’t fault her for leaving the walleyed phi-
losopher fumbling in the dark. Her eyes are better. And the Ginko tree down 
the block? The grasses and mosses. It is difficult to say. Still, every creature 
takes its first measure from its distinctive vantage point. Each of us must. It is 
the alternative to death, and to extinction, both for every human being and for 
every other-and-more-than-human creature. To acknowledge this is hardly a 
death knell for humanistic thought. One need not embrace Sartre’s abiding 
anthropocentric tendency, at least not the staunchness and stubbornness of it, 
to appreciate the subtlety nuance of his appreciation of the human measure. 
One need not fall into anthropocentrism to learn from Sartre’s endlessly 
insightful fascination with human experience.

Consider the specific character of Sartre’s anthropocentrism—if we insist 
on calling it that. I suggested (in chapter 2) that Sartre’s anthropocentrism is 
reflexive. It is reflexive in both the transitive and intransitive senses of the 
term, and in both the visceral and cognitive senses of the term. On the one 
hand, Sartre’s relentless interest in all things human, and only human things, 
is a reflex in a manner analogous to the physiological sense of the term. Not 
to put too fine a point on it, it is a cognitive spasm, a quasi-autonomic psycho-
logical response to the fundamental question of the order of being and know-
ing. The world is human. Worse than a habit, which at least can be changed, 
it seems to be beyond Sartre’s control. The world is human. It’s like a nervous 
twitch. The world is human. He asserts the point in one form or another, again 



364 Chapter 9

and again and again, in dozens of texts, from his journal entries to his note-
books to his treatises and lectures, in novels and plays and occasional pieces. 
It’s how he clears his throat. The world is human. Not wholly human, not 
solely human, not simply or just or only human, he whispers here and there. 
And then he barks again: the world is human. It’s a philosophical tic. Une 
maladie des tics philosophique? George de la Tourrette would surely give it a 
moment’s thought. Perhaps I go too far. Perhaps you are not convinced. Still, 
there is something to the suggestion.

Knee-jerk or not, Sartre’s anthropocentrism is also reflexive in the Carte-
sian sense so beloved to him. For Sartre, to be human has everything to do 
with the capacity of thought to turn back upon itself, to effect a purifying 
reflection, to take the mind-ward turn of lived reflexivity by which we might 
finally surpass the merely probable to answer with certainty the great ques-
tion of the order of being and knowing. Our world is human. And this not 
only for the young Sartre, torn between Descartes and Husserl with Hegel 
and Heidegger lurking in the wings. Even for Sartre the dialectician, smitten 
with Kierkegaard and Marx at once, the world is intelligible only insofar as 
we are intelligible, and we are intelligible just insofar as the world is intel-
ligible. Our world is human. As we have noted, even for the mature Sartre, 
lived experience is apodictic at its dialectical heart. Our world is human. This 
much is certain. See for yourself. 

And here we run up against the first great limitation of Sartre’s great first 
insight. For him, at least for the Sartre of the text, he says the world is human 
by which he also means only and just human. Humaine tout court. That is, 
for Sartre, the world appears to be maximally intelligible in and through its 
humanness. For us now, and with a wink from the Sartre of the footnote, 
the tables have turned a bit. The world is human, and more. Humaine et de 
trop. The humanness of our world is a minimal criterion of its intelligibil-
ity. Minima and maxima are mutually implicative. There is no escaping the 
humanness of the human world; and we must add, even as Sartre demurs, 
the human world is fully enmeshed and entangled in and dependent upon 
an other-than-human Earth wrought by countless more-than-human worlds. 
Thus our world, like the Earth, is maximally intelligible only in light of its 
other-and-more-than-human ambiance. Though Sartre had trouble imagining 
it, this is the reality of our situation. This is how it is. And we know it.

Taken together the two senses of Sartre’s reflexivity, both the automatic and 
the noetic, help to ferry us into the straits. Sartre’s anthropocentric bias is a 
bad habit; and it is habit that finds some of its roots in lived experience. It just 
comes with the territory. It has something important to do with what it is like 
to be a modern human, even if not everything to do with what it is like to be 
human. And for these same reasons we can make our way safely through the 
straits. Our compass works pretty well. It just needs to be recalibrated a bit.
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Neither the difference between the centric and the metric nor that between 
empirical and rational reflexivity is sufficient to fully overcome the central 
charge against Sartre. And it is a predictable enough philosopher’s move: an 
attempt to solve a problem by creating a distinction. Every distinction invites 
a new set of problems, and a new set of distinctions, and on and on. We need 
not talk more about that here. Still, the winnowing helps. Think about it. Sar-
tre’s humanism is principally, even if not only, a distinctly human manner of 
measuring, enriched by a distinctively human reflexive acumen. Sartre does 
not place humankind at the center of the universe metaphysically, the hubris 
of true anthropocentrism. He places human experience at the center of his 
phenomenological ontology, and later at the apex of his dialectical anthropol-
ogy. It is the only sensible first option for beings such as we are. If it seems to 
be the only option to Sartre, that is his problem. Not ours. We can move on.

Recall once again Sartre’s own philosopher’s distinction between meta-
physics and ontology: ontology is “the specification of the structures of being 
of the existent taken as a totality”; metaphysics concerns “the existence of the 
existent.”9 The latter question Sartre defers indefinitely. His lifelong endeavor 
was to provide a descriptive and dialectical account of the structural and his-
torical question of being and knowing as a human question. And the question 
goes all the way back and all the way forward. He asks it in the opening pages 
of Being and Nothingness, which set the ontological stage for the remainder 
of his productive career: “What is the synthetic relation which we call being-
in-the-world? What must man and the world be in order for a relation between 
them to be possible? In truth, the two questions are interdependent, and we 
cannot hope to reply to them separately.”10 He asks it in the preface to Search 
for a Method, which set the anthropological stage for both the Critique and 
the voluminous unpublished ethical writings of the 1960s—to say nothing 
of The Family Idiot: “Do we have today the means to constitute a structural, 
historical anthropology?”11 As we saw in chapter 5, Sartre is perhaps most 
direct when he answers in the Critique: “The monism which starts from the 
human world and situates man in Nature is the monism of materiality. This 
is the only monism which is realist.”12 None of this is anthropocentric in the 
sense of claiming a central metaphysical locus, a pivotal metaphysical status 
for humankind. It is, again, anthropometric. Sartre even makes the ontologi-
cal point himself, albeit in his inimitably hyper-humanist way: “It was legiti-
mate for the natural sciences to free themselves from the anthropomorphism 
which consists in bestowing human properties on inanimate objects. But it is 
perfectly absurd to assume by analogy the same scorn for anthropomorphism 
where anthropology is concerned. When one is studying man, what can be 
more exact or more rigorous than to recognize human properties in him?”13 
It provides ontological orientation and dialectical figuration. Nothing more, 
nothing less. Sartre always takes his ontological measure on the basis of what 
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is, in his view, the only existence to which humans have direct experiential 
access: human existence. He is hardly alone in this, even if he is only half 
right. 

To come nearer to the idiom of this study, for Sartre it is always a matter 
of taking worldly human experience as, so to speak, the syntax and semiot-
ics of being a human earthling; it is always about the structural and histori-
cal experience of the human creature who, like and also unlike every other 
creature, can and must make and know its world using its distinctive kinds of 
earthly powers. Human creatures have human powers. And these provide the 
minimal criteria of intelligibility. As for comprehension, that is another mat-
ter. There are other-and-more-than-human vantage points, as many as there 
are other sorts of creatures and powers. And perhaps at least some of these 
vantage points are not so wholly out of reach for us, so utterly inaccessible 
to us, as some of us imagine. Sartre does not pose that question seriously. He 
did not have to ask it for his purposes in his day, even if we must ask it for 
our purposes today. 

True, Sartre often does proceed as if his heuristic hypothesis about human 
existence were a critical truth about all existence. He does slip here and 
there down the ontological slope deeper into the metaphysical ravine. Or so 
it seems if we do not pay attention. It is a very slippery slope. And the slip-
page does permit what is actually a system-wide anthropometric orientation 
to have apparent effects of a systematic anthropocentrism. And the effects do 
ripple outward into Sartre’s thought and muddy up many pools and eddies 
that would otherwise be clear. Of this there can be no doubt. But let’s face 
it, Sartre has never argued for systematic anthropocentrism either way. Yes, 
he has argued from it. He has argued from the human about all manner of 
things, with great conviction, and, within the ritual limits of his human-
centered hypothesis, often convincingly, too. But Sartre’s anthropocentrism 
is from beginning to end a working hypothesis. It is no metaphysics. It is 
an ontological assumption, one grounded in a good bit of great first-person 
experiential exploration, and also in a great deal of pretty good first-order 
existential reasoning. We must not lose sight of the order of inquiry. Sartre 
always begins with the certain, with the givens of experience; he always ends 
with the probable, the give and take of history. He begins with the integrative, 
and ends with an opening.

Still not convinced? To find another path through the difficulty, we might 
compare other examples of philosophical slippage. Sartre’s sin, if it is a sin, 
is formally similar to that committed by various mind-body monists whose 
manner of thinking seems to slide ineluctably toward dualism. He is like 
the monist philosopher of mind who often must think about mind and body 
separately for heuristic purposes; and who might even have to think in his or 
her way about the lived body and the body-for-others, as phenomenologists 
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do, but who knows better that to think they are actually separate. Sartre the 
putative anthropocentrist does tend to think about the human and the non-
human separately, even if we know he knows better. It is he, after all, who 
writes of “The monism which starts from the human world and situates man 
in Nature”; of the monism “which makes man neither a molecular dispersal 
nor a being apart”; of the monism which defines humankind by its distinctive 
conduct “in the general milieu of animal life.”14 So he is no better or worse 
off than the monist philosopher of mind who, perpetually wrestling with 
the great question of the order of being and knowing vis-à-vis the relation 
between mind and body struggles to separate the chaff of seeming from the 
wheat of surety, and says dualistic-sounding things along the way. There are 
plenty of committed monists who are still comfortable using the phrase, “I 
changed my mind,” without having to add, “which also means that I changed 
my body, because, of course, we all know that body and mind are really one.” 
If only philosophers of mind write “bodymind” on paper, and only a few of 
them do, hardly any ever utter the odd-sounding word. (It is no different with 
our mouthful from chapter 8, the socioecological imaginary. Who will ever 
say that? Still, we must think the difficult truth of the thought if we are to 
bring about a world that is consonant with it.) We needn’t say such things in 
every relevant utterance, as long as we think and engage our situations with 
the relevant sensitivities and sensibilities. 

And so it is with Sartre’s alleged anthropocentrism. Just as, when he 
writes about the Look, he need not and does not always write, “The Look . . . 
which is necessarily an embodied Look, because perceiver, perception, and 
perceived are tightly imbricated aspects of a fleshy human body, because 
bodies and brains and eyeballs only exist in a broader environment,” neither 
does he say, “The world is human . . . which also necessarily entails the fact 
that every world is rooted in its own powers and nested within the broader 
earthly context of other-and-more-than-human creatures, for all worlds 
depend on a particular point of view and upon an earthly manner of mea-
suring and all are always surpassed by other points of view and manners of 
measuring.” He knows this, on some level. Most people know it, on some 
level. He doesn’t say it much or say much about it. And neither do we, for 
the most part. But he did say something about it more than once. And once 
is enough. 

The narrow anthropocentric approach works well enough in the setting of 
Sartre’s broader systematic philosophical interests, again, given his particular 
philosophical concerns over the course of a lifetime all of which centered 
around human freedom, human solidarity, and human liberation. He doesn’t 
say the whole mouthful every time because, to be frank, he didn’t fully under-
stand it, and he didn’t care about it then quite as much as we today might 
think he should have. In short, questions of nonhuman, other-than-human, 
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and more-than-human creatures and powers just didn’t interest him much. No 
surprises there. It’s his loss. It need not be ours.

So even if this philosopher’s distinction between anthropocentrism and 
anthropometrism is not sufficient to dig Sartre out of the hole into which he 
so assiduously dug himself—and it certainly will not satisfy many ecological 
and ethological critics—it is a real distinction. It accurately captures some-
thing of the way in which anthropos drives Sartre’s thinking, rooted as his 
thought is in a reflex-like habit of treating a certain reflective intuition as if it 
were a critical truth rather than a heuristic insight. Humanism and anthropo-
centrism are not coextensive, even if they are importantly related and often 
equated. It is all too easy to slip from a responsible and productive and always 
integrative and open-ended sense of the human as measure into an untenable 
and debilitating sense of the human as master measurer. So Sartre slipped. 
Who among us always keeps our footing? Who among earthlings shall cast 
the first stone? It is, I think, a distinction that makes a difference. It offers a 
way to learn from Sartre with open eyes, to forgive him without forgetting. 
And it provides a signpost on the path to a world beyond every earthling’s 
original sin. 

SpECiAl diSpEnSAtionS And tHE SECrEt SoCiEty

Though we have no good reason to think Sartre’s anthropocentrism a mortal 
sin, alas, it was not his only transgression. Nested within his hyper-humanism 
we find two more turns of the screw: his distinction between the rule of 
nature and exception of culture; and his conviction regarding the asymmetry 
between the ahistorical nonhuman and the historical human. I have called 
these Sartre’s heuristic exceptionalism and categorical exclusivism respec-
tively. We have already seen hints of both and it is time to face them squarely. 
As we will see, the two are not coextensive. Both are nested within Sartre’s 
particular brand of humanism, and his exclusivism is nested within his excep-
tionalism. We can take our first measure of them separately; and then we will 
touch on their complementarity.

Once again, let’s not mince words. Sartre ardently believes that human 
culture is an exception to the rule of nature. We stand out, and in a way that 
no other creature does. He is hardly alone in believing this. The idea goes 
back “at least to Plato,” as we are wont to say. Strictly speaking, the claim 
is uncontroversial. All creatures and powers are different from all others. 
Ducks are not frogs. Reeds are not mosses. Brooks are not rivers, lakes are 
not ponds, ponds are not reservoirs—even if it is sometimes difficult to dis-
entangle them. Sartre draws not just a special line, but a singular line between 
nature and culture. He not only distinguishes the human from all the rest; he 
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gives unique significance to the human manner of being different. It is not just 
taxonomic. It’s ontological. Unlike all other sorts of creaturely difference, 
we are the exception that proves the rule. There is a fundamental difference 
between a beaver dam and the Hoover Dam because there is a radical differ-
ence between a beaver and an engineer. And, for Sartre, it is a difference that 
makes all the difference. And, as we would expect, Sartre draws the familiar 
line with his own subtlety. Far from a simple critical reflex, and most rel-
evant to the goals of this study, Sartre’s exceptionalism evolves to become 
more and more self-consciously heuristic. Early on it is of a piece with his 
human-centeredness, a critical implicate of a phenomenological ontology. 
As he turns more decidedly toward materialist dialectics—say, from the time 
of “Materialism and Revolution” onward—his exceptionalist conviction is 
increasingly qualified. 

Much as Kant insisted that all of our representations must be accompanied 
by a categorical “I think,” the maturing Sartre reminds us more and more fre-
quently that all of our conjectures and conducts must be accompanied by an 
existential “for us.” He worries in a footnote about it, for example, where he 
speaks of “irrationality for us, of course, not in itself,”15 reminding us implic-
itly of the “hidden irrationality of nature” of which he wrote in Notebooks for 
an Ethics, a Nature from which we are distinct even if not apart.16 He includes 
the same qualifier when he writes in Search for a Method of humankind’s 
special status: “man occupies, for us, a privileged place”; and he makes the 
same gesture, this time parenthetically, in the conclusion to the same work: 
“that privileged existent which is man (privileged for us).”17 By the time of 
the ethical writings of the mid-1960s and The Family Idiot, this heuristic for 
us is ever-present, even if not always inscribed. Sartre knows better than to 
reify exceptions, even if his rhetoric sometimes seems to deify us.

And he has his reasons for asserting human distinction, even as he allows 
the assertion to slip toward human privilege. Recall that he is simply not 
interested in whether and to what extent other sorts of earthlings might be 
historical. It’s just not his concern. Not incidentally, he leaves that ques-
tion open, and leaves its answer to others. As he notes in many ways on 
many occasions along the anthropic path: as for us, we are historical. Of 
this he has no doubt. Humankind is characterized by having “the permanent 
possibility of living historically.” This is at once an anthropological and 
ontological claim. On the one hand, following Marx (after Hegel), Sartre 
means that we must to some extent make the conditions of our own making. 
This is the always shifting and cumulative dynamic of praxis and practico-
inertia, praxis-process and counterfinality, spread across space; this is the 
material give and take of our earthly and worldly ways spread across time. 
Second, following Kierkegaard (before Heidegger), we are “in question for 
ourselves.” To borrow the awkward and illuminating idiom of Being and 
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Nothingness, we are what we are not and are not what we are. This is no 
mere conceptual contradiction. It is a paradox that puts us in a perpetually 
interrogative relation with ourselves and our world—and we must add, with 
the Earth. This is the contradiction we humans must live: “all existence 
in the universe is material; everything in the world of man is human,” he 
writes in 1939;18 and he adds, in 1959: “the Earth [is] the elsewhere of all 
elsewheres.”19 We can never finally or fully answer the question of our being 
because we are temporalizing and spatializing earthly beings. Our world is 
historical, and our history is here. “Nothing is settled except past being.” 
History moves onward, with and without our consent, with and without our 
intent. All of this is just a dialectical inflection of Sartre’s lifelong view that 
existence precedes essence, at least for us. 

We are, as it were, our own heuristic, as is every creature in its way, and 
even if it turns out that ours is not the only or the most important heuristic. 
We must make our way forward as only we do. And we must do so with tools, 
both made and found, that “teach us something new.” I emphasize Sartre’s 
“us.” We must live the progressive and projective lines and links and slip-
pages between the anthropological and the ontological, between the histori-
cal and the ahistorical as between—just as we must live between nature and 
culture, fact and value, reality and imagination. To privilege either is to mis-
apprehend both; we cannot choose our way out of them. Still, Sartre demurs. 
He proceeds as if the human world is an exception here on Earth, and hedges 
his bets by noting almost often enough that we are an exception for us. This 
exceptionalist commitment hinges on our peculiar anthropic historicity and 
the ontological structures that make us humans possible. This in turn allows 
Sartre to leave a lot out, for heuristic reasons, as any good heuristic does. It 
permits him, for example, to draw a faint but firm ontological line between 
our world and other-and-more-than-human worlds; even as it allows him to 
quietly acknowledge, at the anthropological level, the necessary bonds among 
all earthly creatures and powers. 

There are other earthly creatures and powers. There is more than us. This 
he does not deny. They are not like us, we are not like them, and he is only 
interested in them insofar as they are of interest to us. For Sartre, we are 
enough. So be it. He is not the first to think this way, nor the last. We need 
not indulge his exceptionalist myopia to learn from his existential vision.

In fact, we have already seen something of an alternative in Part III. On the 
one hand, for the Sartre of the text, the concept of natural history is oxymo-
ronic, and precisely to the extent that the notion of human history is tautolo-
gous. We are for ourselves the exception to a rule that we have discovered. 
From this Sartre infers that ours is an exclusive club. History and freedom 
here; nature and unfreedom there; and never the twain shall meet. On the 
other hand, for the Sartre of the footnote, here we are, of nature, fashioning 
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history out of it and within it—and, as it turns out, along with it at the same 
time. Here, at least, we have less to learn from the assertive Sartre of the text 
than we do from the querying Sartre of the note. The parenthetical Sartre 
wears his secrets on his sleeve. Like Pascal gazing at the heavens. Like Tho-
reau gathering chestnuts. Not the wagerer but the wonderer, reaching toward 
something new about our worldly existence as earthly experience.

As it is with Sartre’s brand of humanism and his anthropocentric tenden-
cies, the fact that he worked out his anthropology in line with the heuristic 
assumption of our exceptional status and a categorical belief in our exclusive 
membership in the club of history does not make his ontology wholly depen-
dent upon this assumption and belief. Nor does the contemporary ecologistic 
challenge to this particular manner of thinking compel a wholesale rejection 
of Sartre’s thought and manner of thinking things through. Indeed, Sartre’s 
exceptionalism and exclusivisism are two faces of a single coin. Taken 
together, they are tantamount to speciesism. In this sense, like racism, clas-
sism, sexism, and the rest of the coinage of systemic oppressions, exclusiv-
ism “is not a thought at all”; exceptionalism is just another inflection of “the 
secret hope that thought is a stone.”20 They are both just further variants on 
the reification of difference in the service of repression about which Sartre 
had so much to say in Anti-Semite and Jew. Like racism and all the rest, 
speciesism is just another false and bad and ugly idea that has rippled out 
through history to justify exploitation of the Other. In this instance, at least, 
Sartre could use a dose of his own medicine. And here, too, we should give 
Sartre the benefit of the doubt. After all, he has given it to us. He could not 
let these bad ideas go. We must. And if we must, we can.

Like many heuristics, exceptionalism and exclusivism are not good for 
what we thought they were good for, not useful for teaching us something 
new and worth knowing; and worse, it turns out they are good for teaching us 
things we ought not to be learning at all, things that are false and unjust and 
ugly. And this is their best and final lesson: we can be done with them. We 
can remove these worldly stones from the earthly path. Exceptionalism and 
exclusivism can be overcome. We are living in the time of their overcoming. 
One day we may hope that the stone collectors will put them where they 
belong, in a cabinet on a low shelf at the back of the museum, not forgiven 
and unforgotten. 

iF All you HAVE iS A HAmmEr

So, are we through the straits? Yes and no. Next in the catalogue of Sar-
tre’s eco-transgressions comes his alleged instrumentalism, his widgety 
attitude toward all things nonhuman. It is a fair allegation. On this score 
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he is unapologetic and explicit from Being and Nothingness to the Critique 
and beyond. “My environment is made up of the instrumental-things which 
surround me,” he writes in 1943, “including their particular coefficients of 
adversity and utility.”21 In 1959, he writes, “Every praxis, whatever it else it 
may be, is first an instrumentalization of material reality.”22 He says this again 
and again. So can he beat the wrap? Can he at least cop a plea? It seems hard 
to believe. We have seen oblique hints at a way to freedom here and there: 
in the example of Sartre’s desk lamp and the phenomenology of wetness in 
chapter 3; in the flock of bobbers in chapter 4; in organisms and their self-
making and earth-making and world-making in chapter 5; in the plastic bag 
and drain grate in chapter 6; in the critique of geocapitalism, geocolonialism, 
and geoconsumerism in chapter 7. As with his anthropocentrism, exceptional-
ism, and exclusivism, Sartre’s strong instrumentalist tendency, troublesome 
though it may be, does not undermine the efficacy of his manner of thinking, 
nor does it vitiate the core substance of his thought. Again, the reasons are 
both hermeneutical and historical. As with all meaningful complexities, it is 
a matter of interpretation and evolution.

We can begin with a general point about the problem at hand: like his 
anthropocentrism, Sartre’s instrumentalism fits him and his time like a glove. 
The metaphor is apt. Instrumentalism as an historical and ideological tendency 
is broadly explicable in terms of a more generalized view of the materiality 
of nature. It comes about, in part, through an intermingling of a few ancient 
ideas and many modern ones that see the material world as existing for us to 
explain and to exploit. As Lynn White (in)famously argued, this view finds 
at least some of its roots in Judeo-Christian injunctions and dispensations.23 
We know also that some of the relevant ideas can be found in pre-Socratic 
thought and even in Aristotle. More importantly in the present context, the 
view is most tellingly inflected in the modern philosophical-scientific revolu-
tion, with its the well-known Cartesian and Baconian projects of explanation, 
prediction, and control of a nature conceived as reducible to inert and dead 
matter. This is a lucky break for us. If nonhuman nature is by definition still-
born, it can’t do anything, and we can’t harm it. We can just use it without 
scruples and with abandon. This reductionist revolution is still unfolding. 
And despite many fits and starts and plenty of wrong turns and not a few 
disastrous ones, it has been wildly successful in its way, as any denizen of 
the so-called developed world knows when she sips a cup of coffee, the avail-
ability of which depends upon a vast agro-industrial complex of fossil-fueled, 
chemically enhanced, economically subsidized cultivation and transportation 
networks; or when a shepherd in the Savanna opens a weather app on his 
cellular phone, the workings of which depends upon physicists’ insights into 
energy and matter even at the quantum level to provide him access to a glob-
ally integrated meteorological effort. The reductionist paradigm works in its 



 To the Far Side of Anthropocentrism 373

way. It has allowed us to refine the usefulness of things in ways that always 
begin as unimaginable and have more often than not been heralded in science 
fiction only to become technological fact.

What matters here is that the near-hegemonic scientific program of 
explanation, prediction, and control at once motivates and is motivated by 
a largely instrumentalist worldview; and so it cannot help but encourage the 
instrumentalization of earthly things and creatures and powers. Though sci-
ence is not reducible to technology, still, more often than not curiosity and 
utility are of a piece, and it is difficult to say which is the hand and which the 
glove. Given sufficient impetus—say, cheap and abundant fuel and suitable 
political-economic institutions and a radically asymmetrical distribution of 
power—the effects of the pairing ripple outward. (We have seen something 
of what this means in chapter 7, in our discussion of the geo-sizing of capi-
talism, colonialism, and consumerism.) That we are increasingly aware of 
important theoretical blind spots and many practical failings in this essen-
tially extractivist manner of the inhabiting the Earth is a good thing. And, 
once again not incidentally, our new perspicacity comes at the same time as 
we are discovering the limits of reductionist scientific paradigm. (We have 
seen something of what this looks like in chapter 5, in our discussion of the 
new sciences of life and complexity.) These developments are good, if not 
cause for cautious optimism, about which more in the final chapter.

Sartre had not thought things through in terms of science or technology. 
He had other fish to fry, and like a good instrumentalist, he needed the right 
tools to cook with—a fish, a pan, a fire. In this sense, we can say that Sartre’s 
instrumentalist angle on the Earth and the world is just one more inflection 
of a not-so-old and well-enough-known story about the usefulness of things. 
It is no more surprising that he was a raging instrumentalist regarding earthly 
things than that Descartes was a raving automatist concerning things that take 
up space, including all nonhuman animals; or that Bacon was a raging reduc-
tionist concerning everything in the world, excepting human animals. Let us 
leave Newton out of it. His raging mechanism got men to the moon and back 
alive, despite his theological ravings. Descartes couldn’t know how far we 
would go with his error. Bacon couldn’t know what we would make of his 
mistake. Each was a man of his time. And despite their respective historical 
shortcomings and philosophical shortsightedness, all of them still have much 
to teach us. They could not know then what we know now, and what we know 
now owes a lot to them. Sartre couldn’t help himself either. If we are willing, 
we can just give him the benefit of the doubt, note his mistakes, and move on. 
But should we? I don’t think so.

To situate an error is not to justify it, anymore than to explain a mistake 
excuses it. And from an environmentalist and eco-philosophical vantage 
point, instrumentalism is a huge error, an error even worse in its way than 
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anthropocentrism, in that it has contributed directly and unambiguously to 
our hugest mistake: the piecemeal dismantling and systematic disruption of 
the whole Earth system upon which every world depends. A huge mistake, 
indeed. Perhaps we should not be too quick to forgive. We will have to do 
better than that.

This brings us to a second, more substantive consideration. There are 
many kinds of errors, from utter falsehoods to subtle misconstruals. Sartre’s 
instrumentalism is neither a simple fallacy nor sheer fantasy. Like Cartesian-
Baconian science itself, warts and all, Sartre’s sense of the instrumentality 
of earthly creatures and powers is grounded, in part, in lived experience. It 
comes with the territory of free organic praxis. Recall again that in French, 
expérience means both experience and experiment, depending on the context. 
Not unlike the carefully controlled experience that every scientific experi-
ment is (or at least aims or claims to be), ordinary lived experience in all its 
relative inexplicability, unpredictability, and uncontrollability is grounded in 
our organismal and practical interactions with and in an other-than-human 
world and a more-than-human Earth. We must of necessity engage Earth’s 
qualities and quantities, its elements and processes, its things and creatures 
and powers, in the fashioning of a sufficiently human world. And insofar as 
we, like all organisms, must use certain parts of the broader environment to 
satisfy our biological, psychological, social, and creative needs, it is certainly 
not too far off the mark to name these sorts of interactions instrumental. 
Needless to say, though use often degenerates into abuse, there is no intrinsic 
relation between the two. We need tools to do many of the things we do. We 
must relate instrumentally to earthly creatures and powers to make a world. 
There is no getting around it, at least here on Earth. To say that this is all that 
our worldly interrelations are, that all such relations are only instrumental, or 
that instrumental relations are all that we need to make a world, is, at best, 
sloppy thinking. At worst, it is to twist a rather mundane and inherently flex-
ible ontological structure into a metaphysical bludgeon. In this instance, at 
least, it is a short step and easy slip from theory to practice, and for the last 
few centuries we have been hammering away.

It hardly seems controversial to suggest that Sartre’s own relational prefer-
ences and personal predilections contributed to his tendency toward sloppi-
ness in his use of some of his own philosophical distinctions. We might just 
point and say again that he started it, that it’s not us; it’s him. But this is to 
ignore his justified interest in the near side of the problem. Yes, he blurred 
the line between the basic ontological structures of instrumentality and the 
collective historical tendencies that have come to be gathered under the dia-
lectically problematic rubric of instrumentalism. So he did. So what? In all 
fairness, it is an easy line to blur, and we would be wrong to pretend the line 
is not there at all. After all, action is not magic. Action and instrumentality are 
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often of a piece. Minimally, to act is to change things around for some reason. 
“To act is to modify the shape of the world; it is to arrange means in view 
of an end.” Those who are enamored of other-and-more-than-human earthly 
creatures and powers may not be satisfied when the ever-worldly Sartre adds, 
too simply, “[to act] is to produce an organized instrumental complex such 
that by a series of concatenations and connections the modification effected 
on one of the links causes modifications throughout the whole series and 
finally produces an anticipated result.”24 But it’s true, so far as it goes, even 
if it doesn’t go far enough. It is true of every worldly engagement, for every 
earthly creature, human and otherwise, no matter what their distinctive pow-
ers. This much seems beyond dispute, provided we do not lose sight of its 
being a minimal characterization of the relation between instrumentality and 
action. Maximally, there is far more to action than this relation between tools 
and ends, between the given and the taken, and here is far more to earthly 
things than their purposed instrumentality in the service of worldly action. 

Instrumentalism is a reminder of the surplus of meaning in a world where 
instrumentality is real. We catch a glimpse of the roots of the overflow in 
Being and Nothingness, in the famed passage on the peeping Tom. Sartre 
writes of the usefulness and recalcitrance of the keyhole through which the 
peeper peeps: “The door, the keyhole are at once both instruments and obsta-
cles; they are presented as ‘to be handled with care’; the keyhole is given as 
‘to be looked through close by and a little to one side,’ etc. Hence from this 
moment ‘I do what I have to do.’” The difficulties make the task possible and 
the goal attainable. He speaks even of the shadowed corner in which he might 
hide, of the useful quality of a certain dark place that might serve the peeper’s 
project: “This quality or instrumentality of the object belonged to it alone and 
was given as an objective, ideal property marking its real belonging to that 
complex which we have called the situation.”25 That a thing can be useful, 
that a place can be purposed is neither to reduce the qualities of the thing to 
its usability nor to empty the properties of the place of its many other mean-
ings. Things are complicated, to be sure; situations are complex. And agency 
and instrumentality are of a piece with each situation, even as every situation 
overflows its agential-instrumental aspect. Though he sometimes loses sight 
of this, though his focus is often overly narrow, Sartre knows better, albeit in 
his idiosyncratic way: “The point is to conceive praxis and its result from two 
inseparable points of view: that of objectification (or of man acting on matter) 
and that of objectivity (or of totalized matter acting on man).”26 Actor and 
acted upon are distinguishable, and attention to either side of the dyad reveals 
distinct ontological structures. But these structures are not separate. Each is 
intimately bound up with the others. At the level of structures the relation is 
complicated; at the level of life and history it is complex. User and used are 
part and parcel of every historical situation. And there is always more.
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Beavers fell trees to make their dams and they swim with the fishes who 
gather in the place. We mix gravel and sand to make our dams, and we fell 
trees to make space and lumber and pulp. The leaves fall from the trees in the 
autumn and we gather them up with wood-handled rakes and stuff them into 
paper bags and put them on the concrete sidewalk to be picked up and taken 
to someplace else. We might thank the trees, for the rake handles and bags, 
if not for the leaves. The toolsmith measures the dowel to ready for the cut. 
The beaver selects just this aspen or just that hemlock to gnaw. The trees, of 
course, have their own plans. They have no interest per se in messing up your 
yard or shoring up a dam. From their point of view, leaves do not fall. Trees 
drop their leaves to feed themselves, just as they drop their seeds to carry on 
their earthly work of making a forested world. They release their leaves to 
the worms, who make more soil to make a place for the seeds to make more 
trees. It’s the same old saw, the birds and the bees and the flowers and the 
trees. People rake. Beavers build. Bees buzz. Trees forest. In each case, there 
is measurer, measure, and measured; and the differences between them do 
make a difference. It is not for us to say which matters more, or most. User, 
use, and used: each matters much, and for shifting reasons. Sartre was insight-
ful regarding the nearside of the question of instrumentality, the side nearest 
to us. It is for us now to fathom the far side of instrumentalism.

Perhaps there is a better word than “instrument.” Perhaps there are subtler 
and more nuanced notions than “instrumentality” to capture the shifting com-
plex of relations, of the give and take among earthly creatures and powers 
and the ways of world making. Nonetheless, we must somehow describe a 
real and fundamental dimension of these interactions. Sartre called it instru-
mental. We should not be too quick to demur. Use and usefulness, utility and 
utilization, are real dimensions of our relationality, and they must be included 
if we are to render the Earth and the world intelligible—let alone make them 
better than we’ve made them. It is possible to move from a naïve instru-
mentalism to an open-ended, integrative, and relational sense of earthly and 
worldly instrumentality, a sense of utility that does not treat the usability of 
things and processes as the whole story, nor as the most salient or significant 
part of it. Recognition of the necessity of tools and a sufficiency of uses need 
not degenerate into wholesale instrumentalism.

In this regard, Sartre can help himself out of the bind, and with a tool from 
his own toolkit. We have already used it, and more than once. Recall once 
again his idiosyncratic inflection of Hegel’s distinction between concepts and 
notions. Concepts, as Sartre would have it, define things from the outside and 
are atemporal. A notion is, and does, just the opposite. Notions define things 
from the inside and are temporal; a notion is “a thought that carries time 
within itself.”27 The slip from instrumentality to instrumentalism is a case 
in point. On the one hand, there is the atemporal character of Sartre’s own 



 To the Far Side of Anthropocentrism 377

naïve instrumentalism, about which he was generally unconcerned and up 
front. He often talked as if all things and creatures are available for use; seen 
from the outside—that is, from the exceptional and exclusive human vantage 
point—they are parts of the ultimate toolkit. This can be called a conceptual 
error in that it cleanly cuts the spectrum of earthly creatures and powers in 
two. In keeping with the anthropocentric-exceptionalist-exclusivist excess, it 
posits an atemporal distinction between humans as users and nonhuman as 
used, living and nonliving alike. This is just the nature of the relation, in all 
times in all places, between all humans and all the rest. This atemporal and 
exteriorizing naïveté is easily inferred by a hasty reading of Sartre’s discus-
sions of nature and the environment and the usefulness of things, as it is by 
any number of hyperbolic observations he made in interviews and occasional 
pieces. On the other hand, there is a temporalizing and interiorizing notion 
of instrumenality. This is no mere instrumentalism, a ceaselessly segregating 
concept, but instrumentality as a properly relational notion, integrative and 
open-ended, that is part and parcel of the spectrum of ontological structures of 
dialectical experience. Instrumentality, properly construed, is a structural and 
historical notion, an integrative and open-ended notion. It is Sartre’s notion. 
To see this, we can take up an example, think a bit more about the history of 
ideas, and look more carefully at what Sartre actually says when he is saying 
what he actually means.

Recall our dam at the pond. The dam itself is a physical reminder of just 
how far we have instrumentalized water, at once abundant and scarce, abun-
dant in its scarcity, scarce in its abundance—for structural scarcity can take 
the local form of historical abundance. Scarcity is not only or always a lack. 
It is a relation. And with the dam we have instrumentalized our relation to 
water not in some pernicious sense of use and abuse, but in one of our many 
worldly ways of taking up this most precious of earthly givens. Though 
we have and do use and abuse the earthly gift of water, the dam is just one 
index among many of our manifold uses of water; yes, of using it for the 
satisfaction of our most basic need. The dam reminds us of our multiplicitous 
manner of employing water in the service of our most cherished end, to wit, 
life. From this angle, it is not going too far to say that the dam as a mate-
rial artifact is a single index of our manifold efforts to instrumentalize the 
hydrological cycle itself, our taking up of the gift of a habitable Earth that 
we might give ourselves a livable world. This simple practico-inertia of the 
concrete dam speaks of praxis writ large, an historical aggregate of earthly 
and worldly instrumental relations. And what is wrong with that? This is not 
so wrongheaded as it seems to some; nor is it so bad as it might sound to those 
who worry—and rightly enough—about dreams of mastery and domination 
and about the ism that looms so ahistorical and so large over the historical-
structural relation of instrumentality. We might prefer other language than 
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the instrumental, with all its troublesome toolish connotations. There may be 
other ways of saying much the same thing. But what’s in a word? The evalu-
ation given is a matter of how the description is taken. The thirsty must drink 
water. Nothing else works. And so we gather it for us and in our way. If it 
turns out that some ways are better than others, so be it. We learn by doing, 
like so many other of our kith and kin.

We will do well to keep in mind, too, that phenomenological and dialecti-
cal philosophy as such are neutral with regard to the nature and significance 
of instrumentality. Many phenomenologists and dialecticians have reached 
conclusions quite opposed to the brand of instrumentalism that has been 
wrongly, even if unsurprisingly, attributed to Sartre. In fact, he reached 
conclusions quite opposed to those that have been attributed to him by 
environmental and ecological philosophers—when they have bothered to 
attribute anything to him. He writes as early as Being and Nothingness of an 
integrative, open-ended orientation toward instrumentality: “In order for the 
totality of being to order itself around us as instruments, in order for it to par-
cel itself into differentiated complexes which refer one to another and which 
can be used, it is necessary that negation rise up not as a thing among other 
things but as a categorical rubric which presides over the arrangement and 
the redistribution of great masses of being in things” (translation modified). 
Here he speaks implicitly of the human as the negation that must arise, as a 
“categorical rubric”—a, not the, “categorical rubric.”28 Barnes’ rendering of 
une rubrique catégorielle as “the rubric of a category” misleads the English-
speaking reader. In nowise does Sartre’s presumption of and preference for 
the human negation foreclose the possibility of negation arising through other 
creatures. Once again, this is not Sartre’s concern. For him, it is always about 
us. Still, we must take him at his word. “Thus the rise of man in the midst of 
the being which ‘invests’ him causes a world to be discovered.”29 It causes a 
world to arise, not the world. Neither farfetched nor overwrought nor, indeed, 
so pernicious as some make it out to be, on a first reading these are hardly 
controversial claims. And in any case, they point to neither “mastery” nor 
to “domination” of the “totality of being” as merely or purely instrumental. 
As indicated in Sartre’s double “in order for,” this is not the dispensation of 
instrumentalism but a discovery of instrumentality; it is the disclosure, seen 
through the lens of experience, of earthly and worldly things refined in the 
fires of conscious bodily engagements of an ambient milieu; of particular 
involvements with and in the environs wherein not just humans but each and 
every earthling must discern the particular usefulness of things for achieving 
its worldly ends. This engagement is what “causes a world to be discovered,” 
Sartre insists. It causes the human world to be discovered, and, Sartre’s 
perpetual fascination with the human world notwithstanding, it causes other-
and-more-than-human worlds to be discovered, too. It should go without 
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saying that this entanglement of the earthly given and worldly taken under a 
“categorical rubric” of use and usability is not all that happens when worlds 
are fashioned, nor is it all it means to discover one. Still, it must happen if any 
world is to be made, let alone to be found. 

Despite conventional assumptions, Sartre cannot be said to advocate the 
wholesale instrumentalization of nonhuman being. He speaks clearly, even if 
obliquely and too infrequently, against the same atemporal and de-spatialized 
instrumentalism about which eco-philosophers rightly worry. If his interest is 
often diachronic, the rule of his thought is synoptic: “everything is given at 
one stroke without any primacy.” This is Sartre the phenomenological ontolo-
gist saying what Sartre the dialectician means when he says, decades later, 
again and again: “Everything is there.” The early Sartre does offer descrip-
tions of an ontological structure called instrumentality—and the mature Sartre 
takes these up again and makes much dialectical hay of them in his way. But 
he nowhere asserts a metaphysical order of instrumentalism. How could he? 
Instrumentalism cannot be shown, for it is irreal, a pure positing of the imagi-
nation, a figment devoid of any real bonds to the actual world. 

If the distinction between real instrumentality and imaginary instrumental-
ism is phenomenological and dialectical, it is also personal in its way. It is 
personal in the sense that each person is always at risk of slipping from the 
real to the imaginary. The spirit of seriousness is never far off. To leap from 
instrumentality to instrumentalism is to slip from the lived rule of interior 
relations to the imagined exception of exterior relations. “Such an error will 
be avoided if we are willing to maintain that the world appears inside the 
circuit of selfness.”30 Sartre shows us the necessary ontological bond between 
instrumentality and selfhood, and in so doing, shows us the insufficiency of 
instrumentalism as the definitive relation. There are at least two axes in the 
relation between being useful and being you. First, the distinct instrumen-
tality of things, their usefulness as tools, appears, as it were, between the 
Heideggerian rubrics of readiness-to-hand and presence-to-hand. For Sartre, 
instrumentality is a region of being, it is an ontological relation. So the rela-
tion is, by definition, internal to the broader generative relationality of per-
sonhood; it is part and parcel of what Sartre calls the circuit of selfness. The 
circuit of selfness is not some intuitive gift of introspection; it is the locus of 
experience. It is, to adopt the later idiom, the contingent dialectical experi-
ence of need within a milieu of scarcity that each person must be. Thus, again, 
to understand the instrumentality of things our point of departure, the point of 
departure for each and every person, is not metaphysical. It is ontological. It is 
rooted not in some sort of existence that may or may not be shared by all exis-
tents. It is for us. It is grounded in “our primary relation to the in-itself: our 
being-in-the-world.” This first relation, like the first measure we must take, 
is not the only or the most important or the last relation. It is one cardinal 
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relation among others, a relation that necessarily involves us in many sorts 
of relations with others and with things and with other-and-more-than-human 
creatures and powers. Some of these relations are instrumental, many are not. 
Sartre’s putative instrumentalism is more accurately, and like the self itself, a 
circuit of instrumentality, of a piece with the circuitry of selfhood.

So instrumentality is neither the first nor the only nor the best relation. It 
is one relation among many, a particularly meaningful relation that, for good 
and bad reasons, Sartre thought exceedingly important. Whatever we may 
think of this, he could hardly be more emphatic on what he does not mean 
and what he does mean by the relation of instrumentality: “We know that 
there is not a for-itself on the one hand and a world on the other as closed 
entities for which we must subsequently seek some explanation as to how 
they communicate.” Descartes was wrong. Dualism is wrong. As we have 
seen throughout this study, “The for-itself is a relation to the world.” Intrin-
sic to this relation and because of the capacity to question, worlds arise. “The 
for-itself, by denying that it is being, makes there be a world.” And worlds, 
of necessity, evince and are evinced by the possibility of instrumental rela-
tions: “by surpassing this negation toward its own possibilities [the for-itself] 
reveals the ‘thises’ as instrumental-things.”31 Needless to say, this revelation 
is, by definition, a revelation for us. Sartre nowhere reduces other-and-more-
than-human creatures and powers to mere instruments, any more than he 
reduces the Other to mere object. He never claims that nonhuman things and 
beings are wholly or just or simply tools for human use. What he does claim 
is that insofar as we are, through our own personal manner of surpassing the 
given, oriented by our own particular possibilities of taking up, we reveal a 
particular instrumentality of things for us. This much seems beyond dispute, 
and it is all the instrumentality Sartre means to impute to nonhuman things 
and other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers. This dimension of 
their being-other-than-us is part and parcel of our earthly engagements, 
which engagements are at the same time constituted by and constitutive of 
our worldly experience. So Sartre neglects to consider the reciprocal truth, 
about our engagements as experienced by other sorts of earthlings. No sur-
prises there, either. 

The point cannot be overemphasized: the original and originary condition 
of the human is relational; this relation is always already entire. And like 
consciousness itself, the relation is, to borrow a phrase from The Imaginary, 
“a synthesis through and through.” And the quality of our free human engage-
ment of this synthetic relation is, by definition, albeit only in part, determined 
by the particular end of any given engagement, which may or may not be 
an instrumental engagement and may or may not be toward an instrumental 
end. Instrumentality is thus revealed as an always possible project-oriented 
inflection of our fundamentally relational necessity. We are sometimes users, 
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sometimes not. Use, in the transitive sense, is just one possible form of our 
earthly relation to and with and in a world. And this instrumentality, when it 
does appear, depends upon a more fundamental relationality, expressed now 
in the discovery of means for any project, now in the successful achievement 
of the projected ends; expressed here in the knowledge of a cause, there in the 
beauty of an effect; expressed now in a stick or a plastic bag, there in a drain 
grate or a dam. Thus, in keeping with the orienting pole of Sartre’s mature 
thought, the relation of instrumentality is a matter of need.

We do and must instrumentalize earthly givens to satisfy human needs in 
the context of worldly scarcity. This is as true of us today as it was of our 
Paleolithic kin. Sartre is not fascinated by the relation of instrumentality 
because it is the most important relation, he is focused on it because of its role 
in bringing about truly human relations, the true object of his fascination. He 
studies instrumentality from every side. He returns to it again and again. He 
sees it in the keyhole, and he sees in it a key to human solidarity and human 
liberation. Perhaps he goes too far. What he is guilty of, if he is guilty of 
anything, is only his excessive emphasis on instrumentality and instrumental 
relations. And the terseness and astringency of his phraseology as he speaks 
of it doesn’t help. 

This is not to say that the concept of instrumentalism as an overarching 
theoretical and practical orientation to the nonhuman cannot overshadow 
and even overtake other modes of relation. It can and it has and it still does. 
For this to happen, all we need to do is to privilege instrumental relations 
and leave aside or resist or reject other modes of relation—among them 
those Sartre discusses at length—“temporality,” “spatiality,” “permanence,” 
“essence,” “potentiality,” and “otherness,” to name but a few. The proper 
notion of instrumentality points to a single ontological structure, one among 
many, and there is no “real priority” in relation to this or any other mode. 
He could not be clearer or more emphatic on this point: “the upsurge of the 
for-itself causes the thing to be revealed in the totality of its structures . . . 
there is not one of these structures which does not imply all the others. . . . 
Everything is given at one stroke without any primacy.”32 If we take Sartre 
at his word, we must say that the instrumentalism which rightly concerns the 
environmentalist is a project in bad faith, a project undertaken in the spirit 
of seriousness, and, what’s worse, an ahistorical project. Instrumentalism is 
a manner of attributing primacy to one ontological structure over all others; 
a way of taking a conceptual construct as more real than lived experience; a 
single-minded manner of earthly engagement that myopically narrows our 
worldly commitments to the impossible goal of mastery and domination. 
Sartre advocates no such thing, his many hyperbolic pronouncements not-
withstanding. What he does do, at times, is to give a certain practical and his-
torical priority to instrumental relations because he is so interested in us and 
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our prospects. He could have been more careful. He could have been more 
perspicuous. So could we all. Again, he had other fish to fry. Who doesn’t?

Sartre often indulges in the language of instrumentalism and domination 
and mastery. We know this. Because of this all-to-quotable indulgence, the 
environmentally and ecologically minded are right to be wary of him. I am, 
even after all that I have said in this study. We should be wary, but not dismis-
sive. There is too much to lose. There is a baby in the bathwater. The early 
Sartre will say instrumentalist things: “Man’s relation with being is that he 
can modify it”; and, as we have seen, the mature Sartre will follow through 
with anthropocentric claims: “the true meaning of action [is] the subjection of 
the world to man without reciprocity.” But these relations of modification and 
subjection, successful or not, are not the only relations of the human to the 
other-and-more-than-human. This would be to adopt a metaphysical position 
rather than to offer a phenomenological description, and so would cut against 
the phenomenological grain of Sartre’s ontology. Nor are these particular 
meanings action’s only meaning. This would be an essential claim rather than 
a historical and structural one, and would cut against the grain of Sartre’s 
mature dialectics. Nor are modification and manipulation even the primary 
or most salient relations. This would make them purely axiological concerns, 
and so cut against the progressive grain of Sartre’s radical political morality 
as expressed in the late ethical writings. Just as our manner of measuring is 
but one among many—our first, and not the only or the best—the usefulness 
of other-and-more-than-human things and creatures and powers is just one 
among manifold varieties of human relation. Instrumentality is “an essential 
relation of human reality to the world . . . an act, an expectation . . . a project of 
the human being . . . an aspect of being as it appears to the human being who 
is engaged in the world.”33 Just as we should take seriously Sartre’s repeated 
use of the heuristic “for us,” we ought to take seriously his repeated use of the 
critical indefinite article. And in Volume II of Critique of Dialectical Reason, 
he places on the same plane “the pitfall of a materialist idealism” and that of 
“an instrumentalist humanism”—which, given Sartre’s longstanding and avid 
opposition to any form of idealism, suggests that any pure instrumentalism is 
absolutely unacceptable.34 Again, we should take him at his word.

Think once more of our erstwhile pond and sometime reservoir, the disap-
peared dam, and of the whole matrix of relations of which these wholes were 
also parts. Ponds are poolings of water, useful to reeds and ducks and fishes. 
Reservoirs are gatherings of water, useful to hikers and anglers, and to bea-
vers. Dams are interruptions, among other things. Timber or concrete, they are 
static means constructed to serve disparate and dynamic ends. They are practi-
cal expressions of the worldly project of regulating fluidity and flow toward 
the satisfaction of various and sundry earthly needs: energy, transportation, 
cultivation, and security; or making more beavers, as the case may be. All 
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dams, and some ponds, are built manifestations of human and other-and-more-
than-human efforts to render relations between worldly creatures and earthly 
powers satisfactory; efforts to sway the powers of water toward creaturely 
ends. Human ends or beaver ends, it makes little difference where the analysis 
stays on the plain of instrumentality—and all the difference when the level 
shifts. We could say much the same about earthworms and soil, the way their 
castings and their vermicular tunnels help to gather water to serve vermicular 
and other-and-more-than-vermicular ends—our ends not least among them. 
This is just what all of the elements of every waterworks are. This is just what 
beavers and worms and humans do to quench their varied and sundry thirsts. It 
is not all that we or they are or do, nor is it all that matters about water. There 
is no determining just where one meaning ends and the next begins, where 
one tool works and what else might be done with it. All means and ends, like 
all meanings and all meaningful conducts, are relational through and through.

And the danger is real, too. Where some creatures are concerned, humans 
most prominently among them, the quality and impetus of a particular instru-
mental relation may turn out to be problematic. At the level of social and 
ecological habit instrumental experience can and does sometimes morph into 
something like an anti-ethic of instrumentalism. Asymmetries of instrumen-
tal power between the human and other-and-more-than-human worlds ripple 
outward to the detriment of all earthlings. It is fair and right to worry about 
this retrograde ethos. 

Even if some of Sartre’s descriptions are a bit overblown, the interplay of 
earthly relations and worldly mediations is as riddled with instrumentality 
as our lost dam was riddled with cracks. And just as the dam was anything 
but the sum of its cracks, our relations with other-and-more-than-human 
creatures and powers are more than the sum of instrumental mediations. 
Nonhuman things and creatures cannot be reduced to mere tools for use, 
even if we act like they are. Instrumentality is a real relation, one relation 
among many. Only some of them are relations of use and usefulness, of user 
and used. And such instrumental relations are neither good nor bad in and of 
themselves. They just are. It is what we make of and with them that counts. 
It is the quality of the broader matrix of our earthly engagements and worldly 
commitments that matters. Sartre knew this in his way, even if he was more 
interested in the human world than he was in the Earth. Even if he had more 
to teach us about the nearside of the relation, he always had a sense of the far 
side. He knew enough. We know more. Good for him. So much the better for 
us. What we know even better than he did is that our current way of world 
making is wrecking the Earth. Of this there is no doubt. Still, the primordial 
goal of every earthly project is to keep a place habitable, or to make so; and, 
if all goes well, to create and sustain a livable world. And this is always in 
part a matter of finding the right tools and using them in the right way. Our 
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relation to Earth and earthly means is not a condition, it is an achievement. It 
takes skill, and the apprenticeship is a long one.

tWo tHingS to ForgiVE And notHing to ForgEt

To put the central point of this chapter perhaps too simply, Sartre’s thought 
was a reflection of his world, and our world is not so unlike his as we like to 
think it is. On the one hand, we can say that Sartre just didn’t know any bet-
ter. He situated the human world at the center and treated the Earth as a grand 
apparatus for our use, and for all intents and purposes, so do we. In this sense, 
he was a man of our time. On the other hand, we can say that he knew more 
than he knew he knew, and far more than his critics have given him credit 
for. He knew that our world and this Earth are intimately intermingled and 
interdependent, and so do we. He was ahead of our time, too. 

In his avid desire to make a point about what it takes to make a better world 
for us, Sartre had little to say about what now seem to be obvious facts about 
us, that we are creatures of the Earth, that we are earthlings whose world 
exists within and by the grace of other-than-human creatures and powers 
and in a mesh of more-than-human worlds. For Sartre to make a better world 
always meant to make a more human world, and to make a more human 
world had much to do with making more and better use of the other-and-
more-than-human. He recognized the existence of other-than-human crea-
tures and powers, and even the existence of more-than-human worlds. And he 
didn’t think much of or about them. This is not so surprising. Every dog lover 
has friends who don’t like dogs. Every cat lover has friends who like dogs 
but not cats. Every gardener has at least one friend who is a serial houseplant 
killer. We are right to fault Sartre for his blind spots. We would be foolish to 
condemn his vision for his myopia. He could have looked even harder, seen 
even more. He could have known better and done better, but he didn’t. We 
know better and can do better, and not without a hint of irony, with more than 
a little help from the great walleyed myopic existential humanist. Sartre, of all 
people, points us toward the far side of humanism, toward a properly earthly 
humanism, with a healthy dose of worldly self-regard; toward a humanism 
characterized not by hubris, presumption, and exploitation of the Earth, but 
by humility and curiosity and creativity in the ways of the world. Without any 
illusions of transcending the real limits of humanity, such an Earth-oriented 
humanism takes seriously both the strengths of our unique manner of world 
making, and works outward from the very real possibility of overcoming 
its greatest flaws and escaping its worst dangers. It suggests an ecologized 
humanism, and existential ecology that situates humankind squarely, not 
centrally, within the broader fabric of the Earth community, from which 
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humanity emerged and to which humanity belongs and upon which humanity 
depends, and only with and in which we might build a world worth want-
ing—about which more in chapter 10 and the Coda. 

So the task of this chapter has been to show that anthropocentrism and 
instrumentalism can be surmounted, both in terms that Sartre could endorse—
at least in principle, if not to the letter—and in a manner that leaves his best 
insights and tools and techniques sufficiently intact that we might move 
forward to build upon them and learn something new and important along 
the way. Where Sartre’s anthropocentric, exceptionalist, exclusivist, and 
instrumentalist tendencies are concerned, this much, I hope, is now clear: a 
reconstructive and renovative reading of his oeuvre shows that nothing of his 
fourfold flaw—failing, fallacy, error, mistake, lacuna, call it what you will—
is foundational for Sartre’s ontology; nor are any of the four metaphysical 
commitments associated with it—anthropocentrism, exceptionalism, exclu-
sivism, instrumentalism—structurally or systemically necessary at the various 
levels and moments of his evolving thought; nor, separately or together, are 
they the inevitable culmination of his manner of thinking things through. If 
we take away their excesses the building still stands; if we take seriously the 
truths nested in those excesses, the building is improved.

True, Sartre’s well-known human-centeredness and utilitarian attitude 
toward the nonhuman are consistent and unapologetic, and environmentalists 
and ecologically oriented philosophers understandably consider this a great 
liability for his manner of thinking and thought. The problem seems par-
ticularly egregious when seen from the vantage point of the most prominent 
corners of contemporary environmental philosophy, both the more critical 
perspectives of ecofeminism, ecosocialism, and deep ecology, and to a lesser 
extent more moderate perspectives like traditional conservationism and pres-
ervationism. It would be least problematic for the more recent inflections of 
neoliberal and neoconservative environmentalisms, which each in their way 
promote faith in permanent growth and unregulated markets to solve all our 
social and ecological problems. At least in the more critical of these major 
strands of environmentalism, a hard anthropocentrism and uncompromising 
instrumentalism like those typically attributed to Sartre are huge liabilities, and 
damning ones. Such a critique, I have argued, depends on a piecemeal reading 
of Sartre’s oeuvre—albeit one made easy given his penchant for proclamation 
and hyperbole and flourish—a selective reading that overlooks the subtlety 
and nuance of his thought and obscures the interpretive latitude that is the 
hallmark of his manner of thinking things through. Sartre’s anthropocentric 
and instrumentalist biases are problematic, to be sure, but they are grounded 
in necessary truths. To pretend to wholly escape a human perspective, or that 
there is nothing exceptional about the human phenomenon, or that there is no 
difference between human history and other-and-more-than-human histories, 
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or that there is no instrumental dimension in our relations with the nonhuman 
nature, is in each case to court absurdity, and easily reduced to it. To insist 
that we can escape all four and to demand that we must, as not a few envi-
ronmental thinkers and activists seem to do, is sheer fantasy. It is to say that 
best way to be human is, well, not to be human.

Between the Scylla of anthropocentrism and the Charybdis of instrumen-
talism there is room for the perspectives of and engagements with more-than-
human Others; even as we must by definition and default remain entrenched 
in a human world, we do so only amidst myriads of other-and-more-than-
human worlds all nested within the living Earth. Again, our anthropometric 
perspective should come as no surprise, and that we take our first measure 
by human means is hardly a problem. We are human, unique in our way, our 
history stands out, and we do use what Earth provides to make our world, as 
every earthling must. There is nothing intrinsically pernicious about any of 
this. I can as easily and happily say the same sorts of things about my dog, or 
about the osprey at the pond, or the once weeping algal beards that hung from 
the dry side of the dam. I can even say them of the pond itself, as it made its 
pondy world, even if I must in this oddly earthbound case mean something 
different than what we are accustomed to meaning when we speak of making 
worlds. We can say such things about ourselves and our world, provided that 
in the same breath we say that there are other worlds and that there is more 
to this Earth than is dreamt of in our philosophy. 

So, contrary to expectation, good things happen when you take Sartre’s 
method to the woods, and even to a pond—not just to the café or the park or 
the chateau where he preferred to spend his time. The harder anthropocen-
trist, exceptionalist, exclusivist, and instrumentalist edges of his thought can 
be softened. Indeed, they are softer than he made them out to be if only we 
read between the lines. Our passage through the Sartrean Straits is a reductio 
ad absurdum of sorts, an existential-ecological reductio, a wet reductio, so 
to speak, carried out at the edge of a pond. It displays the absurdity of hyper-
humanism, and leaves an ecologized humanism in its wake. It displays the 
absurdity of hyper-utilitarianism, and leaves an ecologized instrumentality in 
its wake. Not everyone will be satisfied, but at the very least we have a rough 
chart of the straits, and we know something of how to pass safely through 
them. Even if our vessel is a bit battered by the passage, we are still afloat, 
and we are better for it.

dominion’S End And mEAnS BEyond mAStEry

We know the story of domination and mastery well, and it is easy to tell. 
It has a simple setting and a singular protagonist and a single plotline: the 
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powerless and passive givens of Earth are here to be taken by us, the powerful 
and active makers of worlds. This asymmetrical understanding of relations 
between the human and other-and-more-than-human becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophesy. It grounds and is grounded in false ideas about center and periphery 
and power and control; it works its way out from false ideas about human 
superiority and privilege; it couples these convictions to equally false ideas 
about the status and character of other-than-human things and creatures and 
it denies their more-than-human powers. In practice these ideas justify and 
are justified by the same hubris they at once depend upon and promote. They 
help us to make the world the way it is. And they help us to keep it that way. 
We get what we deserve. As for the rest of the earthly community, it pays an 
unjust price for our just desserts.

Our dreams of domination only make sense, if they make any sense at 
all, at the smallest and briefest of scales. Despite their roots in lived experi-
ence of utility and control, whatever degree of mastery we may muster, it 
does not reach far nor does it last for long. If at scales relevant to planetary 
histories and futures we are small, still our world is large today. At the level 
of lived experience, both human and other-and-more-than-human, daily life 
and the future of the world are all wrapped up with each other, even as the 
Earth seems to go on its merry way with or without us. Seems, indeed. It is 
only seeming. The cumulative effects of our small efforts at sovereignty are 
enormous. They ripple outward through landscapes and regions, altering eco-
systems and whole biomes, and even the whole Earth. They ripple outward 
through dwellings and communities, altering habitats and neighborhoods, 
nations and hemispheres, and even the whole world. In a short hundred cen-
turies we have muddled our way from the parochial to the pandemic, and 
we have only recently noticed that the bitter fruits of our long and too-often 
misguided labor might make pariahs of us all. We have only lately come to 
understand that many of the ill-effects of our work are likely to last a long, 
long time, at scales relevant to the history of worlds and to the future of Earth 
itself. 

Our ideas of sovereignty over the Earth are rooted in a gross misunder-
standing of worldly need and potential. They have eclipsed the intrinsically 
integrative and open-ended relation between reality and possibility. What we 
are only now coming to see is that our centuries-long fossil-fueled effort to 
explain and predict and control the Earth has come at the cost of the dignity 
of our world, and that of all other-and-more-than-human worlds. Our world 
has come at the cost of the dignity of Earth itself.

The pond is our witness: a brook before a dam; a reservoir and then a pond; 
a breach one day, a brook the next; and so it goes. What we see on the far side 
of ourselves is that we are part of the Earth and that we do belong in our way. 
The line we draw between us and all the rest is a figment of our imagination, 
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an imaginary run amuck. The real is its own reward. The only contradiction 
we will find between humankind and all the rest of earthly nature is one we 
have put there ourselves. There is no longer any viable, desirable, or respon-
sible way to act as if the human community and the broader Earth community 
are distinct and separate: the two communities are also one, as they have 
always been. Like it or not, we live in one world.
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Fifth Interval

on method and Substance

ecology

If some enemy of mankind had wanted to persecute the peasants of the 
Great Plain, he would have ordered mercenary troops to deforest the 
mountains systematically. The positive system of agriculture became 
an infernal machine. But the enemy who introduced the soil, the river, 
the gravity, the whole of hydrodynamics, into this destructive apparatus 
was the peasant himself.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume I (1960)1

On the basis of the Universe, a certain sector is singularized by the 
appearance of life; and this life produces in this sector (on Earth, for 
example)—through a first interiorization—natural but improbable 
modifications of the milieu (e.g., of atmospheric pressure or the oxygen 
content of air), which condition an evolution in interiority whose profile 
is itself unique and, in its interior limit, improbable.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume II (1958)2

Across the several chapters of this study, and despite Sartre’s incessant and 
sometimes callous emphasis upon human interests and aspirations, I have 
tried to show that we can bring his manner of thinking quite a bit farther along 
the earthly way than his own worldly thoughts carried him—even if he kicks 
and screams a bit as we drag him along for the family outing. What I hope to 
show in this final Interval, and by a more targeted exegetical approach than 
I have adopted in the chapters, is that of his own accord Sartre the social 
philosopher traveled quite a bit farther along the ecological path than he is 
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typically given credit for—even if in ways that might make a few environ-
mentalists scream and kick a bit as we drag them along for the existentialist 
ramble. As I indicated early on, Sartre’s emergent ecological sensibilities 
and earthly sensitivities are most evident in the two volumes of Critique of 
Dialectical Reason. This nearly 1400-page (unfinished!) effort to disclose the 
social roots of dialectical reason and the dialectical roots of history in free 
organic praxis is, as it turns out, peppered with ecological acuity; and in the 
final pages of the posthumously published second volume, Sartre’s think-
ing takes a decidedly earthward turn. Or so I hope to convince you. These 
unexpected earthly undertones and timely ecological overtones have received 
only minimal discussion in the secondary literature. Here I would like to give 
Sartre’s great social treatise some of the ecological attention it deserves, if 
not its earthly due. 

Throughout the Critique Sartre says many ecological things, and he 
manages from time to time to say them in (almost) properly ecological 
ways. If his idiom is not ecological, somehow his gist frequently is. He 
knew little of the emergent ecological vernacular, but it was certainly in 
the air; and he managed to speak the new earthly dialect every now and 
again, even if with the thick accent of a committed worldling. One must 
listen carefully, I admit. The melody is not always harmonic. As we know 
well, Sartre’s oeuvre is marked, and often marred, by the residual disso-
nances of modernity—not least the exclusivist punch of Cartesian reifica-
tion and mechanism and the exceptionalist bite of the Baconian fantasy 
of knowledge through mastery and domination. For Sartre, we know, the 
ecological is obscured by the social; the Earth lies always hidden in the 
shadow of the world. There is no denying it. Still, the earthly tones are 
there and the ecological cadence is uniquely Sartrean, not quite like any-
thing we have heard before. 

There are at least two strong lines of textual evidence to support these 
claims. First, Sartre frequently says things that anticipate the sorts of things 
ecologists, Earth scientists, and environmentalists worry about today. This 
more diachronic line comes to something of a crescendo in a short discus-
sion in Volume I of anthropogenic deforestation on the Great Plain of 
China. Second, Sartre hints here and there at a missing link in his social and 
worldly dialectic. I think this is, in part, what motivates his ambivalence 
before the dialectic of nature, which we explored in chapter 5. I also think 
it partly motivates Sartre’s synoptic turn late in Volume II to the ontology 
of life. We will take these two dimensions of Sartre’s incipient ecology in 
turn, moving from the singular act of deforestation to the universal activi-
ties of life.
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FirSt moVEmEnt: oF FArmErS, ForEStS, And Folly

A passage unrequited

It must be acknowledged at the outset that Sartre’s discussion of defores-
tation is but a single short step in a very long walk, just four pages out of 
1400, counting both volumes of the Critique. It’s hardly a molehill on the 
mountainside—an aptly ambiguous metaphor in this time of earthly destruc-
tion and worldly metamorphosis. Still, no exploration of Sartre’s incipient 
ecology would be complete without it. For in these few pages Sartre lays his 
ecological cards on the social table, and nearly every sentence sparkles with 
socioecological insight. If we mustn’t make too much of the passage, we 
mustn’t make too little of it either.

Others have noted the ecological resonance of the passage. Joseph Cata-
lano, for example, in his book-length commentary on the first volume of 
the Critique, devotes four short paragraphs to it. A paragraph per page. Fair 
enough. He describes the passage accurately as a “rather short description of 
Chinese peasants cultivating land”; and rightly notes that, “In one respect, 
[Sartre’s] procedure can be understood as an attempt to rethink, within the 
materialism of the dialectic, our relation to our environment.”3 Which it cer-
tainly does. Then, in his typically skillful, illuminating, and candidly anthro-
pocentric, attention to the social salience of Sartre’s analysis, Catalano passes 
over its environmental incisiveness and ecological acuity without further 
comment. Along the way, he notes that the example is just one of three that 
Sartre will take up in the coming pages, the other two being “the role of pre-
cious metals during the Spanish hegemony” and the 18th-century “iron and 
coal complex,” both of which, I note, entail their own ecologies of destruc-
tion—in the modality of extraction rather than decimation. Taken together, 
Catalano continues, the three examples provide a bridge between Sartre’s 
lengthy and abstract investigation of praxis and the equally lengthy and 
somewhat more concrete investigation of class being that is to follow. As for 
our example here, Catalano notes that deforestation “illustrates counterpraxis 
[sic] regressively, that is, for us.” Which it certainly does. (I would also note 
that there are other-and-more-than-human varieties of counter-finality and 
counter-praxis; “geogenic,” “chemogenic,” and “biogenic” deforestations, 
for example, caused by things like earthquakes and avalanches, lava flows 
and volcanic ash, insect infestations and pathogens—we will encounter a few 
of these below.) Catalano’s reading is thus insightful “in one respect,” and a 
bit myopic in another. He hasn’t missed the boat so much as he’s missed the 
river. True, Sartre’s analysis of deforestation does provide a smallish truss in 
the vast notional structure of the Critique. It also does more than reinforce. 
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A few years after Catalano’s excellent commentary, William McBride’s 
Sartre’s Political Theory appeared. Needless to say, the Critique figures 
prominently in the volume. McBride also touches on the deforestation pas-
sage, though he goes much farther than Catalano when he suggests that it 
provides evidence of Sartre’s developing ecological sensibilities.4 Unfortu-
nately, he does not develop the thought further in that work. As we noted in 
chapter 2, in the same year as his standard-setting monograph, an important 
but little-known essay, “Sartre and Problems in the Philosophy of Ecology,” 
appeared in a bilingual Polish conference proceedings. There McBride offers 
a more detailed if programmatic sketch of an ecological reading of Sartre’s 
mature thought. The central task of the short essay is, again, to demonstrate 
“a certain shift in Sartre’s attitudes and emphases that . . . leads him in the 
[Critique] to treat ecological factors as absolutely central to an understanding 
of human society and history.” McBride devotes several dense paragraphs to 
the deforestation passage, which, he argues, demonstrates Sartre’s “sense of 
the relevance of the ecosystem to an understanding of who we are.” A few 
pages later he adds that “Sartre’s principal concern in this discussion . . . is 
to insist on the element of human intentionality that underlies and ultimately 
explains ecological catastrophes.”5 I concur with McBride’s conclusions, with 
one important caveat. Like Catalano, he only gets it half right. Despite his 
avowedly environmental and ecological interest in the passage, McBride’s 
reading is wholly oriented by Sartre’s social and anthropological concerns, 
to wit, the explanatory power of human intentionality and agency in earthly 
happenings, and their contribution to our worldly self-understanding. Again, 
he is correct to emphasize these aspects in his reading of the passage. And 
there is more to it.

In fairness to Catalano and McBride, we can hardly fault the interpreters 
for following the author’s lead. Even late in Volume II, in a dense discussion 
of the dialectic of “praxis-process” and “process-praxis,” Sartre alludes to the 
earlier discussion of deforestation (without invoking the word). He makes 
his purposes perfectly clear: “I have shown how the character of ‘destructive 
force’ (force destructrice), in the practical field, came from human praxis to 
the catastrophes which overturned its effects.”6 Again, I think there is more 
to the story. On McBride’s ostensibly ecological reading it still seems that 
the only significant agency lies on the human side of the equation; and that 
ecological explanation is important only insofar as it contributes to social 
understanding. And so the reading slips ineluctably toward anthropocentrism. 
Like Catalano, then, even if for different reasons and even if it was not his 
intention, McBride’s ecological interest comes across as ancillary to his 
social concern. In seeming consonance with the great humanist’s own myopic 
tendencies, anthropos obscures oikos.
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My goal here is just to offer something of a more inclusively social and 
ecological reading of the deforestation passage. The aim is not to transcend 
the human frame, an absurd and possibly dangerous aspiration for a human. 
The challenge, to recall a notion from the previous chapter, is to peer through 
our inescapably anthropometric lens with a more integrative and open-ended 
eye; to move nearer to an other-and-more-than-human perspective; if not 
to pass fully into the perspective of “the ‘community’ of Being”—a phrase 
Sartre himself uses in the passage, albeit hesitantly, as evidenced by the scare 
quotes. In short, I want to give the deforestation passage a more properly 
socioecological reading. Though Catalano would disagree, and McBride 
might demur, I think Sartre knew more than he knew he knew. At least if we 
take him at his word.

Excursus on Words: Few Weasels, little Waste

A paragraph before we meet our deforesting peasant on the plain, Sartre 
reminds us of the practical relation between agency, use, and matter. And the 
way he puts it makes the environmentalist shudder. “Every praxis,” he writes, 
“is primarily an instrumentalization of material reality.”7 This formulation is 
just a remix of sorts, a fundamental structure of existence carried through from 
the phenomenological ontology, now materially inflected by the historical 
dialectic. Human action makes use of nonhuman matter, living and nonliving 
alike—Sartre would have no scruples about the first negation, and few if any 
about the second. It is a familiar motif, as we saw in the last chapter; and a par-
ticularly problematic one from an ecological and environmentalist perspective. 

Whether we are reading Being and Nothingness (or, as is too often the 
case, reading it piecemeal and thereby misreading it), or reading Critique of 
Dialectical Reason (or, as is too often the case, reading things others have 
written about it because it is so difficult to read), ecological and environmen-
tal thinkers and activists are right to worry as much as most of us do about 
the instrumentalization of earthly things and creatures and powers, and we are 
right to be ruffled by the seemingly warranted allegation that Sartre’s thought 
in this regard reduces to instrumentalism proper. If it does, this is certainly 
a major strike against the usefulness (pun intended) of Sartre’s manner of 
thinking for the ecological and environmentalist conversation. I hope to have 
made good progress in moving past this difficulty in the previous chapter, 
so we needn’t revisit the issue here. I want instead to focus on something 
that bears more upon reading Sartre ecologically than on any particular anti-
ecological-seeming thing he might have written. 

To get a clearer sense of the peasant’s relation to the forest and trees and 
soil of the Great Plain, it will help to think just a bit about the translator’s 
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rendering of Sartre’s opening salvo on praxis, instrumentality, and matter. 
For it nicely exemplifies a general heuristic tropism in Sartre’s writing, one 
that has important critical and interpretive implications, particularly for eco-
logical and environmentalist readers. And for the record, if there is one, this is 
no mere translational quibble—though I have no shortage of those. Sheridan-
Smith’s translation is good overall, and captures the labyrinthine movements 
and meanings of Sartre’s paragraphs and sentences far more often than not. 
Nor is this just a one-off critical translational correction. This excursus is 
directly pertinent to the theme of this final Interval, and to the other four, too. 
For it’s a matter of both method and substance. One’s words cannot be sepa-
rated from one’s thought, nor one’s thought from one’s manner of thinking. 
Hazel Barnes makes a similar point on Sartre’s behalf (parenthetically, I note) 
in her translation of Search for a Method: “It is important to remember that 
‘dialectic’ [in Sartre’s sense] refers both to the connections between objec-
tive events and to the method of knowing and fixing these events.” Early in 
his commentary on Volume I, Joseph Catalano pushes the substantive point 
toward its more methodological edge: “Of course, the scope of Sartre’s meth-
odology is a substantive claim. A philosophic methodology is like the Midas 
touch: everything it handles becomes a philosophic issue, including the 
methodology itself.” And in his commentary on Volume II, Ronald Aronson 
pulls the methodological point toward its more substantive side: “it is of the 
very nature of the dialectic that it can be methodologically validated only if it 
is substantively true.”8 If this is true of philosophy in general, when we read 
Sartre this methodologico-substantive tension is particularly high. Again, we 
must take him at his word. And every word counts.

So, Sheridan-Smith’s rendering again: “Every praxis is primarily an instru-
mentalization of material reality.” Note the modifiers: every action; primarily 
a use of matter? It may be so, but this is not what Sartre meant. At least it is 
not what he wrote. Sartre’s words: “La praxis, quelle qu’elle soit, est d’abord 
instrumentalisation de la réalité matérielle.”9 A more precise if less pithy 
rendering would be: “Praxis, whatever else it may be, is first an instrumen-
talization of material reality.” I add the emphases to highlight the problem. 
In this instance (and many others, unfortunately), the translator simply leaves 
out some of the words Sartre chose, namely, the important qualifier, quelle 
qu’elle soit, “whatever it may be,” which by implication and in standard 
usage generally means, “whatever else it may be.” (I note that Quintin Hoare, 
the translator of Volume II, consistently and rightly renders quelle qu’elle soit 
and quell qu’il soit as “whatever else it may be.”) Translator’s license is in 
force, of course. But we are with Sartre here. Sheridan-Smith just passes over 
these seemingly dispensable words; he gives us a sense of analytical closure 
where Sartre has given us a decidedly integrative observation by means of a 
decidedly open-ended phraseology. This occlusive rendering is problematic, 
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to say the least, and perhaps especially misleading for the environmentally 
and ecologically minded reader. To satisfy his descriptive, dialectical, and 
imaginative needs, Sartre must undertake his writer’s praxis in a context of 
linguistic scarcity, so to speak. So must we all. Language is ever necessary 
and always insufficient. There are rarely enough or quite the right words to 
capture the overflow of meaning—as we will see below, when we consider 
the floods on the Great Plain; and the peasant’s hand in bringing them about; 
and the ebb and flow of shifting significances before, during, and after. Sartre 
knew better than to build dams, even if he built many sluices and not a few 
levies. 

After all, doesn’t he make the possible multiplicity of other structures and 
meanings of praxis explicit? He writes “quelle qu’elle soit, est d’abord,” 
doesn’t he? D’abord should be rendered here, and more often than not, as 
“first” or “in the first place” rather than “primarily.” (I note that Sheridan-
Smith renders it “in the first place” elsewhere). “First” implies a rather more 
practical than theoretical priority, so to speak. It does to me anyway. And 
apparently it does to Sartre, who near the end of the passage, not incidentally, 
describes deforestation as a first relation; one that is not, in and of itself, a 
fully integral practico-material relation: “This first (première) relation of man 
to the non-human . . . does not as yet integrate materiality with the social.” 
His phraseology—“cette première relation”—unequivocally implies that 
there are other and more relations than this one. It does to me, anyway. By 
Sartre’s own lights, we might borrow again his distinction between ontology 
and metaphysics and say that this is not a question of metaphysical primacy (a 
matter of speculation regarding “the existence of existents”); it is a question 
of ontological priority (a descriptive and dialectical matter pertaining to “the 
structures of existence”). It is just this particular moment of the dialectic that 
has captured the imagination of our mature philosopher of praxis. As it should 
do and does throughout both volumes of the Critique. Deforestation is at once 
creative and destructive, means and end, and a practical matter of profound 
theoretical relevance. And there are other relations than this first one. Sartre 
knows this, and says as much, even if we might wish he had said more here.

So these few seemingly dispensable words, “d’abord” and “quelle qu’elle 
soit,” matter more than they might in other settings. They are neither wasted 
nor weasely as some might fairly worry—and as they surely are on occa-
sion. Sartre says what he means and means what he says (pace Derrida); 
and the means are not easy, given the end he has set for himself. One need 
only think of his recurrent, almost relentless, use of so many other such 
phrases: dans la mesure (“insofar as”), en tant que (“inasmuch as”), à ce 
niveau (“at this level”), sur ce plan (“on this plain” or “on this level”), en 
ce sens (“in this sense”), de ce point de vue (“from this point of view”), à 
sa/son tour (“in its turn”), and d’une part . . . d’autre part or d’une part . . . 
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par contre (which we apparently dexterous Anglos tend to render as “on the 
one hand . . . on the other”). And it is hardly incidental that Sartre so often 
underlines these words in his later manuscripts—thus giving us a not insig-
nificant portion of the mass of italicized words and phrases in both volumes 
of the Critique. They are substantive tropes in his methodological toolkit. 
The integrative generosity and open-ended curiosity inherent these phrases 
is instrumental—yes, instrumental—to Sartre’s manner of thinking; like 
adjustable apertures, these pithy adjuncts serve both a gathering and dilative 
function in his thought. 

So, to return to Sartre’s opening salvo one last time, yes, each human act 
does instrumentalize other-and-more-than-human matter. And thus, to the 
extent that we can generalize in the context of a consistent dialectical nomi-
nalism, we can say that praxis as such is always first a manner of using mat-
ter. Which, needless to say, is true of all action. Ask a wooing Bower bird as 
he makes his artful gift to his unknown beloved. Ask an earthworm as heshe 
[sic] makes soil for herhimself [sic] (yes, they are hermaphroditic)—and 
makes it for all the rest of us land lubbers, too. Or, to choose an example 
closer to our interest in both this final Interval and the previous intervals, ask 
a pair of busy beavers as they fell and drag countless trees to build a dam and 
flood the forest and thereby make a pondy world in which to make more bea-
vers. They have been working on one in Canada for more than half a century. 
It’s almost 3000 yards long. You can see it from space. But I digress.

As usual the consummate social thinker does not cross the ecological 
threshold. He gives us a glimpse of the verging earth by his use of words, and 
quickly turns us back to the world, to his first interest: in this instance, the 
needy peasant on the plain who must make a world by seizing the earth that 
lies beneath the forest before him. This struggle against scarcity, at the risk of 
belaboring the point, demands the instrumentalization of matter—physical, 
chemical, and biological matters; things corporeal and technological, eco-
nomic and political, social and ecological. They are all of a piece, after all, 
as Sartre well knows and often shows. The question is, what sort of use, and 
how much is enough? How shall we engage this first relation?

Like the bowerbirds and beavers before him, our peasant needs tools for 
the work of world-making. Which tools? Minimally, the sun, a hatchet, and 
some gumption—which latter cannot be excluded from a consistent relational 
materialism. Ask the sugar-loving bacterium we met in chapter 5, who makes 
a path across a glucose gradient, buffeted by Brownian motion, using the 
ambient density of water against it’s whirling flagellum, having the gumption 
to escape a barely habitable world of scarcity, to swim toward the sweet sat-
isfactions of a future worth wanting, dreaming all the while of one day being 
two. Perhaps I go too far. (I know that’s what you’re thinking.) Micro to meso 
to macro, life uses matter, and it always takes at least a little bit of gumption. 
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In this sense, we might say that life always goes meta. But I digress. We will 
revisit the question in the Second Movement below. 

From above and Behind looking Forward

Why deforestation? Why China? It does seem fair to wonder. It is easy 
enough to guess how the example and the place might have captured Sartre’s 
imagination. We know he was influenced by his 1955 trip to China with 
Beauvoir. The Chinese experience remained on his radar long after, though 
it appears as just a faint blip here and there in his writings. Arlette Elkaïm-
Sartre notes that while trying to finish the second volume of the Critqiue 
Sartre “was also reflecting upon Chinese history,” though she gives no guid-
ance as to where in the thousands of pages of inedita we might find those 
reflections, nor any hint of what he was thinking. His parenthetical mention 
in Volume II that “China’s revolution was rural,” with the adjective “rural” 
underlined in the manuscript, suggests a direction his reflections might have 
taken. After all, an interest in the character and significance of the rural/urban 
problematic would be a sensible concern for a theorist of history and phi-
losopher of praxis working at the cutting edge of mid-20th-century Western 
Marxism. He would certainly not be alone. We will never know. In any case, 
on their trip he and de Beauvoir may have caught a bird’s-eye view of the 
deforested plain as they flew over it. Sartre comments early in the deforesta-
tion passage on what “a European flying over China today” might see. And 
he had been one of them.

Whether Sartre saw the plain from the plane or not (perhaps Beauvoir got 
the window seat), we know he was aware of Chinese efforts to mitigate top-
soil loss, which he also mentions in the passage. In an uncannily apt analogy 
with the botched mitigation of social erosion that would become the Cultural 
Revolution, the Chinese government’s efforts to save the soil primarily 
involved increased terracing and synthetically managed fertility. Like similar 
efforts in other places, it sometimes worked. More often than not it failed. 
Noted soil scientist David Montgomery, writing in the first decade of the 
21th century, notes that rates of erosion in the region “almost doubled” in the 
twentieth; “the region now loses an average of more than a billion and a half 
tons of soil a year.” More pertinent to our purposes, as we will see below, 
“Fully half of the hilly area of the Loess Plateau has lost its topsoil, even 
though labor-intensive terracing during the Cultural Revolution helped halve 
the sediment load of the Yellow River.”10 It is important to note that this was 
far from the first government intervention in the struggle against topsoil loss 
and deforestation. The problem is ancient, part of the deep history of China. 
Environmental historian Michael Williams writes of both “a steady process of 
environmental degradation throughout much of China” and notable “periods 
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of respite and examples of conscious forest protection.”11 As far back as 
the end of the T’ang dynasty (circa AD 923—36), in fact, “the government 
sought to protect forests against needless agricultural burning and excessive 
cutting in watersheds.” These efforts were predictably rooted in a complex 
and shifting mix of economic, political, military, aesthetic, and spiritual inter-
ests. They were also, unsurprisingly, “often in vain.” (I will touch on some 
recent and more successful efforts below.) Thus the sad conclusion: despite 
sporadic and intermittently successful efforts at soil preservation and forest 
restoration, “the Chinese [have] moved inexorably toward the almost total 
deforestation of their portion of the earth.” Which is why “for all western 
observers” (including Sartre, I surmise), China is the “example par excellence 
[of a] deforested, denuded, and eroded landscape.” Thus Williams’ historical 
version of Sartre’s structural conclusion: “The primary cause of the denuda-
tion was, of course, agricultural clearing”; which in turn “disrupted the [eco-
logical] stability of the land as surely as it disrupted the stability of existing 
society.”12 We can fairly assume that Sartre didn’t do much homework on the 
topic. Still, minimally informed though he likely was on the historical details, 
he understood the underlying social and ecological structures, and the “rela-
tion of interiority” between them. 

more than a passing thought 

If every word counts for Sartre, so does the way he puts them together. 
We should consider the textual, theoretical, and practical setting. Sartre 
provides the subheading “Matter as inverted praxis”; after a long paragraph 
on the recalcitrance of things manufactured, and a short one on how mean-
ing and matter fit into the universe, the peasant enters the stage to face 
the forest. Five pages later we leave him [sic] behind on the flooded plain 
watching the precious soil drift away. Sartre devotes a few more sentences 
to the example some seventy pages on, and alludes to it one more time 
in the aforementioned footnote in Volume II. Though he did not devote 
a great deal of thinking to the example, the thought seems to have come 
along for the ride. Sartre’s ostensible purpose in these pages on deforesta-
tion—one of countless forms of anthropogenic ecological destruction—is to 
illustrate “counter-finality,” his technical name for the dialectical moment 
of unintended consequences. The example is nested early in a 36-page dis-
cussion of “practico-inertia,” Sartre’s term for the way our artifacts both 
reflect our past actions back to us and inflect our present conduct as we 
make our way forward. This discussion is nested in a 66-page exploration 
of the way this artifactual embrace, which, though neutral in principle, in 
fact tends to alienate us from matter and from ourselves and from each 
other. All of these pages make up roughly half of a typically wide-ranging 
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130-page investigation of the origin, character, and meaning of the praxis/
praxis-process/practico-inertia triptych that provides the structural linkages 
between past conduct and present need in the shifting context of historical 
scarcity in and through which we must make our way into an unforesee-
able future. Even this relatively long discussion is, all things considered, a 
smallish portion (slightly more than an eighth) of the nearly 900-page first 
volume, in which Sartre presents the regressive analysis of the structures 
of praxis. It is an even smaller morsel if we add the nearly 500 pages of 
the posthumously published (incomplete) second volume, in which he goes 
quite a long way toward working out the progressive and historical side of 
his investigation. There is a lot of digging going on around our four pages, 
almost enough to bury them.

This worry is mitigated, at least for our purposes, if we properly situate the 
passage in its broadest theoretical setting. Within the regressive-progressive 
arc of the whole Critique, from structure (Volume I) to history (Volume II) 
as Sartre would have it, the deforestation passage provides the most explicitly 
environmental and ecological moment. (The earthy plain of China could in 
principle have been unseated by the worldly city of Venice, had Sartre fol-
lowed through on his plan to write about it.13) True, he states that his analysis 
of deforestation reaches only an “elementary stage” in the human relation to 
Nature (Sartre’s uppercase, not mine); it describes a “relation of interiority” 
which will become clear only at a later and “more complex level of integra-
tion.” Elementary or not, Sartre’s analysis provides, in a sense, the most 
perspicacious analysis of three intertwined elements of this crucial relation: 
(1) the social roots of ecological destruction, (2) the ecological roots of social 
disarray, and (3) the socioecological dialectic that binds them. He gives us a 
densely woven (and admittedly meandering) sketch of the ecology of destruc-
tion; and in a single sentence on the regenerative prospect of “reforestation,” 
we get a hint of an ecology of deliverance. If these four pages are only a 
snapshot, they are no sidebar.

Last, we can ask the question of place. Where are these hungry peas-
ants of Sartre’s imagining? And when, exactly? Sartre places them in “the 
mountains . . . that dominate Szechwan” on “the Great Plain”—or Central 
Plain, as it is called in English. This plain forms a relatively small part of 
the much larger North China Plain. Reaching eastward, its many rivers make 
their way to the South China Sea. On the west it is bordered by the Huangtu 
Plateau, about which more below. As we move toward the plateau, the terrain 
becomes increasingly scrubby and desert-like; toward the plain, it is more and 
more forested and verdant. Ecologically and topographically variegated, like 
the Critique, Plain and Plateau together cover a vast region in China. And 
like the deforestation passage, they still add up to a very small portion of the 
vast nation. 
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Sartre notes that the plain, like much of China, has been home to farmers 
for millennia. Prior to the advance of industrial agriculture, with its steely 
beginnings in the late 19th century and reaching mechanical and chemical 
maturity by the mid-twentieth, dozens of generations of farmers had ben-
efitted from the soils of the Central Plain and Huangtu Plateau, and in most 
cases had maintained their fertility. Sartre notes, too, that portions of the 
region are still relatively untouched by the farmers’ spadework, particularly 
in areas which he describes in his reflexively human-oriented way as a 
“physico-chemical sphere which can be called ‘wild’ [sauvage] in the sense 
that it begins where human practice leaves off” (emphasis added). Wildness, 
of course, takes many forms, some self-willed, some not; the autonomy of 
wilderness is not simply the opposite of the heteronomy of domestication. 
Nearer to the rivers, of course, and in the wake of our peasants, it’s a different 
story, and well before the fossil-fueled agro-industrial onslaught. 

Elements of an Ecology of destruction

Sartre’s analysis of deforestation formally begins with a reference to René 
Grousset’s social history of China, The Empire of the Steppes (1939), and a 
nod to F. H. King’s agricultural history of China, Farmers for Forty Centuries 
(1911).14 Sartre writes, “Chinese peasants, as Grousset rightly says, are colo-
nialists.” It is far from incidental that he opens with this. Whatever Grousset 
might have meant by this, we know that “colonialist” means something more 
and different to our existential Marxist writing in the mid-1950s than it did 
to his orientalist compatriot in the late-1930s. As we saw in chapter 7, Sartre 
thought extensively about the history, structures, and systemic injustices of 
colonialism. “For four thousand years,” he continues, the peasants of China 
“have been appropriating arable land on the frontiers of their territory, from 
Nature and from the nomads” (emphasis added). Had Sartre stayed close to 
the latter end of the thought, he would no doubt have had interesting things 
to say about the clash between peasant settlers and displaced nomads, who 
despite their perpetual social motion tend to move in ecologically predictable 
ways. Instead, in an uncharacteristic bypassing of a human-to-human conflict, 
Sartre gives his attention to the other-and-more-than-human; and focuses 
ours, albeit briefly, on the “relation of interiority” between humans and 
Nature (his uppercase, not mine). As we know, “relation of interiority” (like 
the related phrase “bond of interiority”) is found across the developmental arc 
of Sartre’s thought; it is a term of art that lies close to his philosophical heart. 
His use of it here is significant. 

Given what we learned in chapter 5 regarding his ambivalent curiosity 
before the prospect of a dialectical naturalism, for Sartre to describe the 
human-nature bond as an interior relation is far from fortuitous, I think, 
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even if he reflexively sticks to the human side of the pairing. Which, of 
course, he does. “One aspect (un des aspectes) of their activity,” he writes, 
“is the deforestation which has been going on for centuries.” Before tak-
ing on the structural significance of this particular praxis, Sartre gives a 
few words to its historical currency. “This praxis is still living and real, it 
retains a traditional aspect: even recently the peasant was tearing up scrub 
to clear a place for millet.” Sartre’s abiding interest in lived experience (le 
vécu) orients the ‘anthropo-logic’ of his dialectical analysis, as always, 
and so that same interest infuses the ‘eco-logic’ of his investigation of 
deforestation. 

As for the accuracy of his chrono-logic, no doubt some peasants were 
still at it, though as we will see, there wasn’t much forest left to defor-
est. In keeping with Sartre’s structural emphasis in Volume I—if not in 
forgiveness of his sometimes creative reconstructions of past events and 
persons—we need not worry too much about historical precision here. Nor 
can we fairly expect it in this instance. Williams notes that “the story of 
deforestation [in China] can almost only be told through the medium of tra-
ditional first millennium BC poetry and the observations of foreign scien-
tists and travelers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries”15—a 
difficult historiographical challenge if ever there was one, and not one 
Sartre was likely to take on. Be that as it may, we know that he was familiar 
with the basic ecological circumstances and social practices in the region, 
at least familiar enough to carry out his “elementary” analysis. He notes 
correctly, for example, that peasants “burn or uproot the scrub,” rather than 
presumptively imagining the chopping and sawing and dragging he might 
have seen sketched in nineteenth- and early 20th-century works devoted to 
European forests, forestry, and deforestation (if he ever saw such works); 
or as we in our day might imagine thanks to the all-too-familiar aerial 
photographs and terrestrial film footage of clear-cuts and lumberjacks in 
the Amazon or Pacific Northwest. Even based on the perspective of “a 
European flying over China today,” of whom Sartre been one himself on 
his trip with de Beauvoir, there is only so much to presume. From such a 
seat and so late in the game one could see clearly that the forests had lost; 
as for the trees, it would be anyone’s guess as to exactly what had been 
done to them and how. 

After a few more remarks on this centuries-long practice, in the middle of 
a long paragraph (Sheridan-Smith inserts a paragraph break), Sartre asserts 
his historico-structural conclusion: “Thus, the whole history of the terrible 
Chinese floods appears as an intentionally constructed mechanism.” The 
remainder of the passage is devoted to a regressive unpacking of this progres-
sive thesis. Sartre touches on many things along the way, social, ecological, 
and socioecological. In the end, he manages to braid three seemingly distinct 
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strands into a unified and fairly comprehensive analysis (the order is mine): 
(1) a heuristic distinction between two types of destructions; (2) a critical out-
line of the necessary conditions for counter-finality; and (3) an implicit sketch 
of the logic of ecological destruction as a means to overcome social scarcity. 
By displaying the bonds of interiority between the social and the ecological, 
Sartre shows us the socioecological illogic of anthropogenic deforestation, 
and by extension of ecological destruction as a means to any social end. 
Taken together these three interwoven lines of argument provide the con-
tours of a sort of dialectics of disaster,16 or what I prefer to call, only slightly 
less menacingly, the ecology of destruction. We will take them each in turn. 
Before we do, however, we should think a bit about the soil. For, like Harpo 
to his brothers Marx, in this tragicomedy of errors soil plays the silent lead.

Excursus on dirt: loess is more

Let us go to the plateau near the plain, and shift from the worldly nomencla-
ture of geographers to the more earthy [sic] vernacular of pedologists (soil 
scientists) and edaphologists (soil scientists who are especially interested in 
relations between the soil and whatever lives and grows in it). Rather than 
using the place-name Huangtu, these dirt lovers will prefer the plateau’s less 
familiar moniker. They call it the Loess Plateau, after the distinctive soil that 
covers it—and to which Sartre will refer three times in the passage. 

Though no one seems to have noticed, Sartre had a certain pedological sen-
sitivity, so to speak, a quiet awareness of the need for good earth in the patient 
work of world-making. The terms “soil” (le sol) and “subsoil” (le sous-sol) 
crop up numerous times in the Critique, as does the horticultural inflection 
of “earth” (la terre). It is not incidental, given his orientation and aims, that 
Sartre shared this soft spot for dirt with Marx. As John Bellamy Foster has 
definitively demonstrated in his pathbreaking Marx’s Ecology, Marx’s philo-
sophical anthropology is grounded in a profound sensitivity to the primacy 
of relations between humans and soil; an earth-oriented ecological sensibility 
that crystallizes in his notion of the “metabolic rift” and provides the envi-
ronmental fulcrum for his social and political economy.17 Though Sartre says 
only a few things about soil, and always says them in passing, careful readers 
of the Critique will sense his inchoate appreciation of the significance of soil, 
and of its pivotal role in the making and unmaking of civilizations. Like Marx 
before him, Sartre was onto something. 

Soil matters more than we know, in its way more than any other among the 
classic four elements. We might even go so far as to say soil is first among 
equals alongside, air, water, and fire, at least for us land dwellers. Which is 
perhaps why we sometimes call it earth. Soil makes everything else pos-
sible. Geomorphologist and ecologist David Montgomery goes so far as to 
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suggest that if there were an “operating manual” for the planet, “[it] would 
portray soil as the dynamic interface between geology and biology, the bridge 
between the dead world of rock and the bustling realm of life.”18 There is 
more than a hint of ontological thinking in this edaphological thought, at least 
from a dialectical vantage point; and it comes with an existential twist. For if 
we can say that this interface is what soil is, it is because this active dialectical 
mediation of the living and nonliving is what soil does. We might even go 
so far as to say that soil creates and sustains “the relation of interiority” that 
bonds Earth and world. One is even tempted to imagine a new field of critical 
pedology or dialectical edaphology. But perhaps I go to far. 

In any case, you will not be surprised to learn that Sartre chose something 
of an oddball example, for loess is no ordinary dirt. It is worth a moment’s 
reflection, not least due to its relative geographic prevalence and its unusual 
physical characteristics. As for sheer quantity, loess covers roughly a tenth of 
Earth’s land surface. While this might seem little, it isn’t. On a planet with 
more than seventy percent of the surface already under water, ten percent of 
the remainder is no small part. Even under stable conditions it is substantial, 
considering how much of the dry surface is made of landforms like swamps 
and mountains and deserts or is covered with ice. And at this unprecedented 
interglacial moment of the Holocene/Anthropocene breach, ten percent argu-
ably matters even more than it did even a century ago. If desertification and 
sea-level rise follow likely trends, all of them driven hard by anthropogenic 
climate change and land-use change (much of both being driven hard by 
deforestation), given the distance from coastlines of all the geographically 
significant loess deposits, the percentage of land covered by loess is likely 
to be measurably higher in coming centuries. In any case, there’s more than 
enough of the stuff to mean that it matters. As for its qualities, loess is also a 
noteworthy member of the pedosphere. It is composed primarily of silt and a 
little sand. These two larger mineral particulates create numerous conditions 
for the development of healthy soil, not least by helping it to breathe. Seem-
ingly on the downside, loess has little to no clay, the third and much smaller 
basic particulate, and the one that does much help soil stay wet. As for the 
organic content of loess, it is also atypical. So much so, in fact, that it would 
seem at first glance to be rather impoverished, and even infertile or nearly so. 
Which would make it farmer’s least favorite thing. 

In fact, loess is often extremely fertile for at least two reasons, and these 
make it even more peculiar. First, pedologists will tell you that it contains 
comparatively high concentrations of minerals, chief among them things 
like quartz, micas, feldspars, and calcite, each of which under the right 
conditions releases great quantities of quality plant nutrients. Loess can 
be very nutritious. Second, they will tell you—and the more relationally 
minded edaphologists will get particularly excited about this—that healthy 
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soil is alive. Just a tablespoon of a typical temperate forest soil can have 
as many as 10,000,000,000 microbes in it. A cubic meter might contain a 
1,000,000,000,000 invisible critters. That’s a trillion, or a million million, to 
give perhaps a better sense of what is, due to both the largeness of its numbers 
and smallness of its members, an infinitesimally vast community of being—no 
scare quotes. The real scale of it overflows the limits of human imagination. 
And all of this, to say nothing of the other member communities of fungi and 
their mycelial networks that link forest plants together and help to mediate the 
distribution of water and air and food and energy. The same tablespoonful can 
contain a hundred meters of fungal mycelia.19 What’s more, this communica-
tive network of resident mycelia and bacteria and microscopic multicellulars 
comprises just the smallest of the smaller majority who include the visible 
membership of the living soil community, not least, the insects and tiny flat-
worms and fat earthworms (whose watery world-making habits we discussed 
in chapter 5); to say nothing of the moles who hunt them and, after taking a 
few bites for lunch, roll them into living balls and store them in a crevice for 
dinner. And these small warm-blooded diggers are just a part of the extended 
community of tunnelers and surface dwellers, like the woodchucks who build 
homes and hiding places for their kith; or the naked mole rats who live in 
groups and work collaboratively with their kin. Not to mention us, of course, 
whose collective excavations are an increasingly disruptive addition to the 
long life and slow demise of soils and worlds alike. But again, I digress. 

As far as these myriads of organisms—micro, meso, and macro—who 
inhabit and move and make the soil, loess contains comparatively fewer of 
them and a narrower variety of them. For this reason it contains less humus 
than it otherwise might, Earth’s homespun version of the gardener’s coveted 
compost. With so little of this nutrient-rich slow-cooked postmortem stew of 
fungi and plants and animals one might think loess is poor soil, even nearly 
dead. Again, a farmer’s least favorite thing. This could not be farther from the 
truth, certainly not on the Huangtu Plateau where the loess deposits can be 
hundreds of meters thick; and, even where most desiccated, whose surfaces 
can have important things in common with what soil scientists call “crypto-
biotic” soils. These are the seemingly dry and dead soils found in many arid 
and desert landscapes. In fact, despite appearances, crypto-biotic soils harbor 
diverse and complex networks of life, albeit far less fungus than their temperate 
moist cousins; most of it almost invisibly nestled on and just beneath the soil 
surface—hence the “crypto.” These hidden and unexpected microbial and fun-
gal gatherings help the soil to maintain structure and retain moisture, thereby 
keeping the stuff in place without the help typically offered by plant roots and 
their collaborators which, in a further turn in the abetting spiral, makes it pos-
sible for plants to take root and find something to drink and make more roots 
thereby stabilize the soil and hold water. Spiral indeed: crypto-biotic earths 
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may be the true dialecticians of the dirt world. The point of this digression is 
just to say that, not unlike its cryptic cousins, even at its driest and least verdant 
the seeming barrenness of loess is just a ruse. It, too, is teaming with special-
ized life that works together with its rich mineral content to make a remarkably 
fertile medium for growth. And so loess can be a farmer’s favorite thing. And 
so it is across much of the Great Plain and Huangtu Plateau.

In keeping with the systemic, scalar, and relational complexities of earthly 
life that provide the background to this study—from organisms to communi-
ties, from ecosystems to the biosphere, and from relations among the living 
to their relations with nonliving entities and powers—we should note one 
further fact about this strange and remarkable soil. Loess was long thought to 
be of fluvial origin, carried around and heaped in place by rivers and streams, 
whether quickly by local rains and floods or slowly by global climate change, 
glacial melt water, and other “geogenic” enthusiasms. (Not incidental to 
our historical situation, loess contains one of the most complete records of 
glacial-interglacial cycles; and so it has much to teach us as we face into 
the crisis of anthropogenic climate change and its disappearing sea ice and 
icecaps and glaciers.) There is some truth to the fluvial theory. Water does 
play a part in the tale of loess’s migrations and settlements. Late in the 19th 
century, however, it became clear that it has less to do with water than wind. 
Most loess is blown around the world, thrown about, and dropped into place 
here and there by every sort of breeze, from momentary local gusts near to 
the ground to the endless global gale high in the stratosphere. 

This knowledge of loess’s Aeolian origins helps us to situate Sartre’s 
regional study in its more comprehensive planetary context. It is now known 
that most of the loess of the Huangtu Plateau, and so virtually all of the loess 
of Sartre’s Great Plain, originated far away in the deserts of northern China 
(the ways of the Earth could certainly have carried some from even farther 
afield, and probably did); it blew in from desert to plateau to plain, accumu-
lating over protracted spans of geological and evolutionary time with pro-
found ecological and social implications. On the one hand, soil scientists and 
agronomists will tell you, China’s loess is extremely fertile, even famously so. 
Again, a farmer’s favorite thing. On the other hand, this dusty planetary gift of 
local fecundity has a serious problem, at least from the perspective of Sartre’s 
peasant, for it is also famously unstable; indeed, China’s loess has the unfor-
tunate distinction of being among the most erodible soils in the world. This is 
unsurprising, given its basic composition: much silt, little sand, and no clay to 
speak of. The problem for Sartre’s peasant, and for all the other members of 
the local community of being (no scare quotes) who must make their living by 
taking up the given, is that this return of the loess to geological and evolution-
ary oblivion occurs at ecological and biological timescales. It’s a matter of life 
and death. This precious soil freely given across the eons by Aeolus can be 
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just as freely taken away by Acheolus in a week or even a day, and yet with 
ill-effects that can last for months and years. So there is both irony and tragedy 
in this fickle soil. The tragedy, of course, is that what the wind has worked so 
long to provide—albeit by causing erosion in faraway places—nearby waters 
can wash away in a flash. What the air giveth, the water may taketh away; 
such are the ways of earthly tragedy. The irony, of course, is for us. Earth has 
many moods, to be sure. Irony is a thing of the world. If water can steal the soil 
from beneath our feet, it can do it even better with our help. If the great Yellow 
River has always gotten its hue from the loess it carries toward the sea, it is 
all the yellower thanks to us and our ways of world-making. It is the peasant 
who aids the water’s abetting, though not he alone who will suffer the flood. 
But this is to anticipate a later stage in the analysis.

What we know is that the Loess Plateau is the regional source of the local 
soil that Sartre’s peasant is chasing across the Great Plain. Let us imagine 
ourselves not long before the onslaught of industrial agriculture, not so far 
from the plateau. We stand in the plain at the edge of a wilderness facing into 
a forest of scarcity. Each tree holds in its rhizomic embrace the most needful 
thing there is. And for some unspoken reason sharing is not an option. It’s a 
matter of life and death. We may have a dim awareness that without the soil 
there would be no world at all and so nothing to say. What we know is that 
good earth is hard to find, and there is much work to be done. 

the two Faces of destruction

As we roll up our sleeves we do well to anticipate potential problems, both 
those we might encounter and those we might create. It will help to consider 
the meanings of destruction, which are all wrapped up the questions of means 
and ends, accident and injury, and relations between and among them. By 
Sartre’s count, there are two types of destruction, “destruction by nature” and 
“human destruction.” Here we see Sartre’s historical exclusivism and heu-
ristic exceptionalism rearing their ambivalent heads once again. One might 
imagine that there are more than two sorts of destruction, or perhaps that there 
is really only one. But once again, we are with Sartre here: there is earthly 
destruction and worldly destruction. That is all. For heuristic purposes if not 
for critical reasons, we can follow his lead as far as it will take us.

On the other-and-more-than-human side of the question, Sartre is predict-
ably if mildly derogatory. “Destruction by Nature is imprecise,” he writes, 
“it leaves little islands, even whole archipelagos.” Nature is sloppy, it seems. 
And we know what he is talking about. Think earthquakes and volcanoes and 
avalanches, things a determinist would call “natural disasters” or a fatalist 
“acts of God.” And they are each half-right in their way. These sorts of dev-
astations are messy productions, and to those who suffer them it can certainly 
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feel like the work of some malevolent Other, divine or mundane. Hurricanes 
and floods and all the rest do awful things, things we can’t predict as well as 
we’d like to and that make unpredictable differences. Sartre is right about the 
islands, too. Submarine volcanoes make islands—just as rising seas will take 
some of them away. It happens all the time, sometimes slowly, sometimes 
fast, much to the cartographer’s chagrin. And terrestrial volcanoes often make 
dramatic changes in the local and regional environment for days or weeks or 
months, and when they are large enough, they can change the global climate 
for years or decades or centuries, and even longer than that if enough of 
them get into the game. What’s worse, enough volcanoes erupting at once 
can make the planet uninhabitable for most, and even put life on its knees. It 
has happened before and might happen again. One massive asteroid can cool 
the whole Earth, and perhaps make life easier for some even as it makes it 
worse for many—ask a shrew about the dinosaurs.20 Like volcanoes and their 
islands, an earthquake can build a new coastline one year and dismantle it the 
next. An avalanche, a mudslide, a forest fire can wipe out a community in a 
day, human and other-and-more. A sinkhole could swallow your home in an 
hour. And, of course, if the wind can give us fertile soil, the water can wash 
it away. Just ask Sartre’s peasant on the plain.

Not surprisingly, this “destruction by Nature” (Sartre’s uppercase, not 
mine) is not quite so simple as Sartre’s simple distinction makes it seem. And 
Sartre knows this. Elsewhere in Volume I he notes how natural calamities are, 
in a sense, also made by us. To be calamitous for us they must be. “A vol-
canic eruption destroys Herculaneaum,” he writes. The destruction does not 
simply come from without: “in a way, this is man destroying himself by the 
volcano.” How so? We chose the neighborhood, after all, and then changed 
it for the worse. (The means of gentrification will wreck a good place just as 
surely as the locals will blame the interlopers in the end.) Stan and Paul Cox 
make the point beyond a reasonable doubt and to a moral certainty in their 
difficult How the World Breaks: “It is human-built structures, not the shaking 
ground, that kill when an earthquake strikes; large populations live an work 
in low-lying areas where flooding is almost a certainty; a lack of prepared-
ness and safe shelter amplifies the impact of tornadoes and tropical cyclones; 
well-intentioned forest management fuels bigger fires; poverty puts people in 
even greater danger; and either devastated communities get help to survive 
and recover or they don’t.”21 Sartre says as much in his own way: “It is the 
social and material unity of the town and its inhabitants which, within the 
human world, confers the unity of an event on something which without men 
would perhaps dissolve into an indefinite process without meaning.”22 I note 
that he has the perspicacity to say “perhaps” (peut-être). His point about the 
possible dissolution of the world fits well on the Great Plain. It takes on new 
and greater meanings today. 
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If some calamities have in their way been made by the Earth without us—
landslides, avalanches, earthquakes, hurricanes, forest fires, and the rest—our 
hand has lately shown up in all of them. Coal extraction by mountaintop 
removal causes landslides; natural gas extraction by hydraulic fracturing 
causes earthquakes; just as climate change caused by burning the coal and 
gas causes more avalanches and larger forest fires and more powerful hur-
ricanes. And if it needs to be said, these our human-wrought calamities ripple 
outward into the other-and-more-than-human community of being (no scare 
quotes) with immeasurable consequences. Still, Sartre’s heuristic point is 
well enough taken, and applies to more than loess. If creative nature is some-
times Rafael and more often Rothko, destructive nature is less Rauschenberg 
than Pollack. When it comes to earthly destruction, Nature (Sartre’s upper-
case, not mine) is happy to work in broad strokes and splats. Nature gives 
us stability and it takes it away. It is good at doing both, with or without our 
help. And doesn’t mind a mess.

Our manner of destruction is different, it seems. Sartre puts it succinctly: 
“Human destruction is systematic.” And in at least this sense, we might be 
somewhat exceptional. We are doubtless among the most meticulous maraud-
ers, though certain social insects do rival our gifts in the fastidiousness of 
their collective destruction—think house mouse, among mammals second 
only to rats in the damage they can do; or army ants, who leave an almost 
Martian landscape in their wake; or Formosan termites, the so-called “super-
termites,” the real-world exemplar of the imaginary Looney Tunes avatar. As 
for Sartre’s peasant, he has something in common with all of them: “a par-
ticular farmer proceeds on the basis of an approach to the limit which condi-
tions his praxis and that is nothing other than this idea: every tree growing in 
his field should be destroyed” (translation modified). This peasant here digs 
and chops at the roots piecemeal with a spade and hatchet; that one down the 
road yanks out whole tangles of roots with the help of a chain and two oxen 
and a whip. Both are focused; each is methodical. Their two painstaking and 
meticulous techniques yield exactly the same single result: destruction of the 
forest to the point of erasure.

We see the same thing around the world today, and even in much of what 
passes as “sustainable” silviculture and forestry. With few exceptions, large 
scale “forest management,” as it is euphemistically and presumptuously 
called, has a tendency toward exacting precision in the destructive techniques 
it employs to tame the unruly forest and thereby increase market share. Our 
manner of making a mess of forests is systematic and methodical (think clear 
cutting again), even when we imagine we’re making things better (think seed 
trees and selection cutting). And this is but one of the countless examples. 
Just as Sartre’s peasants took down a forest of trees to give themselves a 
world of fields and floods, we are taking down everything everywhere right 
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now, taking down the whole planet in the name of a faux future of abundance 
that will yield untold calamity and suffering for us as for every earthling. And 
we are even more meticulous and methodical than they were. But this, too, is 
to anticipate a later stage in the analysis.

When things go Wrong

As indicated above, Sartre chooses the example of deforestation primar-
ily as a means to clarify his notion of “counter-finality” (contre-finalité). 
While in one sense this is just a complicated-sounding name for unintended 
consequences, in the dialectical and materialist context of the Critique, 
wherein praxis, praxis-process, and practico-inertia coalesce structurally and 
historically and ontologically, the commonsense questions of motives and 
consequences and means and ends require something more than a workaday 
answer. Sartre’s analysis of deforestation helps to satisfy this requirement, 
even if not to convince us that we need his neologism.

For things to go wrong, things must first be right; for matters to go awry, 
things must first be as they are. These are simple if nontrivial claims. Sartre 
makes the point this way, albeit more abstractly: “The first thing that is neces-
sary for counter-finality to exist is that it should be adumbrated by a kind of 
disposition of matter (in this case the geological and hydrographic structure 
of China).” This is easy enough to unpack. For things to go wrong here in our 
village, things must first be a certain way on the Central Plain: the soil must 
be here, the water there; and they must have a tendency to stay that way: as it 
was yesterday, so it is today, and so it will be tomorrow; and they must also 
have a certain plasticity and receptivity to change: a fence or terrace here, 
an canal or levy there; and even a certain capacity to change their ways. 
Of course, given Sartre’s well-known early sensitivity to the “bruteness” 
of being and his tendentious later sense of the “inertia” of matter, he would 
likely balk at this more active and dynamic characterization of material dispo-
sitions. Still, loess is as loess does, to take an example close to hand. Rivers 
are as rivers do, both as means and in the end. Soil and water come first and 
last in our peasant’s tale of woe, for they provide the dynamic material base 
of the good life, as they do when things go wrong.

This brings us to the next condition for unintended consequences. At least 
by Sartre’s count, the second is an implicate of the first: “human praxis must 
become a fatality and be absorbed by inertia,” he says, “taking on at the same 
time the strictness of physical causation and the obstinate precision of human 
labor” (translation modified, emphasis added). On the one hand, matter is 
destiny, in its way, as Sartre says in so many words and more than once in the 
Critique. Material dispositions allow the otherness of our praxis to solidify 
into the same; or they disallow it. Like our tools and products, our actions 
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themselves become thing-like. Thing-like, I emphasize, not things. By high-
lighting the structural primacy of materiality in praxis, this side of Sartre’s 
formulation risks making matter the historical maker, or at least attributing 
a great deal of determinacy to it. This would be unfortunate, at least for a 
materialist philosophy of free organic praxis such as Sartre’s. Needless to say 
this cannot be what he means. The primacy of matter is, of course, axiomatic 
for any consistent materialism. Thus its static tendency to stay the same, like 
its dynamic tendency to keep changing in the same way, lies at the base of 
any honest dialectics. And I emphasize these as tendencies. Material inertia 
concerns regressively specifiable likelihoods to stasis and change; likelihoods 
to which there are exceptions, as we see not least in certain behaviors of living 
matter. Still, the formulation is incomplete, or at least not nuanced enough. 
Here as elsewhere, Sartre’s emphasis on the inertial character of matter, like 
his language of “brute being,” risks vitiating agency perhaps too much, not 
least the human agency that is so close to his heart. Little wonder that some 
commentators have worried that where the early Sartre may have given us too 
much freedom, the mature Sartre gives us too little. While one could challenge 
this formulation of the problem on textual grounds, it is no surprise that the 
question has been raised. We needn’t go into it here. For the present purposes 
it will suffice to recall one of Sartre’s own distinctions, the rule of which he 
has violated here. For Sartre, strictly speaking, it is the imaginary principle 
of fatalism that poses the only threat to freedom; the reality of determinism, 
to the contrary, provides the very condition for the possibility of freedom. 
Thus his choice of the word “fatality” (fatalité) here is misleading, even if 
its regressive sense fits the broader purpose of this particular analysis—in the 
end, the peasant will be looking back and scratching his head in dismay. For 
consistency’s sake, in keeping within the material ground of Sartre’s rela-
tional realism and dialectical nominalism (discussed in chapter 6), we must 
keep in mind his more progressive sense of “destiny” (destin) as the perpetual 
grip of the human-built future that is the here and now of maker, making, and 
made. So we might spread the thought out a bit and say something like mat-
ter is what destiny is made of. This better highlights living agents (like us, 
among others) as destiny makers in the making, because it gives historical 
primacy to the materiality of our praxis. Free organic praxis must take up the 
given to make a new given; which given, both the made and the found, will 
have to be taken up in some way to yield yet a new given, and so on. This, 
too, is true, so far as it goes. And it goes far. For history (pace Fukuyama) is 
still far from its end. 

To open the lid a turn more, consider a final multi-tined formulation 
(take a deep breath): the way things are constrains and orients what we do, 
sometimes more, sometimes less; and so the way things are has both a firm 
grip on the way things can be and a weaker one on how they could be; and 
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from these inseparable vantage points we can see that matter at once orients 
and constrains and facilitates and liberates, giving and taking the “free” in 
“free organic praxis” that in its turn orients and constrains and facilitates and 
liberates matter; and this is always in keeping with the particular ways of the 
matter at hand: think sand, wax, iron, water; and always in accordance with 
material dispositions: think glassworks, waxworks, ironworks, waterworks; 
and also, if not always equally, at our discretion: think glass blower, candle 
maker, blacksmith, or civil engineer; and if you want to know which matters 
first or more you’re asking the wrong question: think bottle, candle, cauldron, 
bath. And all of this, to say nothing of honeybees and bowerbirds and beavers 
and the rest of their other-and-more-than-human ilk. But this raises questions 
we needn’t get into here. 

The point for our great philosopher of freedom is that in our material praxis 
matter always asserts itself; the ways and powers of the material agent can 
only unfold within the possibilities allowed (and disallowed) by the ways of 
other-and-more material entities and creatures and powers. If we think this 
a hardened fatality, we have misunderstood the soft truth of determinism. In 
every conduct matter claims its authority over the way things are, both over 
the agents and all the rest. Thus it is simply though nontrivially true that 
matter has equal primacy in our means and in the end. To ask which matters 
most, the matter, the maker, the making, or the made is to miss the dialectical 
meaning of materiality. 

We should come back to plain and ask our peasant how his day was. He 
is done for. He spent three hours on three intransigent gnarly old trees, their 
roots all knotted together. It took nearly half of his day to wrestle them out of 
the earth. He spat in anger as he threw them into the fire. Hungry and tired he 
returns to his house to eat his second meal of rice and bread and salt turnips. 
He sits on a mat on the floor by a low bamboo table manipulating two wooden 
sticks as if he has seven fingers on his right hand. He eats quickly and mind-
lessly by the light of an oil lamp, then crabwalks to the other side of the small 
musty room and spills himself across a thin straw-filled mattress and sighs as 
he pulls a scratchy wool blanket over his body. He is asleep before he releases 
his grip, knuckles against his chin. His wife looks at him and looks away and 
looks to her remaining chores. Hours later and a world away a tired farmer 
of the Russian Steppe sits in an oak chair at an oak table hunched over a tin 
plate eating boiled chard and potatoes and mutton. He holds a carved poplar 
fork in one hand and a crust of yeasty bread in the other, using them like rake 
and shovel. When his plate is empty he stands and groans and slogs across the 
room rubbing his left hip. He slips between a heavy raw wool comforter and a 
horse hair-plaited mattress lifted navel high on a thick wooden frame and nods 
off to the scent of burnt beeswax, his right thumb and forefinger blackened 
from the pinch. Still another world away to the south a Turkish shepherd in the 
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Armenian Highlands sits on a downy pillow and eats lentils and young cheese 
with flatbread by the light of a hearth fire. And so it goes. Destiny, indeed.

This is what Sartre is talking about when he talks about destiny (not fatal-
ity), near the end of Volume I. “In so far as praxis is process, goals lose their 
teleological character. Without ceasing to be genuine goals, they become 
destinies.”23 This is all that he means when he refers in the middle of Vol-
ume II, to the “perpetual passage—in the temporal spiral—from the being of 
the act to the act of being, from the practical signification of destiny to the 
destiny of praxis.”24 Again, matter is the way it is, and only in obedience to 
its demands and with its guidance and its help can we make a world, a world 
that includes “sedimentations, deposits, concretions, strata, deviations,” and 
of course, floods—with or without our help.25 And this is why Sartre can say 
that from either point of view, praxis or practico-inert, that “the possible is a 
structure of the real.” These peasants needn’t think the thought. They live it 
through their daily rounds and across the arc of history, and they are not alone 
in this. We walk after them on the path. 

This points to the final maxim in the dialectic of the accidental. “Last and 
above all,” Sartre writes, “the activity must be carried on elsewhere; peasants 
everywhere must burn or uproot the scrub.” The means of destruction must 
touch all of creation if the end is to be fully achieved. Families everywhere 
must share in the patient work. They must all do the same thing wherever they 
are, each and every one of them, tree by tree by tree. Each real tree today, 
after all, steals a possible field tomorrow. The peasants must choose. Trees 
or tillage? These are the only options. Or so it seems. Need is permanent and 
absolute; abundance is but a contingent modality of scarcity, albeit the bet-
ter one. Structurally speaking neither dearth nor plenty is more or less likely 
than the other. For they are historical forms. We all get thirsty every day; 
whether we will stay thirsty is another matter. This is as true for cultivators 
as it is for the cultivated. “Aristotle got thirsty, just as Hegel did,” as Sartre 
scribbled a decade earlier.26 Still, these peasants’ scattered communal choice 
of soil over trees is made by everyone everywhere today, as is their collective 
choice of the floodwaters that will soon ripple across the spatial and temporal 
landscape. They will erase this valueless forested landscape to reveal the 
invaluable soil. What else could they choose? They are hungry.

And when the harvest comes, they will say in jubilation, “Look what we 
have done. Look what we have done for ourselves! Eat, children! Boys first. 
[sic] Fill yourselves, all of you!” Sartre says as much. “They [will see] only 
the plenty represented by their harvests and [have] no eyes for the lack, which 
[is] for them, at most, a simple process of liberation, the elimination of an 
obstacle.” They will see only the successful achievement of their individual 
ends, not the collective failure to which they have each contributed by means 
of their meticulous manner of uprooting and burning the shrub. And they will 
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do this all together, and yet each alone: “There is no joint undertaking,” only 
serialized undertakers, so to speak, “but still the infinite flight of particular 
undertakings inscribes itself in being as a joint result.” Together and alone in 
faux solidarity they work everywhere at this task of earthly destruction in the 
name of worldly creation. Thus Sartre gives us the comedic structural truth 
of Garret Hardin’s historically fallacious “tragedy of the commons”: comedic 
because the hero lives, at least for now; tragic because he will drown tomor-
row.27 This year’s harvest is good. Next year there will be a devastating flood 
here on the plain, and elsewhere, too. 

There will be plenty for a time, but it will not last. Not for our peasant 
on the plain, nor for the capitalist coal mine owners to whom Sartre later 
refers, who must compete with mine owners “hundreds or thousands of 
miles away.”28 That is to say, they must compete with every mine owner 
everywhere until every lump of coal everywhere is extracted. At the time of 
writing, this will take about 400 more years. Which, if we keep burning the 
stuff, we won’t have. As it is for the peasants on the plain, so it is for us, the 
ersatz peasants of the modern world. Ours will be done. Creature by creature, 
species by species, ecosystem by ecosystem, relation by function by process: 
tear them all up and throw them on the fire today for the sake of abundance 
tomorrow. But the flood is coming. Indeed, it is already here. 

A methodical madness

What more can we say about this praxis-process? How did it unfold, exactly? 
As with counter-finality, Sartre’s analysis suggests that there are distinct 
stages in the ecology of destruction. Though he doesn’t count them, there 
seem to be roughly three. The work begins, as it always does, in the ancient 
horticultural praxis of subsistence farming. And I emphasize horticulture as 
opposed to agriculture proper, which comes at a later stage in the cultural 
spiral. In either case, in the first stage we see a “state of labor as a univocal 
relation of interiority between man and surrounding matter.” The primary 
relation in this instance is, of course, between the peasant and the loess, which 
latter in its way seems to have the upper hand in the tendency toward destiny, 
if not in the peasant’s tendentious fatalism. For the peasant is in “a state in 
which there is a constant transformation of [his] exigencies in relation to 
matter into exigencies of matter in relation to [him].” His horticultural praxis 
is materially and energetically bounded by the social ground of local need, 
the need for subsistence; to be satisfied in an ecological context of regionally 
scarce soil, scarce thanks to the abundance that is the forest. But the horticul-
turalist’s reach is short, and his grasp is weak. Need is always where you are, 
what you need may well not be. The peasant needs to grow food and needs 
soil to do this. Thus in Sartre’s typically zero-sum argot, the peasant’s goal, 
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his only goal, is the “conquest of the soil,” and this by whatever means neces-
sary. Fortunately, he succeeds well enough more often than not; the colonized 
soil is productive enough, at least in years with enough rain. 

Within the givens of seasonal necessity the annual take is sufficient: the 
children are fed, at least most of them most years. But things change. Thus 
the second stage. Under widening demographic and economic pressures this 
local horticultural praxis develops into an expansionist agricultural system. 
At first this praxis remains ad hoc, and so agricultural development remains 
piecemeal. Bit by bit, as the regional landscape is peppered with absent for-
ests, it attains a more passively organized and retrograde form. In time this 
piecemeal praxis evolves (albeit “[neither] intentionally or in reality”) into a 
dedicated praxis-process—Sartre’s term for the cumulative congealment of 
individual conducts into collective techniques of social production. “[This] 
negative aspect is a signification of which the peasants themselves are not 
aware.” They don’t see it, Sartre notes, because from the perspective of their 
immediate need it is a nothingness, “it is an absence—the absence of trees.” 
And this present absence signifies only one thing for them: a future of abun-
dance. Without noticing this strange ontological inversion, or needing to, the 
peasants’ collective historical conduct restructures the forested landscape into 
arable land. That is all. And the trees, like Pierre, are nowhere to be found—
at least until much later, anyway, when the peasants realize they miss them 
after all. 

So the problem, at least one way of describing it, is just that there are no 
social constraints on this hurried and increasingly collective work, and yet the 
ecological constraints will arrive only slowly and when they want to. Strictly 
speaking, of course, the first point is not entirely true. As we will see below, 
social constraints do emerge. Still, Sartre’s basic point is valid. Like Doctor 
Frankenstein’s handmade child, the expanding horticultural praxis cannot 
help but grow into a violent and insatiable agricultural beast. For it is made of 
parts that don’t know what the whole is doing. Our tree-hating peasants just 
don’t have the wherewithal or time for collective awareness and coordinated 
action, nor any reason to make it. True, it is probably not quite hatred that 
they feel for the trees. At least not all of them—forest or peasant, choose your 
referent. Still, their myopia is clear according to Sartre: “In this particular 
place, and for this particular man cultivating his land, all that [exists is] an 
organic connection between the negative (removal of the obstacle) and the 
positive (enlargement of the arable sector).” Perhaps this is not all that exists 
for him, but we may fairly assume that this farmer might feel something less 
than love for this forest; that this peasant uprooting and burning the scrub in 
this place today feels a certain ambivalence toward these trees before him; 
and that he feels even less for any would-be beloved community far in a 
future he might have made. Solidarity is hard work, now as then. 
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Again, what matters most is that everybody be involved—which, in a 
sense, both everybody and nobody is. This is all it takes for the final stage 
to be done. “They spread themselves out without frontiers, carried along by 
this material deployment, and lose themselves in it.” They work and work 
and work until “there is just one seal on just one land.” They leave their mark 
“imprinted on the red soil, which offers itself as an infinite deployment of 
materiality.” (Or so it seems.) Slowly and surely this local serialized subsis-
tence practice integrates itself more and more completely into the regional 
ecological fabric until, in time, one cannot be disentangled from the other. 
“Thus the absence of trees, which is an inert and thus a material negation, 
[comes to have] the systematic character of a praxis at the heart of material-
ity,” in this case, the negative ecological conditioning by social praxis at the 
historical heart of the socioecological unity; negative insofar as this work of 
need fulfillment is undertaken on the positive social presumption of endless 
ecological bounty. This guiding idea of limitlessness is nonsense, of course, 
just as to act on it is folly. Indeed, it is a recipe for disaster. 

In their valiant if not honorable efforts to make their impossible dream 
come true, the peasants push the limits of ecological resilience until they 
finally undermine it. And then it happens. Through their homespun insecurity 
their self-made destiny unfolds before them. “But above all deforestation as 
the elimination of obstacles becomes negatively a lack of protection: since 
the loess of the mountains and peneplains is no longer retained by trees, it 
congests the rivers, raising them higher than the plains and bottling them 
up in their lower reaches, and forcing them to overflow their banks.” There 
are no trees left and the soil must go somewhere and water always flows 
where it may. There is just no stopping it. Whether the historical unfold-
ing of deforestation and flooding always follows just this structural logic in 
just this sequence, and whether it must, are important questions. Whatever 
the answers, the upshot of Sartre’s analysis is clear: “the positive system of 
agriculture [is] transformed into an infernal machine.” This year’s yield is a 
catastrophe, and next year’s might be, too. And in this give and take the peas-
ant loses the very soil that he worked so hard to secure. It is this result that 
counts for each of Sartre’s peasants on the plain, as is it does in its way for 
every worldling on Earth today. 

our own Worst Enemy

Sartre dramatizes the destructiveness of deforestation with an apt thought 
experiment. “If some enemy of mankind had wanted to persecute the peasants 
of the Great Plain, he would have ordered mercenary troops to deforest the 
mountains systematically.” What better means of persecution than the afteref-
fects of deforestation? If the Chinese peasants of the plain are your target, you 
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need only order your army to uproot and burn the scrub—the very thing they 
themselves are doing. No guns required. Arm your minions with axes and 
torches, and shovels and saws and chains and oxen, if you like. It is a simple 
stratagem, tactically supple, and operationally clear-cut (pun intended). 
Apply as needed. If the Maasai are your target, dry out the grasslands. If the 
Ladakhis are your target, melt the glaciers. If the Maldiveans are your target, 
raise the sea. If the Bangladeshis are your target, lengthen the monsoon or 
shorten it, strengthen it, or weaken it. If the Nez Perces are your target, dam 
the rivers. If the Dakota Sioux, build a pipeline. 

The strategy is eminently scalable, too, for the destruction ripples out 
exponentially as you ramp up the tactics arithmetically. There are, as it were, 
“economies of scale” and “productivity gains” even in the ecology of destruc-
tion. Perhaps your target is everyone on Earth everywhere in the world. Not 
to worry. Pump aerosols and heat-trapping gases into the atmosphere; alter 
the nitrogen and phosphorus and potassium cycles; destroy habitats and 
disrupt migration routes and food webs; pollute the lakes and dam the riv-
ers and load the estuaries with fertilizers; toxify and acidify the oceans and 
seas; melt the icebergs and sea ice and especially the icecaps; and, of course, 
undermine and erode the soils by chopping down as many trees in as many 
places as possible as quickly as you can. This latter, by the way, will help 
you to accomplish several of these other sorts of degradation, too, free of 
charge. Deforestation is a great multi-tasker in the ecology of destruction. It’s 
remarkably “efficient,” pure “value added.” So if the world is your target, just 
wreck the Earth and wait. 

Sartre knew more than he knew he knew. There be no dragons, and no alien 
enemy either, for “the enemy who introduced the loess, the river, the gravity, 
the whole of hydrodynamics, into this destructive apparatus was the peasant 
himself.” Some enemy of mankind, indeed. The peasants have no one but 
themselves to blame. Aprés le déluge, c’est nous. As Pogo the existentialist 
alligator famously put it, “We have met the enemy and he is us.” Sartre says 
as much, albeit in a denser idiom, when he briefly returns to the example of 
deforestation later in Volume I: “having achieved our own goal, we under-
stand that we have actually done something else and why our action has been 
altered outside us; we get our first dialectical experience of necessity.” The 
floods must come because the peasants have summoned this end by means of 
their own actions and goals. The persecuting Other is none other than the self; 
ipesity becomes alterity in a single gesture. This is the very heart blood of the 
ecology of destruction, wherein making and unmaking are one. 

And so it is with the manifold earthly counter-finalities that rise in our 
worldly wake today—the warming, the extinctions, the forced migrations, 
and all the rest. Thus Sartre’s pithy summarization: “The laborer becomes his 
own material fatality; he produces the floods which destroy him” (translation 
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modified). This is not to say oversimply that the Chinese peasants made the 
floods, anymore than it is to say that we made the mess we find ourselves 
in. This would trivialize our accomplishment, and theirs. We are not alone. 
Where there are river civilizations and rains there are floods. Such is the 
riparian disposition. Where there is cultivated soil and moving water there is 
erosion. Such are the ways of earth. And yet it is more than to say that they 
summoned this injury accidentally. Contingency is not the same as random-
ness, just as there is a difference between fortuity and folly. True, we can say 
that the peasants invited more and greater floods, floods of new and more 
difficult meanings to themselves and to theirs; and of mixed and troubling 
significances to the local community of being, too (no scare quotes). We can 
say with equal warrant, as Sartre does, that the peasants through their hard 
and meticulous labor, made these troubles for themselves; that among the 
products of this particular peasant’s patient work was this particular flood 
which swept away this precious soil, eleven pigs, and drowned his young-
est son who was hiding from his sister in the root cellar. A few more were 
taken swiftly by the torrent. Others will die more slowly with the help of 
some invisible waterborne pathogen. And many more, of course, will starve 
to death, having come too soon to the end of the day in a self-made world of 
absolute need and absolute scarcity.

So Sartre is right: things go wrong for us when “in being realized, human 
ends define a field of counter-finality around themselves.” When we cut down 
too many trees, for example, we threaten the soil that is the basis of every 
terrestrial world. This backlash is more than ironic, and worse than tragic. 
Perhaps the peasant could have predicted the floods. “Taken in the moment 
of its living development, his action does not include this rebound, either 
intentionally or in reality.” No doubt human communities elsewhere had, and 
have, subtler sensitivities to the shifting reciprocities among people and roots 
and soil and water. They knew, and know, how to avoid an untoward slap in 
the face by the other-and-more among which and whom they find themselves. 
Sartre’s peasant might have known this, too. We know he didn’t.

one Hint of an Ecology of deliverance

Sartre ends his brief thought experiment about the hypothetical enemy of 
mankind with an ecologically prescient twist. Imagine the enemy had a 
change of heart. Imagine he (and we may fairly expect a he) decided to 
preserve the plain and protect the peasants, to make a better world for them 
rather than destroy the one they had. “It seems that in order to remove the 
danger of flooding completely,” Sartre opines, “it would not have been suf-
ficient not to deforest.” And he is right. Putting a stop to the deforestation 
would be necessary; it would not be sufficient. So what would our penitent 



420 Fifth Interval

invader have to do? Just the opposite of nothing: “From ancient times, refor-
estation would have been necessary.” Right again. It would not be enough 
just to order the troops to drop their hatchets and torches and chains. To keep 
the loess in place, they would have to plant trees, lots of them; and they could 
never stop. Only a concerted and permanent effort of reforestation would be 
sufficient, and even this only imperfectly so, given the ways of water and 
wind and loess, and what comes from the mingling of their sundry disposi-
tions to move. Indeed, this tendency is so strong among the three that the 
recovering conquistador might do well to recommend not just reforestation 
but the even more zealous intervention of afforestation. If reforestation is, as 
its prefix implies, about putting forests back where they were, afforestation 
is the peculiarly human practice of intentionally planting forests where there 
were none before. Perhaps we are exceptional in this respect, too. 

In any case, the prospect of novel forests notwithstanding, if soil erosion 
is the problem, we do know that reforestation will do the trick well enough 
and more often than not. Sartre’s penitent conqueror is right to recommend its 
vigorous application on behalf of those who depend on good earth, peasants 
and all the rest. (We touched on an example of reforestation in Chapter 8 and 
closer to home: in the aftermath of the “controlled breach” of the dam that had 
been the social condition for the ecological possibility of the reservoir-qua-
pond, the people planted trees where the water was because the forest had 
been there first. Last I checked, many of the young trees were growing well.) 
Given the state of the world and the changing Earth, this practice deserves a 
bit of theoretical attention.

Excursus on restoration: present Absence and Futures past

The penitent conqueror’s new plan, like his original pernicious one, is eas-
ily extrapolated: reforestation is just one among a multitude of practices that 
falls under the broad heading of ecological restoration. This long-established 
mode of workaday environmental engagement finds its theoretical grounding 
in the work restoration ecologists, beginning with that of William R. Jordan 
III, who named the field. In the present context, it is worth noting that before 
the name formally took root Jordan also suggested calling it synthetic ecol-
ogy. As with the edaphologist’s relational and process-oriented approach to 
soil, we catch more than a whiff of dialectics in Jordan’s suggestion, and 
throughout his theoretical and practical manifesto, The Sunflower Forest: 
Ecological Restoration and the New Communion with Nature. Perhaps due to 
unfortunate resonances with the controversial field of “synthetic biology,” the 
more honest and precise designation lost to the kinder and gentler one. Given 
the tendency to nostalgia and romantic temperament so common among 
environmentalists—myself included—it is unsurprising that the pure ideal 
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of restoration trumped the messy business of synthesis in the end. The past 
always seems simpler than the future. Which, of course, it always is from the 
vantage point of the present. 

Like any act of synthesis, ecological restoration is a complicated affair, 
and for many of the same reasons that psychological and social restoration 
are. For restoration implies retrieval, a return from some new and undesirable 
environmental condition to some past and presumably preferable pattern of 
ecological relations that must be achieved in the future. In keeping with this 
paradoxical temporality, and in consonance with the existential orientation 
of this study in socioecological complementarities, Jordan’s understanding 
of ecological restoration focuses more on the doing than on the done. He 
highlights the shifting agencies on both sides of the socioecological equation. 
Ecological restoration, Jorday says, is “everything we do to a landscape or an 
ecosystem in an ongoing attempt to compensate for novel or ‘outside’ influ-
ences on it in such a way that it can continue to behave or can resume behav-
ing as if these [influences] were not present.” Note the scare quotes around 
“outside”; ecologists know better than to believe in the economist’s fantasy 
of “externalities.” There are none. Not on Earth, anyway. Ecological resto-
ration is about the “mediated reciprocities” between the human world and 
other-and-more-than-human worlds. Restoration is about “the specificity of 
the human act,” to be sure; and as importantly, it is about the specificity of the 
other-and-more-than-human act, too. Note also Jordan’s obliquely Kantian 
as if. We are here for now, if not for good. Restoration is a human behavior. 
Its goal is to influence a landscape or ecosystem in accordance with its own 
dispositions, to borrow Sartre’s term again, though not at its sole discretion. 
Restoration is thus complicated at the level of both means and ends. 

Jordan is careful to distinguish between the many important activities we 
engage in that are ecologically restorative and ecological restoration proper. 
Among the former he lists “reclamation,” “rehabilitation,” “revegetation,” 
and “recovery,” all of which are examples of “what practitioners sometimes 
call ‘passive restoration.’”29 These are restorative or recuperative practices in 
the sense that the goal is partial or piecemeal retrieval, to bring things to a 
state well and good enough. Restoration in Jordan’s strong sense aims at the 
ideal of total retrieval, a wholesale return to the former condition. Like all ide-
als, perfect restoration is unattainable, for reasons we will discuss presently. 
Jordan knows this. Still, his distinction is meaningful. As Thoreau somewhere 
opines, we must aim high to hit the mark. Like its founder, the Society for 
Ecological Restoration (SER) formally defines restoration as “the process of 
assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged, or 
destroyed.” The authors of the SER Primer on Ecological Restoration clarify 
this simple-seeming definition along several lines. First: “ecological restora-
tion is an intentional activity that initiates or accelerates the recovery of an 
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ecosystem with respect to its health, integrity, and sustainability.” Note the 
mention of intention, and also the goal of recovery and integral and durable 
health. Restoration as conceived by its theorists and practitioners is in impor-
tant respects, albeit tacitly, about accidental or unintended environmental 
injury and intentional ecological healing. And it aims at the distant horizon 
of the long-term future. Second: “Frequently, the ecosystem that requires 
restoration has been degraded, damaged, transformed or entirely destroyed 
as the direct or indirect result of human activities.”30 There are other sources 
of destruction, of course, not least the “natural destruction” Sartre discusses. 
Restoration projects often emerge in the wake of purely geophysical events 
like volcanoes and earthquakes, and often reforestation is an important part of 
the work in these cases. Still, the worst and most egregious injuries, it seems, 
tend to come from one source. Us. We are in most instances first offenders 
before we become first responders. Third: “Restoration attempts to return an 
ecosystem to its historic trajectory.” Note here the sense of history and future, 
of change and becoming. Whether the destruction is “human” or “natural” or, 
more likely today, some difficult hybrid of the two, the goal of restoration is 
at once structural and historical. Though its practitioners may not use the lan-
guage, their task is patently dialectical. The work of returning things to “how 
they were then” is much harder to do than it is to say, and this because it car-
ries not just a tacit and socially determined how-they-should-be, but must also 
account for the dynamic ecological reality of how they should change, which 
must be based upon an understanding of how they did change in the past and 
do change now and are likely to change in the future and of their own accord. 
Needless to say, these expectations, and particularly the latter predictive ones, 
are exceedingly difficult to satisfy. Even within the ordinary variability of the 
Holocene ecological prediction is hard. The extraordinary and accelerating 
variability already evidenced in the Anthropocene compounds the difficulty 
geometrically, and in some dimensions even exponentially. Allison says as 
much: “we engage in ecological restoration to produce ecosystems that have 
health, integrity and that are sustainable, while returning to a historical tra-
jectory that may include dynamic changes to ecosystem structure and func-
tion, thus allowing evolutionary and ecological processes to operate.” If his 
idiom is analytical, the restorationist’s goal is dialectical in both theory and 
practice, at once regressive and progressive. Jordan elaborates the problem 
thus: “The idea here is that a given ecosystem is actually the outcome of a 
sequence of developmental phases or events, each dependent on the presence 
of a particular combination of species and other factors, such as weather, 
moisture, and soil conditions.” He clarifies the point, not incidentally, by 
juxtaposing analytical and dialectical metaphors and highlighting the aptness 
of the latter: “Creating an ecosystem, in this view, is not like mixing paint, 
in which pigments can be added in any order and only the amount of each 
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color is important. . . . It is more like the history of a nation, a process in 
which sequences of events and networks of contingencies may be crucial.”31 
Restoration is a creative act. To retrieve a former state of dynamic equilib-
rium, including the direction and pace of change—and the direction and pace 
of the direction and pace of change, the ecology of ecology and the evolution 
of evolution, as it were—the restorationist must look backward and forward, 
and at the sky above and the earth underfoot all at once. Even the longest 
established and stable of landscapes is in a “state” of constant change. There 
are no static ecosystems. There never have been and never will be. The very 
idea is a contradiction in terms. So the means of restoration invite contradic-
tion at every turn and the restorationist’s goal verges on paradox.

The difficulty is only compounded by historical and cultural differences. 
Attitudes will differ regarding what qualifies as the original state. In North 
America, for example, the Northeastern forests and Midwestern plains have 
come and gone more than once under human influence, and also under glacial 
influence. Should we prefer the colonial forest just because it is the one that 
the sketches and notes of early naturalists and the paintings of Romantics 
allow us to envision most easily? What of the pre-Columbian forest? And 
why not the forest of some pre-Holocene interglacial period that the paleopal-
ynologists—students of ancient pollen deposits—can help us to reconstruct? 
These questions are difficult in the extreme. And Jordan adds a further and 
pertinent complexity. Cultures differ regarding the relationship between orig-
inals and copies. “The Chinese,” he notes, “commonly regard copies, often of 
indifferent [sic] quality, as the artistic and historic equivalent of original art 
objects—a fact that troubles many art curators in the West.”32 He is speaking 
of attitudes toward social artifacts, but the sensibility seems likely to extend 
to ecological phenomena. Think of the peasants on the plain again and of the 
repentant enemy’s new end. The peasants are less interested in planting trees 
for the forest’s sake than they are in planting millet in the soil for their own. 
And fairly enough. It seems to them that trees can only come between them 
and the satisfaction of their need. In this regard, they are mistaken. There are 
many successful hybrid practices of mixed cropping that turn out to be restor-
ative, too. Still, this meant different things to the horticulturalist of yesteryear 
than it will mean to the agriculturalist of tomorrow between whose visions the 
restorationist must work.

So, questions abound for the restorationist, no less than for the jilted lover, 
difficult questions that sometimes seem unanswerable. We have touched on 
the first and foremost: How far back must we look, and how far forward dare 
we? Which “state” shall we aim to retrieve, and which creatures and pow-
ers shall we solicit to help achieve our goal, and presumably theirs? Whom 
should we move? What we about the many we brought from elsewhere after 
the time we have chosen to call true or original? What of those we removed 
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along the way? And those who arrived of their own accord? And those who 
will come after no matter what we say or do? Perhaps most difficult of all, 
given local, regional, global contingencies, according to which ends shall we 
orient the retrieval across realistic spans of time, short-term, mid-term, long-
term, to say nothing of the long-after? These are difficult questions in the 
extreme, at least if we ask them honestly. The penitent conqueror would have 
to ask them all. And so must we. As it was with Sartre’s peasant on the plain, 
so it is with us and ours on Earth. If the restorationist’s questions would have 
been hard for the peasants then, they are all the more difficult to answer for 
us today. For there is a qualitative difference between their plight and ours. 

 The accelerating rate at which we today are undermining regional ecologies 
is changing the structure and function of the whole Earth System. The broad 
brush of the fossil-fueled techno-industrial-capitalist ecology of destruc-
tion adds layers of complication to the already sphinxish dispositions of the 
Earth system and its subsystems.33 We have much more than floods to worry 
about, and much more than soil is at stake—as if the loss of the foundation 
of civilization weren’t problem enough! The riddles multiply as the scales of 
impact and concern increase; for example, at the scale of the many aquifers 
around the world which, thanks to how we eat, are drying up in places where 
countless human and other-and-more-than-human communities must manage 
somehow to drink; or at the scale of the whole biomes like the boreal forests 
that wrap the northern hemisphere and have much to do with climate stability 
which are migrating poleward at rates beyond the capacity of many members 
of the boreal community to keep up; or at the scale of the whole Earth system 
that has changed so steadily and slowly over its 4.54 billion years of existence 
and which we are now causing to change at rates orders of magnitude faster 
than well-known historical averages.34 Given the enormity of the situation, 
to call the challenge of restoration difficult is to push understatement toward 
absurdity. These are “wicked” problems, to borrow a term of art from policy 
studies, problems that are inscrutably complicated and inherently complex in 
the systems-theoretical sense of the term; problems that are characterized by 
nonlinear dynamics, which are already difficult enough to understand, even 
before they are worsened by a diminishment of negative-feedback-driven sta-
bilities and an increase in positive-feedback-driven dynamics; problems that 
involve novel and emergent properties that cannot be predicted no matter how 
well we think we understand the parts, and so on.35 What makes such prob-
lems “wicked,” then, as opposed to merely very, very difficult, is that these 
several “well-understood” systems-level characteristics combine to make the 
problems that are almost impossible to comprehend and so seemingly push 
beyond anything that could qualify as solution. You can’t put enough verys 
in front of difficult to capture the depth and breadth of such problems. And 
the step up in scale isn’t necessary, either. Even Sartre’s meager suggestion 
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of reforestation on the Great Plain is rife with social and ecological implica-
tions, pregnant with shifting structural and historical complexities that are at 
best very difficult to keep up with. Planting trees is not so simple as it seems. 
No restoration project ever is.

On the more existential side of the difficulty there is the simple matter 
of decision making. Restoration is a choice. Allison loudly echoes Jordan’s 
interest in this discretionary dimension of restoration. In fact, he devotes full 
two chapters to the place and function of choice in restoration theory and 
practice. And for good reason:

It is obvious that the entire program of ecological restoration is influenced 
by human choice from its very beginning. Humans decide what ecosystems 
to restore, what the end goal is, where the restoration will be located and the 
methods used to achieve the restoration. All of these choices have profound 
effects on the restored ecosystem and will influence/determine the kinds of 
ecosystems that develop and our interactions with the ecosystem during and 
after restoration.36

The choices we make entail immediate commitments and continued engage-
ments, both ecological and social, which must be played out over the long 
haul, if not in perpetuity. Allison opines, “it is difficult for me to imagine a 
restored ecosystem ever becoming free from active human management.” 
His tone is almost confessional. He seems to wish he could imagine it, but 
he can’t. He extrapolates socioecologically from the existential point a few 
pages on: “at this stage in human cultural and ecological history the future 
of all habitats will depend upon human choice, whether our choice is to pre-
serve, restore or continue to develop habitat.”37 There is, at least for the fore-
seeable and imaginable future of Earth, no such thing as a hands-off policy 
for the human world. Even where we choose not to touch, as we seem to do 
in what we still call wilderness preservation, our hand is in play—not least 
because, like water and loess, anthropogenic greenhouse gases and industrial 
chemicals have a disposition to move at their discretion, and they have liter-
ally found there way everywhere in this “elsewhere of all elsewheres.” Even 
our most willful disengagements are always already modalities of engage-
ment. The question is not whether we will engage, but by which means and 
toward what ends? 

Whatever the scale of concern, the complexities of restoration practice 
arise from inevitable tensions between the four ends prescribed by good res-
toration theory: historical fidelity, ecological integrity, evolutionary potential, 
and enhanced human-nature connection.38 Depending on the project at hand, 
each of these goals might support or conflict with any or all of the others, 
and the relation can shift from enhancement to diminishment or vice versa at 
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any given stage of the work; once again, pulling the best of restoration theory 
toward paradox and pushing the best restoration practices toward outright 
contradiction. This would have presented something a conundrum for Sar-
tre’s imaginary conqueror after his change of heart, who as a first step would 
have only to set his troops loose with shovels and saplings. It is that much 
more problematic for us today, for whom the question of “what to do first” 
rings hollow at best. We have to do everything now, and everything keeps 
changing. “Ecological restoration today,” Allison emphasizes, must take 
place “in a world wracked by the dizzying pace of constant change”; change 
that is, again, at once massive and manifold, a historico-structural mingling 
of technological, social, cultural, political, economic, and demographic 
changes compounded with and by atmospheric, hydrospheric, cryospheric, 
lithospheric, and biospheric changes at every scale, and the list goes on. All 
of this will add ever new layers of unpredictable earthly constraints to our 
heretofore unconstrained world, for the synergies among all these changes 
create a morass of positive feedbacks (i.e., change-inducing loops) that verge 
on opacity before the piecemeal logic of the analytical reason that still domi-
nates much of the most refined scientific discourse and, in diluted form, is the 
logic of choice for policy wonks and politicos. But I digress. 

In addition to its spatial extent, there is the problem of temporal differential 
between worldly transformation and earthly restoration. Allison highlights 
this. 

unfortunately, ecosystems and their species do not grow, recover, and repair 
themselves at our ever-increasing human-imposed technological tempo. The 
natural world continues as it always has, moving at an ecological pace, its 
dynamic cycles working in evolutionary time. We can damage the [Earth] ever 
more rapidly at larger and larger scales, but on its own the [Earth] recovers at 
the same pace it has ever since complex life evolved hundreds of millions of 
years ago.39

I have presumed to insert Earth where Allison wrote “world”; his analysis 
is evidently aimed at the more ecological side of the dialectic of Earth and 
world. If it needs to be said, we know that ecological time is slow time, at 
least from the perspective of the so-called modern developed world. Tradi-
tional societies live by ecological time, which is among the reasons they less 
often destroy their landscapes, even if they change them dramatically—as 
evidenced, for example, by the Tandroy of Madagascar, whose cultural 
commitments to their ancestors and sacred burial sites seem to have helped 
to preserve what might otherwise have become a deserted and desecrated 
landscape.40 We know, too, that from a human perspective, evolutionary time 
is essentially unfathomable. Evolution beats at a tempo just this side of the 
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eternal, and so for all practical purposes is irrelevant to creatures like us. It 
is, of course, a different matter to the several dozen species that went extinct 
in the time it took me to write and revise this excursus, as it is for the several 
more that will disappear forever in the time it takes you to read it. 

For all these reasons, it seems to some that the very idea of restoration is 
simply not helpful or appropriate. Nice in theory, perhaps; all but meaning-
less in practice. Even the founder of the field acknowledges the questions, 
if not the naysayers’ answers to them. “There are many reasons for skepti-
cism about restoration,” Jordan admits, “Some are political. . . . Others are 
economic. . . . Still others are conceptual.” Past conservationists often saw 
the restorationist concern with historical fidelity as off the mark, even “silly 
and self-indulgent—a kind of boutique conservationism,” akin to the 19th-
century naturalist keeping gridded drawers full of bugs and plants labeled 
with names and the dates and places of when and where they were gath-
ered on long voyages to “exotic” lands. Many still think this today, and the 
complaint is not without warrant, even if it is overblown. To add injury to 
insult, “More recently, environmentalists have seen it as presumptuous,” not 
least because the idea “violates in a particularly troubling way the categories 
‘nature’ and ‘culture’ that play so large a role in environmental thinking and 
rhetoric.” We are worldings, after all, awash in culture and somehow separate 
from nature, whether as plague or pest or prodigal child. Some ask how we 
dare to presume to restore what we have forsaken and can barely understand. 
Others ask why we would bother. One way or another, “restoration, with all 
its complexity and uncertainty, is simply not the way we have expected a 
healthy relationship with nature to feel.”41 The environmentalist’s task is to 
preserve what is left of nature for its own sake, and return to it if we can; not 
to restore it in the name of culture but to revere it in its own name. If these 
overblown feelings are familiar enough—I experience them often, as do most 
of my tree-hugging friends, I’d wager—I hope in this study to have come 
some way past the misguided philosophical reification of them; and if we take 
the new sciences of life and complexity seriously (as I tried to in chapter 5), 
it should be apparent that they have little to do with how life actually works 
and why it does. From the perspective of life, call it a biocentric perspective 
if you like, there is nothing particularly unusual about restoration as such. It 
is inherent in the structures and functioning of organisms and ecosystems and 
the Earth System alike. Restoration is just what living organisms and com-
munities and ecosystems do; they do it all the time and of their own accord. 
A forest is a self-restorative community of self-restorative beings. Forests, 
like the trees and microbes and fungi and plants and animals who make them, 
are autopoietic, that is self-making; as is the Earth in its way. Each has its 
disposition to recuperate itself, and each does so at its discretion. All that is 
new about restoration ecology is that it mixes human discretion, such as it 
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is, into this broadly restorative disposition of other-and-more-than-human 
creatures and powers where human discretion has undermined it. There are 
many lessons, I think, in this theoretical and practical likeness of the old ways 
of the Earth and the new ways of our world, not least the real possibility of a 
reciprocal and integral restoration. I return to this prospect in earnest in the 
next movement. 

If we acknowledge that human sociality plays an active part in the active 
ecologies of the whole Earth system; that is, if we accept that humans are 
active members—albeit rather troubling and adolescent ones—of the Earth 
community, acts of restoration in the wake of acts of destruction, whether 
human or other-and-more, take on a distinct color. And so they must. As we 
face the integrative, open-ended, and coevolutionary reality of life on Earth 
at every scale, or rather, if we face honestly into this reality, the alleged pre-
sumption of restoration, like the real presumption of what we euphemistically 
and misleadingly call “environmental management,” dissipates. Like its more 
forbearing cousins, conservation and preservation, restoration is one among 
many named expressions of what (in chapter 6) I have called participatory 
belonging. Our present situation demands that we engage in each of these 
kinds of acts: to preserve, to conserve, and, where possible, to restore, if not 
to create something new. What does this mean? 

Along these lines, Allison calls for a “renewed restoration,” a restoration 
“along the middle path,” as he puts it. On the one hand, viable and justifiable 
restoration projects must “recognize the importance of the past pre-distur-
bance ecosystems by maintaining as much historical fidelity as possible.” The 
degree of fidelity will vary from place to place and across time, and accord-
ing to scale. Again, as Sartre reminds us, “the possible is a structure of the 
real.” Which means that necessity is neither entirely iron (pace Engels, and 
Parmenides in his way) nor entirely plastic (pace Monod and Heraclitus in 
theirs). On the other hand, and more importantly, restoration isn’t just about 
retrieving the past. It is about understanding new complexities of the pres-
ent, the meaning of emergent complexities here and now, and what they are 
likely to mean going forward. In this sense, restoration is about the history of 
the future, so to speak, which is changing as fast as everything is changing 
now. The restorationist must take seriously “the reality of rapidly changing, 
no-analogue, hybrid and novel ecosystems,” Allison emphasizes, and this, 
“in order to promote biodiversity, ecosystem services and human connection 
to the environment.”42 My high-school math teacher was right when he said 
“things aren’t like they used to be, and they probably never were.” My high-
school ecology teacher taught us, in effect, that they never will be either. It 
is much more so today. Restoration today must happen in a world and on a 
planet like none we have ever known before, and like none we will ever know 
again. Our ways of world-making have brought the Earth to what ecologists 
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and Earth System scientists call “a no-analogue state,” and along the way we 
have helped to bring into existence what they call “hybrid ecosystems” and 
“novel ecosystems,” ecological gatherings of mixed and new pedigree, so to 
speak.43 To pretend that we can simply return an ecosystem to what it was, 
let alone the whole planet, and that nothing else is worth doing, is perhaps the 
ultimate restorationist presumption. Allison is right to emphasize that restora-
tion is about us, too. It’s about our “connection to nature,” or lack thereof. It 
always was and it always will be, at least while we’re still around to connect 
or disconnect. To imagine otherwise, or that it should be otherwise, is among 
the many dangerous pretenses of our world, and just as likely as its opposite 
to bring our tenure on Earth to a premature end. 

Any ecology of deliverance that may come is not just about the ecological, 
any more than the ecology of destruction is all about the social. It’s about a 
far more difficult hybrid, a matter (as we saw in chapter 8) of reimagining 
reality again and again in all its socioecological complexity. To insist on a 
principled ecocentrism is, I think, as troubling as the more familiar insistence 
on practical anthropocentrism that guides so much environmentalist thought 
and policy and action. Jordan’s understanding of restoration brings out the 
point well:

restoration provides, as other paradigms of relationship between our own spe-
cies and the rest of nature do not, a basis for a relationship that is active, posi-
tive, and, in a psychological sense, comprehensive. And this, of course, brings 
us to the root of our problem. Ultimately, the future of a natural ecosystem 
depends not on protection from humans but on its relationship with the people 
who inhabit it or share the landscape with it.44

And so it is with the future of the Earth: how things will turn out in the world 
hangs heavily, even if not entirely, on how we choose to relate to the creatures 
and powers of Earth. 

This is not so hard to understand or believe. The flood-worn peasants did 
not need some penitent conqueror to plant a million trees. They could have 
restored the forest community themselves and thereby saved their own world. 
In fact, they are doing just this today. As Allison notes, “China is home to 
some of the largest and most ambitious ecological restoration projects in the 
world.” Under the auspices of the State Forestry Agency, and several later 
institutional offshoots, the government has undertaken truly massive efforts 
to replant and preserve forests, to conserve soil, to maintain biodiversity, 
to mitigate desertification, and more. That these projects get no press in the 
West is unfortunate, given all the bad press China seems to get regarding its 
ecological scorecard. This is unfortunate, not least “because with their large 
scale and rapid deployment they have the potential to be important not just at 
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the local or regional level, but at the global level too.”45 And this is the level 
at which we must learn to think. 

If we can restore local ecosystems and thereby restore our home place, in 
principle we can restore regional ecosystems and thereby restore our place 
in the broader fabric of Earth. This is no pipe dream. We can, within real 
limits imposed by the biosphere, work at preserving and conserving and even 
restoring the ecosphere and thereby build a better world for us and for all our 
other-and-more-than-human kin. Those who say otherwise should share their 
crystal ball with the rest of us. Integral restoration is always possible, for this 
possibility is a fundamental structure of the real. Deliverance will come, if 
and when and where it does, because of what we actually do. And restora-
tion will be a part of what pushes this possibility toward the real. Sartre says 
none of this, of course, but all of it is implicit in his passing recommenda-
tion of reforestation. Such considerations would be close to the heart of his 
imaginary enemy of the world become friend of the Earth. And they should 
be close to ours.

Earthly Solidarities

Sartre sees one further bit of good news nested in his peasants’ tale of woe, at 
least potentially good news, for them and for us. As with the prospect of eco-
logical restoration, so it is with the promise of social recuperation. Under the 
right circumstances, counter-finality can bring people together, sometimes 
actively, sometimes passively. “Through the unity of this counter-finality,” 
Sartre writes, “deforestation negatively unites the enormous masses who 
people the great plain of China: it creates universal solidarity in the face of a 
single danger.” This happens all the time in the wake of catastrophe, as those 
who have lived in the aftermath of earthquakes and hurricanes and floods 
almost universally attest. Disaster allows people to see themselves together 
and whole, and it seems to bring out the best in most people, even if not in 
all or always. There are no guarantees in the aftermath of ecological disaster, 
for “at the same time it aggravates antagonisms, because it represents a social 
future.” What next? This simple question is never far from the survivors’ lips. 
And even among the helpers and gatherers, there are no certain assurances. 
When groups enter into fusion to overcome adversity, countervailing forces 
abound—other groups, institutions, individuals with excess power. (Sartre’s 
profound insight into these matters, to which he devotes most of the Critique, 
is sadly underappreciated. We would do well to give him a hearing today.46) 
What’s worse, it brings about “a perpetual shift of fortunes, and equalization 
through catastrophe followed by renewed inequality.” This should sound 
eerily familiar. As an unintended consequence ripples outward, at the same 
time as it pulls us together it might tear us apart. 
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Still, in time, when the passive effects of this negative totalization are 
undeniable and detrimental to all, or even nearly all; when “it is recognized as 
the foremost danger [and] a threat to be eliminated,” the very flood we have 
brought about might, it just might, draw us together and into action. It might, it 
just might, take “the form of a common task whose success will give benefits 
to all.” As with the multifold tactical possibilities of destruction and creation 
alike, we see that this strategic prospect of active unity has all the benefits of 
scalability. If enough peasants take up the task, they just might plant enough 
trees to save the soil. And so it is with us and the Earth. If enough of us gather 
to take care of it, we just might save the world. This remains to be seen. 

Sartre the maturing existential socialist was predictably concerned with 
the peasants’ historical hand in unmaking the structures of their world. Fair 
enough. He was less concerned with the equally historical possibility that they 
might come together to restore those structures, if not to make a new and bet-
ter history of the future. Fair enough again. He had chosen his task, as they 
had theirs. What I hope to have shown here is that the deforestation passage 
works well as a heuristic case study in the social roots of ecological disruption 
and the ecological roots of social decay. It also works well as a critical alle-
gory for our times, and an unhappy one—albeit with at least a whisper of the 
possibility of better meanings, if not the promise of happier endings. Sartre 
the nascent existential ecologist, if I dare to call him that, knew that each peas-
ant’s choice was integrally, intimately linked to the trees and soils and rivers 
of the Great Plain and to the winds and clouds and rains of the Loess Plateau. 
Even if he only devoted a few pages to it, he knew that every worldly freedom 
is utterly bound to and grounded in and dependent upon the Earth. 

SECond moVEmEnt: 
oF ABSolutE EndS And VitAl mEAnS

Just Another turn in the Spiral

We must be concerned with the sociality of our world, with the give and 
take of its sundry ways. It would be silly, if not absurd to insist that to be 
ecologically minded we should ignore ourselves. As we saw in chapter 9, 
if Sartre suffers from anything, it is not too little love for the earth, it is too 
much love for the world. His weakness is ‘anthropophilia,’ not ‘misoikolia,’ 
so to speak. We are earthlings too, after all, presumably as worthy of love 
as any. So Sartre wears his soft spot on his sleeve. Who can blame him? He 
was a man of his time, as we say. Still, in keeping with the arguments of the 
previous chapter, today we must push beyond our inevitably anthropometric 
hermeneutic, and as far as we are able to, I think. We must, of course, resist 
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the pretense of a pristine ecocentrism; that is as impossible as anthropocen-
trism is wrong. But we needn’t pretend that we have no access whatsoever 
to the perspective of the oikos either. We are part of it, after all. We are in 
it, and it is in us. To make it to the far side of the socioecological crisis, we 
need only move in a more ‘ecometric’ direction, so to speak. Which is just 
an other-and-more-than-human part of human possibility. Strange though it 
may seem, Sartre’s return to ontology late in Volume II can help us to think 
this through.

Near the end of the finished portion of the volume, Sartre undertakes a 
long and winding ontological excursus. Along the way, he touches on many 
things that should interest the ecologically minded, not least, the ground of 
the dialectic in life and the dialectical ground of life in action; the roots of 
dialectical reason in the needful organism coevolutionarily engaged with and 
in its milieu of scarcity; the dialectical foundation of praxis and History (his 
uppercase, not mine) in physics and chemistry and biology; life as such, as 
at once ground, root, stem, and fruit of dialectical experience; and even the 
place of historical praxis in its extraterrestrial and cosmic context. This lat-
ter gesture is not incidental, as we will see. To help us get a better purchase 
on ourselves, at several junctures Sartre takes us out of this world and away 
from the Earth. He has us look at ourselves through the eyes of an extrater-
restrial—what he sometimes calls “Micromegas” and other times “Martians.” 
And once he even shows us something of what we might see were we water-
born rather than land-bound creatures. (This last is a fitting if fleeting gesture, 
given the ‘limno-philosophical’ context of this study. It is if Sartre asks on 
our behalf what we might discover were we aquatic rather than terrestrial, 
pond dwellers rather than pond watchers.) In any case, the endgame of the 
Critique takes the reader on a quintessentially Sartrean walk, at once explor-
atory and investigative, critical and heuristic, integrative and open-ended; and 
here and there even cautiously speculative. 

So Sartre takes an unexpected methodologico-substantive turn in these 
final pages of the Critique. He concludes his second major philosophi-
cal treatise—or, more precisely, he ended his work on it—while peering 
through a more existential than historical-structural lens. To complete his 
dialectical investigation of praxis and his materialist theory of History (his 
uppercase, not mine), Sartre returns to his philosophical home-ground, to 
his own starting line in the phenomenology of experience and the meaning 
of being. In short, to finish his anthropology he returns to ontology. It is 
only fitting. What he says of every (human) life can be said of his philoso-
phy: “[it] develops in spirals; it passes again and again by the same points, 
but at different levels of integration and complexity.” And it is progress. 
As we saw earlier, in his book-length commentary on Volume II, Ronald 
Aronson succinctly states the methodologico-substantive commitment that 
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guides Sartre’s thinking (and, not incidentally, that guides the five “inter-
vals” in the present study): “it is of the very nature of the dialectic that it 
can be methodologically validated only if it is substantively true.” And here 
we can allow Aronson to finish his thought. He adds the important quali-
fier: “and its is substantively true only if history itself turns out to cohere 
as a totalization of envelopment.”47 This symmetry of methodological and 
substantive forces can hardly be underestimated, given Sartre’s willful and 
wholehearted “submission” to the dialectic. He never put it so bluntly as 
Adorno did: “I submit myself, so to speak, to the authority of the dialec-
tic.” But he said as much, and more than once.48 Aronson also asks the 
right questions about this particular turn in the spiral. First question: “Does 
inquiring about its being place the totalization of envelopment outside his-
tory?”; second question: “Does Sartre now situate history within a larger 
nonhuman, nondialectical framework, which limits its very act of under-
standing?”49 My answer to the first is no; my answer to the second is yes, 
though the broader framework is not “nondialectical.” (I note that though 
Aronson opines that “it is clear that Sartre’s return to ontology will carry 
him decisively away from his original purpose,”50 he answers his own two 
questions in a way that suggests otherwise, and is interestingly consonant 
with the idiom and intent of the present study: “In other words,” Aronson 
writes, “reality is more and other than the human praxis-process Sartre has 
been describing. If that was all there was, we would be dwelling in a world 
which is totally absurd and unintelligible because totally human. It would 
have no outside, no materiality, no guarantee that what we see and act upon 
is what it seems.”51) If Aronson studies the horizon from the prow of the 
same anthropocentric boat as Catalano and McBride, he spots something 
new and important in the distance. He is right to note that Sartre revisits 
much that is familiar in these waters; and he is right to sense that he seems 
to do so toward new ends. Sartre’s task in this penultimate turn in his oeu-
vre—we mustn’t forget, he was still hard at work on The Family Idiot—is to 
finish what he started (almost!); to delineate the broader phenomenological-
ontological space within which the dialectical totalization of praxis unfolds 
materially as History (his uppercase, not mine). It will turn out to be at once 
a social and ecological dialectic, at once a worldly and earthly totalization, 
and thus one that must take up Nature (his uppercase, not mine), too. And 
so it must be, for it always already is.

toward a dialectics for Earthlings

And now, as you have likely come to expect, a caveat. The interpretation 
offered here only makes sense, or rather it makes the most and best sense, 
if seen in the heuristic light of the new sciences of life and complexity 
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which we explored in chapter 5; and only if seen, too, in light of the critical 
reconstructions of Sartre’s anthropocentric and instrumentalist tendencies 
which we worked out in chapter 9. This is very important. This final Interval 
complements the scientific argument of the earlier chapter, now with Sartre’s 
philosophical assistance; and augments the philosophical argument of the 
later chapter, now with the help of Sartre’s own quasi-scientific insight. 

Here as always, we must read Sartre with open eyes, and charitably. He 
still tends to write as if the line between natural and cultural history is more 
than heuristic, even though we have seen him say in other places that it isn’t. 
He is still waiting to see if the critical demands of his prescient footnote 
on the origin and evolution of life (reproduced in chapter 5 above) will be 
fulfilled by science, even though he says in other places that they probably 
will be. We do best to read the latter portions of Volume II—indeed, we do 
well today to read the Critique as a whole—knowing the extent to which the 
philosophical motif of a nature-culture divide no longer holds up to scientific 
scrutiny; and this, in part, because Sartre’s several pointed questions about 
the origin and evolution of life have been at least partially answered by the 
new biology, and in ways that are much in keeping with his cautiously dia-
lectical (and anti-Engelsian) expectations; and, once again not incidentally, 
answered in ways that radically undermine the fact-value dichotomy and 
anthropocentric exclusion of the other-and-more-than-human world that have 
dominated science and oriented Western intellectual and social history for 
at least three centuries—to the great detriment of local and regional living 
ecologies, and by recent extension, to the growing detriment of the living 
Earth. If Sartre knew then what we know now, he would have a lot to say 
about it. Or so I think.

These new scientific developments, from quantum physics to ecosystems 
ecology, entail a shift in meaning, a new twist in the typically Sartrean senses 
of terms like organic and inorganic, inertia and momentum, analysis and 
synthesis, activity and passivity, praxis and counter-praxis, to say nothing of 
more comprehensive concepts like matter, nature, being, and universe. These 
terms no longer work in quite the same way, not in just the way Sartre meant 
them to. Inert matter, passive nature, brute being, indifferent universe: such 
familiar Sartrean conceptual couplings just don’t cut it. Not in the way they 
once did. Not anymore, given what we now know about planetary ecology 
and life’s role in the whole Earth System. Not anymore, given what we now 
know about evolution of the living Earth, if we dare to say it that way. Not 
anymore, given what some scientists now suspect about the pre-biotic origins 
of agency, and given some philosophers’ empirically based speculations 
about agential matter, if we dare to think the thought. Sartre’s terminologi-
cal and conceptual toolkit, which recapitulates his habitual passivization and 
inertialization of the universe-qua-Nature-qua-exteriority-qua-Being, and 
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with it by implication the subtle mechanization of and promised dominion 
over all other-and-more-than-human creatures and powers, just doesn’t wash. 
Paint what you will, strictly speaking, there is no such thing as a still-life. 
Rule what you will, no one is in charge. Hide where you wish, we are not 
in this alone, nor have we ever been, nor could we ever be. As we will see, 
Sartre knew this in his way. He had more than a hunch, anyway. 

We will travel a rather unlikely itinerary: from death to fragility, from 
fragility to passion, from passion to life. This is perhaps not the only path to 
the point we are trying to reach, but the thread is there to be followed. Sartre 
has left us a trail of tropes, as it were, one that leads us in both directions at 
once, from being to life and from life to being. 

on death

We begin at the end of a book and the end of life. We start with death. Late 
in Volume II of the Critique, Sartre devotes several pages to the meaning of 
mortality. Mind you, he is not interested in death as a toward-which structure 
of human experience (à la Heidegger), nor as a sort of theoretical therapy 
to help us face into existence (à la Unamuno). Here, at least, Sartre looks at 
death for a typically Sartrean reason. He is interested in the being of death, in 
death as a means to ontological insight, and, most importantly, as a way for 
us to gain at least some small comprehension of the seemingly infinite opacity 
of being-in-itself. 

Yes, at this late juncture Sartre returns to the idiom of Being and Nothing-
ness, reviving its language of in-itself and for-itself and the strange arithmetic 
of fundamental ontological structures. Though he will not remind us even 
once of the unifying structures of the for-others and the body, it all adds up to 
one in the lived mathesis of experience. When you “count” phenomenologi-
cally, 1 + 1 = 1, and 1 + 1 + 1 = 1, too (which we touched on in chapter 6; we 
will note the similarly odd algebra of the dialectic below.) Too often accused 
by inattentive readers of advocating a dualism of metaphysical existents, 
as we saw in chapter 7, he never wavers: Sartre’s staunch “monism of the 
phenomenon” remains intact, now re-inflected in the “monism of material-
ity.” If he returns to his first vernacular, we know that his orientation to it 
has developed substantially in the intervening two-and-a-half decades. His 
interest has moved decidedly past the fleshy conscious body in its uniquely 
lived situation, toward socially engaged free organic praxis enmeshed in a 
web of historical-structural relations. Still, each of the originals is there, the 
lived body and lived time, the carnal and temporal alloy of in-itself and for-
itself that each of us must live. This is just what it means to say that we are 
incarnate. As Sartre puts it in his mature idiom, this time early in Volume II, 
“Incarnation is precisely that: the concrete universal producing itself as the 
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animation and temporalization of individual contingency.”52 At least until we 
die. And herein lies the ontological lesson of death: far better than life ever 
could, death schools us in the elusive being of the in-itself. 

Sartre reminds us first of the familiar impenetrability of the in-itself, and, 
more importantly, of what this apparent opacity means for our comprehen-
sion of being: “its very reality implies that it transcends knowledge.” And 
yet the in-itself is no mere Kantian noumenon, no posited ontological black 
box on the dark side of the invisible hedge around the epistemological safety 
zone. In a Sartrean context, strictly speaking, there is no epistemology; there 
is only the ontology of knowing. If the in-itself is inaccessible, it is not unap-
proachable. As Sartre puts it, “this non-knowable is not an irrational.”53 Like 
all ontological structures, the in-itself, too, must have its own distinctive 
intelligibility. By definition, this is not a matter of knowledge but a manner of 
being; our approach to the in-itself cannot be conceptual, it must existential. 
There must be a way in. And so there is. As it turns out, the door to the in-
itself is, precisely, the end of the for-itself. We each hold the key, according 
to Sartre, for the door is “death-in-itself,” the experience of death as nontran-
scendable horizon, as “naked manifestation of facticity,” as “irremediable 
facticity of human organisms.”54 And here we already see a hint of the “line 
without thickness”55 that passes between the several complimentary pairs that 
have guided this study—nature and culture, fact and value, and so on—and 
that Sartre will soon trace between ontology and biology. 

In this regard, it is important to note that Sartre is not at all interested in 
the abstract concept of death, but in the concrete notion of it. One might even 
say, perhaps paradoxically, that he is interested in the living notion of death. 
For death, like life, carries time within it. It is in the instant of death, Sartre 
insists, that “we experience absolute exteriority within interiority.”56 To die 
is, as it were, to experience the end of the for-itself, to live “the unthinkable 
moment [that] reveals the conditioning in exteriority of all human action.”57 
In death we touch the meaning of our facticity most directly. Or, to put it the 
other way around, in death we are most immediately and most completely 
touched by the meaning of our facticity. Either way, meaning is no mere 
signification; “meaning [is] what is lived in interiority.”58 And, if it needs to 
be said, in death we must live this radical double sensation of touching and 
being touched by our facticity in its purity, that is, for the first and only and 
last time. Death is thus irreducible in Sartre’s idiosyncratic sense, for to die 
is to experience the intelligible limit of all intelligibility. 

Whether one finds Sartre’s reflections on mortality compelling, what mat-
ters most for our purposes is not his ontology of death per se. It is the way his 
structural, historical, materialist account of death, his dialectics of mortality, 
so to speak, points (back) to life. Mortality in itself is just the marker of the 
living; death is the last mark of each life on Earth, the final mark of every life 
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lived in the world. Thus death is not only or even most importantly the death 
of the individual. Ontologically, the individual is there, of course, and it is 
she or he who must do the dying. But each death is lived within and as part 
of its broader historical context. Sartre calls this context the situation, and 
sees every human individual as situated in History (his uppercase, not mine). 
So it is not just that “the [deceased] individual [has] been stripped away from 
History.” This is only the vertical axis, as it were, of the deeper truth that 
“History required his death.” Each death has its horizontal axis, too. Every 
death ripples outward laterally from its situation precisely “in so far as this 
and all human deaths are at once transcendent conditions and transcendent 
aims in relation to History.”59 Death and history are of a piece. As Sartre 
notes in one of his several “plans” for volume two: “The constants of History: 
example, death. Without death, another History (or no History).”60 History 
is a history of mortals. Of course it is. And Sartre says just this: “death as a 
determination of the human condition is a qualification of History in tran-
scendence, since it is its (universal) presence which obliges us to make a 
history of mortal organisms.”61 I have added emphasis to his repeated choice 
of the indefinite article: death is a determination, a qualification: we mortal 
organisms have no choice but to make a history. And, necessarily, there are 
other determinants and other more important qualifications. For example, 
there is life. We will come to this. 

In proper philosophical fashion, Sartre ramifies the heuristics of death by 
introducing a critical distinction. There are two types of death: the accidental 
and the violent. And it is from the latter that he thinks the ontologist has the 
most to learn. In the violent death, “we experience the absolute exteriority 
within interiority,” and this same absolute is also “the inner limit to the envel-
oping totalization.” In other words, to die a violent death is to live one’s own 
end and in that brutal instant to live the end of History. It is the violent end, 
the death by one too many punches to the kidney, death by knife or bullet or 
grenade, by landmine or torpedo or atomic bomb, that most vividly “presents 
itself as a destruction realized through the practical relations of men with one 
another.” The violent death is not a more meaningful or more real or truer 
death than the accidental one. Every death is “wholly human,” Sartre assures 
us. Death by violence is just the surest and starkest reminder that “every death 
[is also] a social and human product.”62 Sartre says again here what he has 
said before: “social ensembles choose their deaths. . . . The practico-inert goes 
further, it designates its victims.”63 “Society chooses its dead,” as he put it 
succinctly in Volume I. The world is its own grim reaper, and we each have an 
earthly hand on the scythe. It is a dangerous place, after all. We have made it 
so. “A transposition of emergencies, under pressure from the danger of dying, 
leads men to produce for others the death they wish to avoid themselves.”64 
This is as true of the immediate violence of the police under orders to disperse 
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a food riot as it is of what Rob Nixon has aptly named the “slow violence” 
that follows in the wake of human-induced ecological degradation, such as 
soil depletion or ocean acidification or climate change or, to recall Sartre’s 
example, deforestation.65 So the conceptual logic of mortality is a temporal 
logic, as its existential logic is a temporalizing logic. Society’s choice of the 
dead need not always be immediately evident. Indeed, for us today, the social 
choice of who will live and who will die tomorrow is increasingly inflected 
by the pace and extent of anthropogenic environmental change. This is, in 
part, the extenuated suffering and death-toll that necessarily will follow long 
after the inrushing tsunami of neoliberal economism’s imaginary “external-
ization” of costs and hoarding of benefits has been left behind. In a mass act 
of collective bad faith, the beneficiaries of Earth’s bounty here today send 
the worldly costs elsewhere, knowing full well that all the elsewheres are 
here on Earth. This is just the logical outcome of capitalism, colonialism, and 
consumerism geologized. As Sartre, too, knew: Earth is “the elsewhere of all 
elsewheres.” Let us not pretend: we are selling earthly “futures” that will pay 
in worldly dividends of untold suffering and unnecessary death. We may not 
like to hear this, but it’s true. If every society chooses its present dead and 
those who will soon die; ours also chooses much farther forward, into the 
distant and even deep future.

And even when Nature (Sartre’s uppercase, not mine) seems to be to 
blame, it is, in its way, our own fault. Again, to make the existential point, 
Sartre invokes a quintessential example of what we call a natural disas-
ter. “A volcanic eruption destroys Herculaneaum.” And still there are no 
excuses: “in a way, this is man destroying himself by the volcano. It is the 
social and material unity of the town and its inhabitants which, within the 
human world, confers the unity of an event on something which without 
men would perhaps dissolve into an indefinite process without meaning.”66 
“In a way,” indeed. This is no small “perhaps.” Sartre did not have to add 
these qualifiers. We chose the neighborhood, after all. This is a simple but 
nontrivial point. Seen through the lens of Sartre’s dialectic, even an earthly 
plague is a worldly agent of sorts; the contagion acts through its ecologi-
cal rearrangement of the social order. Sartre writes in yet another salient 
footnote, this one in Search for a Method, “The Black Death brought about 
an increase in the wages of farm workers in England. Thereby it obtained 
what only a concerted action on the part of the peasants could otherwise 
have obtained (and such action was inconceivable during that period).” This 
invisible earthly agent did what no visible worldly one could do. And, Sartre 
asks, “What is the source of this human efficacy of the pestilence?” This 
efficacy is, as it were, given to it by the social ecology of the time. “It is the 
fact that its place, its scope, its victims, were determined ahead of time by 
the government; the landowners took shelter in their castles; the crowding 
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together of the common people is the perfect environment for the spreading 
of the disease. The Black Death acts as an exaggeration of the class rela-
tions; it chooses. It strikes the wretched, it spares the wealthy.”67 As with the 
volcano, Sartre tries to deflate the plague’s meaning in itself by treating it as 
just one of “the impersonal finalities, the by-products of our activity.” Here 
again, Sartre’s anthropometric dialectical consistency really comes at the 
cost of phenomenological coherence. So be it. We are used to this by now. 
And anyway, he gives us the ontological tools to work off the debt. Whether 
the means are tectonic or pandemic or in some other way telluric, whether 
they are economic or politic or in some other way civic, each death is not 
just chosen by the world, the dead are selected by the Earth, too. This is not 
speculative.68 It is perhaps the most human meaning of natural selection, 
even its cultural meaning, as we will soon see Sartre suggest. 

If some deaths may seem more incidental than others, no death is acciden-
tal. Or so Sartre would have it. And this unsettling thought deserves more 
than a moment’s consideration. For in this idea that the dead are chosen we 
see more than a hint of the intimate bond between the social and the ecologi-
cal. Every death is social and ecological. Every worldling is an earthling first, 
after all, just as every earthling is a worldling unto the end. Thus I think it 
is neither incidental nor accidental that Sartre follows these brief and dense 
ruminations on the ontology of death with extensive meditations on the ontol-
ogy of life, on what life is and what it’s like, on how life works and what life 
means.

of Fragility

If death marks the exterior limit of life, it also reminds us of it’s inner limit. 
In a word, life is fragile. And I use the word advisedly. Fragility is a proper 
Sartrean notion—an idea that carries “the time of life within itself”—one that 
Sartre uses sparingly and always tellingly. He invokes fragility several times 
in this region of volume two, reminding us repeatedly of just how fragile life 
is. He writes of “a new displacement of mortal fragility”;69 of “the fragility 
of the praxis-process”;70 of “the essential fragility that is proper to all histo-
ries.”71 At one point, in the fragments gathered by the editor as an appendix 
to the posthumous volume, this writer’s writer allows the singular notion the 
status of a sentence, the stature of a complete thought about Venice, the sink-
ing city that so fascinated him: “The salt (sold) gives the boats (their own), 
but the reproduction of life (fishing) is at once dependent upon the external 
market. Fragility [my emphasis]. The economy is open, but the field is total-
ized: islands (as habitat), lagoon (as a conquest: knowledge of the lagoon is 
necessary for the coastal trade—a channel, etc.).”72 Note the decidedly eco-
logical resonances of this Venetian fragility. 
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It is 1958. A decade earlier, in Notebooks for an Ethics, Sartre had written 
of fragility, too: of “the fragility of the other”; “of finitude and fragility”; of 
“the fragility of the body”; of how, if we are to achieve “a victory over fra-
gility,” we must “take up this fragility.”73 And five years before that he had 
pondered fragility and death together, as we do here, in the opening pages 
of Being and Nothingness. “And what is fragility,” he asks, “if not a certain 
probability of non-being for a given being under determined circumstances?” 
This is no rhetorical question. “A being is fragile if it carries in its being a 
definite possibility of non-being”74 And so, near the end of his Critique of 
Dialectical Reason we see Sartre still thinking this thought from Being and 
Nothingness; still peering through the phenomenological glass, now newly 
polished under the subtle grit of the dialectic; trying to make sense of mortal-
ity and fragility together. 

Mortality? Fragility? In a treatise about praxis and history? What is going 
on here? Perhaps it is only incidental. Perhaps it is nothing. I do not think so. 
I think Sartre is on to something, even though he isn’t quite sure what it is, 
even though he is groping a bit. Fragility runs deep. This much we know. We 
know that each of us is fragile, that each of us will die. We know, too, that 
death’s tendency is selective; and, though we don’t like to think the thought, 
we also know its reach could be all-inclusive. Death cuts a broad swathe, and 
it could be total. We could all die all at once—or nearly all of us. We know 
that the world is that fragile. Those who lived through the Great Depres-
sion and/or the great wars before and after it have their way of thinking this 
thought. Those who lived through the Cold War have theirs. And we know 
now that the Earth, too, is fragile. Those who are living through the first days 
of the Warm War of climate change have their way of thinking the awful 
thought. As those who will suffer its ineluctable intensification and tragic 
ramifications across the coming decades and centuries will have their ways 
of thinking it. 

Once again not incidentally, Sartre knows these latter-day things, too, in 
his way. As he enters into the endgame of the Critique he touches several 
times on the possibility of a worldwide violent death, and he more than hints 
at the fragility of the Earth. He observes that planet and world alike are each 
fragile in their way, and that it is possible that one or both might come to an 
end. However slowly or abruptly. Just like each of us. Whether the world in a 
flurry of atomic bombs,75 or by “some sidereal catastrophe that might threaten 
our species (or slow evolution in certain preparation for our extinction),”76 or 
“some disaster that—in one thousand or one hundred years—[might] exter-
minate our species”77 and leave an other-and-more-than-human Earth to carry 
on without us; or perhaps all the worlds will end first and then ever so slowly 
the quieted Earth, by a cooling sun,78 or Earth and world together and all at 
once in a flourish by some “cosmic cataclysm”:79 in these final pages of the 
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Critique Sartre reminds us again and again of our collective fragility, of the 
fragility of the whole Earth and all of its worlds. 

Whence this emphatic interest in “the sidereal field”?80 Why this sudden 
concern with our dependence upon regional cosmic stability, “the mainte-
nance of a status quo in at least this sector of the Universe”?81 Sartre writes of 
action itself, arguably the most important thing to both the younger phenom-
enological ontologist and maturing philosopher of praxis alike: “[action] ori-
ents itself in relation to a certain human fact, which in reality is the extinction 
of man, and makes [this fact] the permanent possibility of the agent.”82 Why 
this new theoretical fascination with “the transcendent limit of the human 
adventure,”83 now so expansively construed in the practical wisdom that ours 
could become “a Universe that destroyed its men”?84 And why would he 
remind us in a footnote that such catastrophes tend not to “wait to occur until 
we [have] the means to avert them”?85 Again, what is going on here? It does 
seem fair to wonder. And again, it is not the first time Sartre has wondered at 
humanity’s corporate fragility. 

A decade earlier in the Notebooks, he broached the same concern, and also 
rendered a judgment: “The threat of the sun cooling down reduces all history 
to vanity.” And, as we might expect, he follows this apocalyptic apprehension 
by staking a familiar anthropic claim: “However, it is humanity that makes 
there be a sun.”86 Perhaps we are supposed to find some comfort in this over-
blown humanist projection. Perhaps we are supposed to be impressed. Or 
perhaps this is just more Sartrean literary enthusiasm, a distracting mix of 
ontological hyperbole and overwrought phenomenology wrapped up in a rhe-
torical gesture of little properly philosophical significance, like the infamous 
final words of Being and Nothingness. “Man is a useless passion.”87 We know 
he didn’t mean that, not in quite the way it comes across, anyway. We know 
that he came to regret having penned at least that closing line of his great 
essay in phenomenological ontology, the work that gave him his permanent 
foothold in the history of philosophy. Perhaps he would have come to feel 
the same way about these several musings on fragility and death and the end 
of the Earth and the end of the world in the even longer essay on dialectical 
reason that gave him his precarious foothold in the history of Western Marx-
ism. Again, I don’t think so. I think he was onto something, and still groping.

With passion

This much remains true for the mature Sartre: humanity is a passion. Whether 
it is a useless or a useful one remains to be seen. If we take seriously these 
final pages of the Critique, our erstwhile phenomenological ontologist’s 
deflationary gibe takes on a new and more expansionary significance. For 
the chips are not yet down, not all of them at least. History is not done, so, 
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in perhaps the broadest possible inflection of the epoché, we must suspend 
judgment. As we will see, under the pen of the materialist dialectician the 
abstract futility of human passion has given way to the concrete utility of the 
passion of life. 

“Passion” is another term Sartre uses rarely and always pointedly. Like 
fragility, it is a proper notion, one that “carries the time of life within it,” and 
one that crops up several times in the endgame of the Critique. Now in the 
integrative and open-ended space of the dialectic, and in a context that will 
include much reflection on the activity of the living organism and the life pro-
cess as such, Sartre invokes the notion of passion again and again. He writes 
of “the passion of the organic unity,” of “a living integration that makes itself 
into a passion in order to act,” of what he twice calls “the passion of the 
organism.”88 In all, he makes at least a dozen references to this biotic ardor-
qua-agony—or is it an agony-qua-ardor? It is difficult to say which order fits 
best—under the rubric of passion.89 He even links these vital passions to the 
“passion of thought”90 and to “the passion of the inventor.”91 And he invokes 
the notion at least once, much earlier in the volume, in a short discussion of 
lived sexuality. Sexuality, like life itself as we will see, “is simultaneously 
action and passion.”92 Perhaps this is all just incidental. Perhaps the notion 
of passion just happened to capture Sartre’s lexical imagination on those few 
days or weeks of manic scribbling, as it seems to have done for a moment in 
Search for a Method, and for an hour or two in his Notebooks for an Ethics. 
In the Search, the ripened dialectician binds self-cultivation to passion and 
passion to self-cultivation: “Knowing the cause of a passion is not enough to 
overcome it; one must live it, one must oppose other passions to it, one must 
combat it tenaciously, in short one must ‘work oneself over.’”93 Passion isn’t 
easy, it seems. And a decade earlier in the Notebooks, the nascent material-
ist was already thinking the dialectical thought from the other side. There he 
writes again of the necessity of passion in personal becoming, of passion’s 
role in self-creation: “One creates oneself by giving oneself to the other. This 
is why all creation is necessarily a passion.”94 Little wonder that he just won’t 
let us give up on passion, nor allow us to give in to dispassion. For passion’s 
place in the creative act—as in the procreative act, too—its role in creation 
of selves, of others, of worlds, points directly to the link between the real and 
the possible and the imaginary. But this thread lies beyond our purposes here. 

We can ask the skeptical question again: are these many invocations of 
passion mere rhetorical gestures, emotionally gripping, to be sure, but philo-
sophically substitutable? Is all of this is just a recovering novelist’s hangover, 
a lifelong biographer’s toying with psychological terms that the philosopher 
could just as well do without? It seems unlikely to me. Sartre may have been 
groping; he was not rambling. I see him subliminally thinking his way from 
the social toward the ecological, slipping from the life-world toward the 
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living Earth, albeit without necessarily meaning to or even wanting to. I see a 
quiet enchantment with the passion for living, a cautious flirtation with life as 
the fragile ground of value. I see Sartre turning his gaze from the outer limit 
of our brittle existence toward its interior limit, from its passionate adaptivity 
toward the fundamental condition for the possibility of experience as such, 
the very ground of meaning and History alike in life. If this is a transcendental 
concern, so be it. It is also a matter of biology and ecology in the empirical 
sense of these terms. Sartre cannot complete his task without raising the 
empirical question, albeit in his inimitable philosophical fashion.

For life

In these final pages of his theory of History (his uppercase, not mine) Sartre 
becomes fascinated by life, captivated by the act of living—to invoke two 
pithy notions from his theory of imagination. It is not at all a digression. In 
fact, he promised these reflections early in Volume I, once again in a footnote 
rather than the body of the text.95 So we can say, in a way, that life has been 
on Sartre’s mind all along. If he enters into these late ontological explorations 
through the gateway of death, he does not linger long there. If death is, again, 
“where we experience absolute exteriority within interiority,”96 it is in living 
that we experience, as it were, the absolute interiority within exteriority. If 
death counts, Sartre gives life and living by far the better part of consider-
ation. As he avers early in the Rome Lectures, and with assurance, life itself 
is “the limiting case.” Life is what matters: to each of us, and to history writ 
small, and, if Sartre’s dreams come true, to History writ large. Sartre must 
make at least some sense of life in the biological and ecological sense if he 
is to complete his critique of dialectical reason; he must make at least some 
sense of the activity of living if he is to finish his philosophy of praxis. For 
life is where the action is, and where the meaning happens. And here I have 
in mind the semantic sense of meaning, and also more importantly, the bio-
logical and ecological sense, where we find the roots of meaning-making in 
what Evan Thompson (building at once on Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of 
the body and Maturana and Varela’s theory of autopoiesis) aptly calls “the 
deep continuity of life and mind.”97 Sartre intuits this relation between life 
and mindedness and meaning too, in his way. 

As we have already noted, he is quite emphatic on the meaning of death in 
and for the world, and he has always been. The difficult point bears repeating: 
the world chooses its dead. But this worldly option presupposes its basic earthly 
condition in life. Sartre admits that “life is a precondition which—in one form 
or another—must always be given. To sow, a seed is needed . . . the seed 
itself will see to the rest.”98 We will see Sartre resisting this, too. For the Earth 
chooses the living, as it were. This is both a logical and experiential inference. 
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The original choice of every earthling is life. Life chooses life. This is just what 
it is like to be an earthling. And so the living Earth is the ground of all worldly 
meaning making. It is life that gives the lived to what we call in English “lived 
experience” and what the mature Sartre calls le vécu. And nothing is more 
meaningful to him than this. Not even, I daresay, History writ large.

We need not approach the point so obliquely. Sartre faces it squarely—and, 
not incidentally, in a way that anticipates Maturana and Varela’s scientific 
theory of autopoiesis (reviewed chapter 5 above) in nearly every detail, albeit 
expressed in Sartre’s structurally and historically tinted philosophical idiom. 
He writes:

For the organism, unity is actually the perpetual restoration of unity. From this 
viewpoint, there is no difference between its synthetic reality—as a consistency 
at the heart of temporalization of envelopment—and the accomplishment of its 
functions: eating to live, and living to eat, are one in the same thing.

For unity manifests itself as the totalization of the functions that preserve it. 
These functions, moreover, ceaselessly turn back upon themselves in a circu-
larity that is only the first temporalization of permanence, since their tasks are 
always similar and always conditioned by the same ‘feedback.’99

This is autopoiesis in a nutshell. Little wonder Varela gives the epitaphic 
space of his Principles of Biological Autonomy to Sartre’s big footnote on 
evolution and life; no surprise that he consistently refers to the autopoietic 
being as a “unity.” Sartre here outlines an autopoietic theory of the living that 
would not be articulated as such until the early 1970s. Whether Maturana and 
Varela’s theory of living systems was explicitly influenced by Sartre, I cannot 
say. Still, the similarity to the systems view is uncanny.

We will have to say something in a moment about the significance of 
Sartre’s several invocations of “feedback,” and his notice of cybernetics from 
which the term is taken. First, however, we should note that this is not the 
only or earliest example of Sartre’s theory of life. We see inklings of it, with 
less of a dialectical bent, even in Notebooks for an Ethics. While thinking 
in 1949 about “plants, animals, and, in another sense, machines”—the latter 
being almost a term of art in Varela’s early work, by the way—Sartre wrote, 

Organized Being is an assemblage that is the unity proper to its multiplicity. 
Which means that, as a multiplicity plunged into the world, it is perpetually 
disarranged by the action of the world, and as the unity of its multiplicity, it 
remakes its unity with the world’s elements. It is at the same time indivisible 
and perpetually renewing itself and there is within it something like a rough 
draft of temporalization. But precisely as a synthesis thrown into the world and 
condemned to be its own synthesis, this being is because it preserves itself by a 
perpetual exchange and it preserves itself because it is.100
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This passage is, of course, reminiscent of Kant’s well-known discus-
sion of what distinguishes the living organism from nonliving matter in 
Critique of Judgment. Still, this organism is no Kantian telos, no “natural 
end” because it is both “cause and effect of itself,” as Kant famously puts 
it—to the increasing chagrin of modern biologists from Darwin to Dawkins. 
This organism is a self-making unity, a practical totalization, to use two 
substantives term from Sartre’s (formally though not substantively Kantian) 
Critique of Dialectical Reason. The living being is not just a totality, it is 
a totalization. A few lines later in the Notebooks, Sartre gives us a helpful 
point of comparison: “The rock in the desert is just a contingency that is, the 
ant in search of food is a contingency that preserves itself.”101 Rocks do noth-
ing. Ants preserve themselves by acting in their world. And so he says again 
in the second volume of the Critique, once again in a footnote, even of the 
bacterium: “The whole complex of behavior patterns of certain insects and 
mammals be called action or activity. It can even be noted that activity on 
earth begins with single-celled creatures themselves.” And then, as usual, he 
hedges: “At all events, the questions posed by such activity have nothing in 
common with those that would be posed by the existence of practical multi-
plicities . . . equal to or superior to our own.”102 He draws a firm line between 
us and them, as it were. “There could be other histories,” he admits, other 
“practical multiplicities.” And there well might be, as Sartre hints much ear-
lier in the volume103 and several times in these endgame reflections104 (and 
also more than once in Volume I105). In any case, he is at pains to keep us 
separate. There may be action in a Petri dish, but, for undisclosed reasons, 
it has “nothing in common” with human action. And surely it is not praxis. 
We have seen this before.

Be that as it may, life is a contingent transcendence through the necessary 
activity living; or, to say the same thing from the other side, the act of living 
is just the necessity of transcendence through the re-creative contingency of 
life.106 We might say, in the spirit of Sartre’s manner of thinking, that life is 
the integrative and open-ended phenomenon par excellence. He seems to 
think something like this: “the intrusion of life, [is] an exigency of integra-
tion, into the world of exterior dispersion”;107 life “is the permanent unity 
of the organism inasmuch as it is living; it is life itself, creating for itself its 
determinations of inertia”;108 and he adds, in a crucial clarification (again in 
a footnote), “Inasmuch as these [determinations] disclose themselves as the 
reverse side of an adaptation to the specific milieu.”109 So the organism cre-
ates the environment to which it adapts; the organism adapts to the environ-
ment that it helps to create: if there is an ecological thought nested in Sartre’s 
biology, this is it. It hardly matters which is the reverse side and which the 
front. Once the reciprocity is established, biological precedence gives way to 
ecological complementarity, coordination to coevolution. 
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If Sartre won’t say these sorts of things in quite this way, still, we know he 
has opened himself to the complimentary insights of biology and ecology: we 
live in “a sector whose main features allow life, and in which life through an 
embryonic circularity continually modifies these features.”110 Put somewhat 
more densely, there is a

real, practical bond between the environment and the unificatory organism 
[which] has nothing in common with those shown us by “relativism.” In the reci-
procity of conditionings, it can be seen that the surrounding produces the material 
content and that the surrounded organism gives unity to the forces conditioning 
it, through the biological structures and practical exigencies that these forces 
have themselves determined as the biological reality of its functional unity.111

Put perhaps most simply: we know that “Everything is always revealed as 
united to everything.”112 Life and environment are loopy, as it were, all cycles 
within cycles of constraint and overflow each feeding back and building upon 
the others in generative relations of reciprocity and resistance to yield a more 
or less fragile dynamic equilibrium. Life is a system of mutually constitutive 
nested systems made of living and nonliving parts. So life is, to use a scien-
tific term that seems briefly to have captured Sartre’s philosophical imagina-
tion, a feedback system. 

In this same region of the Critique, it becomes clear that Sartre has at least 
some familiarity with general systems theory, or what was then still called 
cybernetics. At least a half a dozen times he uses the word “feedback,” 
which he sometimes hyphenates as “feed-back,” always writes in English, 
and nearly always nests in scare quotes.113 He speaks also of two sorts of 
circularity, “directed circularity” and “wild circularity,”114 an oblique if 
unintentional reference to a systems theoretical distinction between living 
and nonliving systems. Additionally, a marginal note and some incomplete 
thoughts suggest his interest in the idea that not all causation is “bottom-
up” or “reductionistic,” that the universe includes what many physicists and 
biologists refer to as “downward causation” and “emergent properties.” For 
example, he jotted a quick process note to himself: “History = feedback. 
The effect transforms the cause”; and speaks at one point of a totalization 
“engendered from top to bottom.”115 He refers explicitly on two places to 
“cybernetics”116 and the possibility of “a developed cybernetics”117—and 
implicitly hints at the field a few more times. And there is also evidence of 
his sensitivity to phenomena that will come many years later to be treated 
under the name of “complex adaptive systems.” For example, another pro-
cess note: “No causality. A dialectic. And non-retrogradability: you can 
return to 0, but you are no longer the same”; “[the organism changes] to 
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remain the same. . . . It is other and the same. . . . It is opting for change 
(rather than for death). [This is] the wealth of the organism.”118 I think it 
is important to note this evident exposure to and interest in cybernetics, if 
only because systems theory has become increasingly important to the life 
sciences and provides the foundation for what we now call complexity sci-
ence. Sartre the philosopher sensed this pertinence, though he never worked 
it out in any detail. 

(Though we cannot say much about these hints of a systems theoretical 
sensitivity, I will pause to speculate. It is difficult to say where or when Sartre 
came into contact with systems theory. Still, it is easy enough to guess that he 
might have seen, or at least read something about, Norbert Wiener’s Cyber-
netics: Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine, which 
came out in 1948—a year after Wiener’s participation in a major scientific 
congress in France; and perhaps that he also saw Wiener’s 1950 populariza-
tion of cybernetic theory in The Human Use of Human Beings—though the 
title we may fairly guess would have horrified him! In any case, we know 
cybernetics was in the air, and we know Sartre was a quick study, so he may 
have picked up some sense of it by cultural osmosis, so to speak. However 
he got it, this curiosity is significant, for systems theory is not just helpful for 
biology but also for a materialist dialectics, a point we will touch on briefly 
near the end of chapter 10. It would certainly be interesting to have Sartre’s 
take on the status and value of systems theory today.) 

So where have we come to? Let’s sum it up. At the end of the Critique we 
see a dialectic in Sartre’s ontology of life. We see him betting on both sides, 
as it were, on living and being. More precisely, as suggested above, he tends 
to bet and hedge and bet again. To take a particularly conspicuous example, 
this one a bit more complicated than most (the passage occurs on p. 333, all 
emphases are my own), the pattern goes something like this: 

First comes the biological bet, 

From this viewpoint, life—as a fact of fundamental integration of the dispersed: 
as a harmonization of guided energy transformations—is the unitary process 
grounding the dialectic (relations between multiplicities through the mediation 
of unity; multiplication of unity through unification). 

Then comes the ontological hedge,

The future unity of projected objectives on the basis of need derives its reality 
from the ontological status of the living being, and from the perpetually main-
tained unity constituting the being-in-itself of the agent and the transcendent 
framework of every temporalization (for, once there is need, the relationship 
with the future as medium of the act is engendered). 
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Then comes the dialectical bet, 

But these remarks, far from showing a prime dialectic in life, instead have the 
effect of asserting the autonomy of the constituent dialectic. The latter, as a 
mere internal alteration—linked to circumstances—of the shifting relationship 
between the biological organism and its milieu, is produced and sustained by 
the organism itself. 

And then comes the anthropological hedge,

But the transcendent unity of action comes and grafts itself on to the immanent 
unity of life, precisely in so far as temporalization (as a wrench away from the 
circular time of the biological) and transcendence (as a non-integral organi-
zation of the inorganic) represent a fresh solution—not contained in the very 
principle of life—to fresh problems (posed by scarcity). 

So, life is the ground of the dialectic and the dialectic is the ground of agency; 
the dialectic is the ground of action and action is the ground of life; life is 
independent of the dialectic and the dialectic is dependent upon life; the life 
process is circular and the dialectic is spiral. It’s hard to say it all in one 
breath, but he has to say it somehow if his “monism of materiality” is to be 
consistent. As it is with phenomenology, so it is with dialectics. When you 
solve for variables dialectically, (a + b) – c = 1, and so must (a – b) + c or 
any other iteration equal one. Unity lies on both sides of the equation. Noth-
ing can separate life from being, or the dialectic from life, or human tempo-
ralization from biological temporality, and yet these distinctions are real and 
important. In this sense we might think of Sartre’s “line without thickness” 
as just his perhaps too-poetic way of conveying this difficult critical monism 
through the heuristic of an impossible image. (Better a line without thickness, 
than a square circle. The former is at least comprehensible; the latter utterly 
unintelligible.) Again, Sartre never wavers, neither on the monism of the 
phenomenon, nor on the monism of materiality, and yet he must somehow 
talk about so many things at once. 

Sartre is clear enough on the roots of everything in life, the roots of agency, 
both personal and historical; the roots of the dialectic, both constituted and 
constituent, even as he spreads the bet across many pages, and even though 
he keeps on hedging. “From the moment when an organism realizes modifi-
cations outside in the light of an objective, we can speak of an act. And this 
definition is enough to show that the first practices are far from beginning 
with the human species or even with mammals”;119 “Let us for the moment 
simply note this primary characteristic of the act: it is relative, transitory, and 
governed by life; and it is abolished in life, which dissolves it into itself as 
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it redissolves and reassimilates its inert-being”;120 “There would be no act 
without needs. . . . The most abstract, autonomous end ultimately derives its 
content and its urgency from needs. It would vanish along with them, and its 
autonomy would vanish with it.”121 What is true of human action and every 
human life is true in its way of all action and for all the living: life is at once 
“transcendence, temporalization, unification, and totalization.”122 The act is 
a transcendence of life; life is a transcendence through action; action is life; 
and both action and life are grounded in need as the organism’s relationship 
to other-and-more-than-human elements and creatures and powers. A line 
without thickness, indeed. 

Perhaps the impossibly necessary space-between of Sartre’s “line without 
thickness” is a hint of Sartre’s deepening ecological awareness, of how inter-
connected everything is, nature and culture, fact and value, reality and imagi-
nation, society and ecology. Sartre would have gladly endorsed John Muir’s 
oft-quoted observation that “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we 
find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.” Indeed, Sartre said as 
much in his own way early in Volume I of Critique, and not incidentally 
while exploring the nature and significance of anthropogenic deforestation. 
“But precisely because meaning has taken on the character of materiality,” he 
writes “it enters into relation with the entire Universe.”123 If he sensed then 
the possibility of drawing the line between Earth and world evermore faintly, 
we today can imagine erasing it.

Sartre’s Ecology?

Of course Sartre resists his own discovery. He must. If biology complicates 
ontology in interesting ways, ecology complicates anthropology in ways Sar-
tre’s most abiding philosophical tendencies make little room for. No matter 
how dialectical life may start to seem, biology doesn’t sit comfortably with 
the freedom-loving ontologist, nor does ecology fit uncomplicatedly in his 
project of a structural and historical anthropology. His image of anthropos 
has to be something other-and-more than a part of the story of bios, and yet 
the story of life is at least as much about the other-and-more-than-human as 
it is about the oikos. 

Let’s face it, Sartre just doesn’t like this. Hence all the betting and hedg-
ing and betting again. I think he is just being doctrinaire. Almost dogmatic. 
What’s worse, he is contradicting himself, hanging onto his reflexive anthro-
pocentrism and clannish exclusivism for no good ontological or historical or 
structural reasons; quietly violating his own longstanding stricture against 
a priori assumptions and subordinations—even though he knows better. 
At least we can see and say why he resists his own discovery. It’s about an 
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unresolved and unresolvable historical tension that Sartre hasn’t quite figured 
out how to render intelligible. It’s about that “line without thickness” that 
passes between nature and culture, between the social and the ecological, 
between the world and the Earth; that passes between them without separat-
ing them. I like to think he just needed more time, and perhaps a little more 
gumption. Again, he had other things on his mind. And it would just be so 
much simpler if the line did separate them one from the other, life from non-
life, nature from culture, society from ecology, human from the other-and-
more-than-human, world from Earth. But it doesn’t. The tension is real; the 
separation is imaginary. I think Sartre knew this in his way. He just needed 
more time to work it out. Such is life, writ small and writ large. As he had 
observed wryly so many years earlier while he searched his phenomenologi-
cal way toward the dialectic in Notebooks for an Ethics: “Aristotle got thirsty 
just as Hegel did.”124 And Marx got thirsty, too, the same Marx to whose 
materialism Sartre has fully, albeit idiosyncratically, committed himself by 
the time of the Critique. Notwithstanding all that he has in common with 
Aristotle, and despite all that he learned from Hegel—and sometimes I think 
he may have learned a little too much from the great absolute idealist—Sartre 
thirsts with Marx here. We must never forget this. 

So we might say that in these final pages of the Critique the phenomeno-
logical ontologist-qua-materialist dialectician is at pains to give life its due, 
and to do so without falling into several tempting fallacies. Three of them are 
substantive: mechanism (à la Descartes), teleology (à la Kant), and vitalism (à 
la Bergson). And three of them are methodological: the standpoint of spirit (à 
la Hegel), the standpoint of nature (à la Goethe), or the standpoint of matter 
(à la Comte). Needless to say these several methodologico-substantive traps 
tend to overlap. It is difficult to fall into only one of them at a time; and once 
caught, it is harder to escape than it might seem, since in the struggle one 
tends to end up caught in one of the traps on the other side of the hyphen. 
Sartre manages, I think, to avoid all of them. In the end, even though he still 
puts his largest bet on the human, he’s playing more than one table. And the 
implications are profound. 

Sartre was no ecologist. But by the time of the Critique, the great social 
theorist was a decidedly ecological thinker in his way. In Volume I, we see 
him thinking ecological thoughts again and again, thoughts of deforesta-
tion, of habitat, of subsoil, of climate, of Earth, of elsewhere. By the end of 
Volume II, we see him affirm several things all at once and in a single long 
breath: that the inorganic begets the organic and the organic begets the inor-
ganic; that the organism grounds action and action grounds the organism; 
that life modifies the environment and the environment modifies life; that 
everything is connected to everything else. This is ecology. 
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Chapter 10

on the near Side of Ecocentrism

running waters, deeper still

Each individual moves History forward by recommencing it, as well as 
by prefiguring within himself new beginnings yet to come.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal” (1964)1

The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways. The 
point is to change it.

—Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach” (1888)2

Alone on a porch I think of the pond and gaze out across the ocean. The 
air is humid and warm. Unseasonably so, even for this subtropical clime. 
Though the pond is far away and long gone, the brook flows on. Some of its 
waters are right there in the sea before me, right there in front of me. An odd 
thought, and almost certainly true. I take several steps forward and no longer 
see the porch or the house or any other human thing. Just a few footprints in 
the sand. A lone lifeguard’s station far off in the periphery. I lift my chin and 
turn my head a little and even those traces disappear from view. No prints. 
No perch. Only the water. I am briefly taken in by this ruse of my body and 
I imagine the planet without us, an other-than-human Earth bristling with 
more-than-human worlds. The reverie doesn’t last. Soon enough I drift back 
into the human frame, inevitably and easily, with a hint of relief. Art deco 
portico and faux Doric columns. Wicker chairs and chipping paint. A coffee 
cup, half full or half empty or too big. A pile of orange peels on the table. One 
sandal on the floor. Invisible crickets and interloping chameleons and crash-
ing waves. Relentless wind. Inclement sky. Endless water. All of it mingled in 
a strange brew like some magic potion to steal my heed. I move back another 
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step and am glad for it all, at least for this moment. I nestle into the accoutre-
ments of culture and civilization so-called and return to reverie. 

The pond and the sea, together. People and planet, collaborating. The 
Earth and its worlds, as one. And an idea that some people are fond of these 
days slips in amidst the flow. We humans, they say, have long had our impact 
on Earth. They say, some of them loudly, that we’ve been doing what we do 
for a long, long time. Even longer than that. It’s just the way of our world. 
The pinch of us goes back many thousands of years, they say. And it’s true 
enough. Of course, this “we” is tricky, if not downright deceptive, like the 
height of waves in reality and in the mariner’s imagination, like waves seen 
and waves remembered. It is one thing to speak of our kith and kin today, 
and to speak of the havoc that we are wreaking now, the one which geologists 
want to name after us, and in the same breath to call it ours. It seems quite 
another thing if we mean by this gleaning to include our ancient ancestral 
kin in this chapter of Earth’s story, if we mean to implicate them and their 
kith in our worldly folly today. That would be quite a different story, and not 
the true one.

A pelican interrupts the unfortunate thought. Lucky for me. She surfs 
the air just above the roiling waters, suspended by unseen forces between 
rhythmic swells, her supple wings unmoving, ever on the prowl. And the 
pond creeps into the flow of my imaginings and I think of the heron tiptoe-
ing along the reedy edge, her backwards-bent knees, her hungry downward 
piercing step-and-scan, spot-and-strike, thrust and parry, shin-deep in the 
fertile water, forever gathering, sometimes on the hunt. She’ll eat a mouse in 
a pinch. And I think, too, of the osprey’s evanescent gaze, surveying the scene 
from above us all. They do what they do. We do what we do. It’s all the same 
to me. And all the same to them. All the same and all different, all kinds and 
all degrees, all expectation and orientation, all other and more and alive. 
And I think of the flock of bobbers and the final breach of the dam just as the 
pelican crashes into the drink and returns to the surface with a lump in her 
baggy throat and steals me away again from the pond and back to the sea, 
away from the ducks and back to the terns, away from us and back to them, 
it’s us or them, it’s ours and theirs, like water from water. Always the water. 
Always the water. 

Then the breeze picks up and the sun disappears behind a levee of gray as 
a great misty nimbus billows upward and outward and bends forward and 
backward in an anvil, ready for the mallet. And I am gladder still for the 
house and the roof, for the creaky floor and the wicker chairs and the damp 
pillows as I muse that the encroaching storm could wash it all away, that the 
horizon might recede and disappear into a tempest and take us all along with 
it, that we are in trouble, all of us and many of them, that there may be no 
safe harbor, and that still we must weather the storm, and that if we must, 
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we can, and that if we can, we might, and try though I might I cannot stop 
the next inkling that if we might, we might not. The thought hangs dark and 
foreboding over all the rest. Then the sun peeks through and lays a ray across 
the rolling waters and I have a moment to think once more, and still we can 
and we might. Then all goes gray again.

A whitehot flash lights the world and soon after a deep rumble rattles the 
Earth. It courses up through my bones. It shepherds me home. I slide the 
chair beneath the roof, deep into the porch, up against the wall, and sit and 
lift my heels to the seat and hug my shins and rest my chin on my knees to 
wait for the beginning and end. Perhaps tragedy is only a thing of the world, 
I muse, the hero dies, and life goes on. Perhaps comedy is only a thing of 
the Earth, life goes on, and the heroes live. And then the sky opens and the 
water pours down on all, on us and on them alike. It hammers the shingles, it 
drenches the sand, it erases all traces, it washes away the sins of the world. 
And the pelican stretches her wings high and wide and looks to the sky. She 
shakes her gullet and swallows her catch and opens her beak to take a sip of 
redemption.

in tHE BEginning WAS tHE dEEd

This much is clear: we are changing the Earth in such a way that we risk 
wrecking the world, so we must change our manner of world-making lest we 
wreck the Earth. This is a description. It’s where we are. And like every good 
diagnosis, it is predictive in its way, and hints at a prescription. We’ll come 
to that soon enough. First, the context.

As we saw in chapter 9, any approach we take to the challenges we face 
will be a human approach. Our effort will always be a human effort. This is 
neither good nor bad, not right or wrong. It’s just the way it is. We have no 
choice but to make all our choices within and through the give and take of 
our distinctive creaturely powers and ways of becoming. We can choose our 
way out of many things, even and especially out of our inhumanity. We have 
no choice as far as our humanity, such as it is, and such as it will be. This is 
a simple and far-from-trivial point. We are stuck with it, despite the trans-
humanists’ dreams about leaving mere humanness behind. And why would 
we choose that future, when the more interesting choice lies right before us? 

Ours is not a state or a condition or a nature, after all. Humanness is a task, 
humanity an achievement. I learned this from Sartre, and from my mother 
before him. Like our world’s relation to the Earth, the selfsame planet that 
makes our now shared global existence possible, humanity is not something 
we find, it is something we make. We are of both, the Earth and the world. We 
must own the humanity of our world, and own up to its inhumanity—though 
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the proprietary metaphor is perhaps worn thin. And we must face up to our 
world’s insufficiencies, face into to the necessity of an other-and-more-than-
human Earth for any world worth wanting. It is worth saying again and again: 
we are of the Earth and we are of the world. That’s just what’s like to be from 
this place. To be an earthling is to be a worldling; to be a worldling is to be an 
earthling—at least in this sector of the galaxy. What counts is what we make 
of the relation, how we make it up as we go along. 

Of course, good ideas are not enough. The point is to do something about 
it. Marx said more than he knew, and my mother before him. The point is 
to make the world a better place. Isn’t it? And Marx said something else 
that my mother taught me first: “[People] make their own history, but they 
do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances 
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given 
and transmitted from the past.”3 We are of a world that is not only of us; the 
present always precedes us in its way. Marx is at least half right, even if he 
doesn’t get at the whole truth. As we might expect, he situates the human cen-
ter stage, and leaves the other-and-more-than-human in the wings—even if he 
knew it was there.4 Like many of the best ideas about the social world, and 
once again not incidentally, Marx came to the idea that we make the sociality 
of the world that makes us at about the same time that we got our best first 
ideas about the ecology of Earth. Think of Capital and Critique of the Gotha 
Program on the one hand, and Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and The 
Formation of Vegetable Mould Through the Action of Worms, on the other; 
not to mention Marsh’s Man and Nature and Thoreau’s Walden, which made 
their respective ripples in the pond during the same period. 

Sartre listened well to Marx’s message of social reproduction and trans-
formation and, albeit less intently though still with much curiosity, also to 
Darwin’s message of evolution. If he didn’t think much one way or the other 
of Darwin’s “endless forms most beautiful,” still, he was most definitely 
fascinated in his way by the complex interdependence of “the tangled bank.” 
He shared Marsh’s concerns about the plunder of Earth, too, even if he found 
the damage done to the other-and-more-than-human more bothersome than 
wrong, more emblematic of the world than problematic for the Earth. And 
we know he shared Thoreau’s aim “to live deliberately, to front only the 
essential facts of life,” even if he found the facts of city life more interesting 
than the facts of forest life and would rather do the living in a street-side café 
than at the edge of a pond. A century after Marx’s best social insights and 
Darwin’s better ecological inklings, Sartre added his existential gloss: “For 
us man is characterized above all by his going beyond a situation, and by 
what he succeeds in making of what he has been made.”5 If the young Marx 
encouraged us to attend more closely to the social conditions under which we 
do our world-making, and the mature Darwin at midlife drew our attention 
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to the ecological conditions under which life transforms the Earth, Sartre 
emphatically and always reminds us to tend to the existential conditions of 
our self-making as well. This is among his best habits, I think, even if not 
only for his reasons. 

The conceptual logic of praxis begins with human experience, the human 
experiment, with “the human act,” as Sartre would have it; and as we saw 
in the Fifth Interval, its existential logic begins with life, the thread that runs 
from natality to mortality. True, the mature Sartre thought more and more 
about the social conditions of human action, just as the aging Marx thought 
less and less about the human conditioning of social reproduction. Again, we 
are pushed and pulled in both directions. It is regressive and progressive, as 
Sartre insisted. We must look backward and forward, at histories and struc-
tures and projects, at accidents, agencies, and values, at self and other, each 
entangled in complex ways through their distinctive inertias and motions and 
momenta. We understand the taken through the intelligibility of the given; 
we understand the conditions through the intelligibility of the conditioner, 
through the integrative and open-ended comprehension of given and taken 
together, of giver and taker at once. We orient our praxis and surpass both 
our ourselves and our condition in new projects undertaken in the light of new 
imperatives and new imaginings toward new possibilities.6 And thereby we 
build new worlds, and if dreams come true, better ones. 

Sartre sees this ecology of world-making as comprehensive, in the tran-
sitive sense of the term. He writes, “Thus comprehension is nothing other 
than my real life; it is the totalizing movement which gathers together my 
neighbor, myself, and the environment in the synthetic unity of an objectifi-
cation in process.”7 Through our singular praxis we carry ourselves through 
and we are carried by universal history. This is not metaphysics, at least for 
Sartre. It’s ontology. Each singular act is the far side of every actual world, 
or, to say the same thing from the closer side, each totalizing gesture is the 
nearside of every possible world. We are not totalities, Sartre insists. We are 
totalizations. And as it is with each of us, he thinks, so it is with the whole 
world. So the question here is how to think this thought for today, how to 
live this dépassement toward the next moment and a better world, given 
what we now know about the living Earth. How do we think this through 
now? And what do we do about it as creatures of the Earth and creators of 
worlds at once? And, above all, toward which ends shall we orient our work 
of change-making?

It would help if we got one thing through our stubborn heads: a habitable 
Earth is the condition for the possibility of any world, of livable and unlivable 
worlds alike. Without the Earth there would be no world-making, no give and 
take, no givers or takers, no sharers or shared, no us or them or other-and-
more, nor any need to make the relationship work. This is good to know. And 



462 Chapter 10

it is not enough. What we have only glimpsed is the dialectical import of this 
empirical necessity: a properly livable world, a world truly worth living in, 
would by definition provide the sufficient conditions for the possibility of a 
habitable planet, and then some. This would be habitability and livability writ 
large, as it were, the integrativity of Earth and world in practice, a dynamic 
dialectical unity as difficult to imagine as it will be to make. And therein lies 
the rub. Yes, our world is human, even as it is one among other and more 
worlds. Yes, the human world is singular, even as each world is in its way 
universal. Every world is the patient work of singular earthbound creatures 
with and in an ever-changing community of earthlings. Our very human-
ness, the work in progress that we like to call humanity, is utterly wrapped 
up with an other-and-more-than human matrix of earthly creatures and their 
distinctive worldly powers. And like all known worlds, the worthy and the 
unworthy alike, the human world is utterly dependent upon and entangled 
with this living community Earth. If this seems obvious to you, I am glad. If 
it doesn’t, it should.

It would help to get one other thing through our stubborn heads: we have 
brought our world and this Earth to an impasse; and we have done this, and 
continue to do it, by means of our manner of world-making. In this sense, too, 
Sartre was well on the mark when he spoke of the Earth “as the elsewhere of 
all elsewheres.” He said more than he knew, and more than he meant. (This 
shouldn’t surprise us. It just means he knew more than he knew he knew. 
Don’t we all?) He had a quiet hunch, I think, something more than an inkling, 
that we are not just passengers on the life-infested rock of modernity’s mono-
chromatic imaginings. He sensed, albeit diagonally, that the human world he 
so dearly if ambivalently loved is part and parcel of a vital planet, perma-
nently rooted in the living Earth of our sensuous bodily experience. He felt, 
despite his perpetual refusal of this particular passion, that we are members of 
a community of earthlings that exceeds the bounds of our world. Perhaps he 
knew in his groping way that the Earth does not belong to us, that our world 
belongs to the Earth. Earth started it all, after all, not us. And Earth will fin-
ish us if we are not careful. Not by wiping us out, but by whittling us down. 
Humans as such pose no threat to life, even as civilization in its current mani-
festation is unraveling many long-evolved patterns of living, both human and 
other-and-more. Earth can easily cure itself of such small afflictions if need 
be. It has happened before, and it could happen again. 

People don’t like hearing this. I don’t like saying it. But it’s true. This is 
the truth of every world in its way. This is justice in the ways of the Earth. 
To live is to pursue the good; life brings value to the Earth. And life can take 
it away. Sartre knew this, too. I think he did, anyway. Perhaps I give him too 
much credit. Still, these things are true. The “elsewhere of all elsewheres,” 
indeed. 
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Crying FirE in An Empty tHEAtEr

Here I will put my cards on the table once more. Those who are aware and 
informed know that our situation is urgent. We are in a heap of trouble, social, 
ecological, and socioecological. We know this beyond a reasonable doubt; we 
know it to a moral certainty. These differently useful notions from the lan-
guage of law are equally apt. Ours is a rational urgency; and, we may hope, a 
righteous one. We know that without rapid and dramatic measures to change 
our way of doing things, civilization, such as it is, is endangered. We know 
that the health of the planet is compromised and worsening, and so there will 
be no future at all for many sorts of earthlings. We know that if we do not act 
soon and diligently, many more will perish wholesale—whole communities, 
whole species, whole biomes; and for the many who survive a difficult if not 
unbearable future is all but guaranteed. We know that if we continue on our 
present course the future is grim for coming generations of humans. For all of 
us who have coevolved to enjoy the gifts of the Earth and the worldly boun-
ties of this Holocene turn in the cosmic spiral, the Anthropocene doesn’t look 
good. It is off to a bad start anyway.

As for those who might follow us tens and hundreds of millennia down the 
way, it is not for us to say, even as we must imagine them. (We will come 
back to this.) It could go either way. So much can change in the world in even 
so little earthly time. Still, we know well enough in more than mere outline, 
even if not in every detail, what those who arrive decades and centuries 
down the line will face if we go straight ahead. We see the future all around 
us. We see it right now. The future is already here. (We will come back to 
this, too.) The catalogue of social ills is familiar and long. Institutionalized 
political corruption. Rampant corporate greed. Systemic economic apartheid. 
Entrepreneurial profligacy. Injustice and violence at every scale, from the 
neighborhood to the nation to the transnational. Bad information and poor 
healthcare for the many. Fine education and good health for the few. Ubiqui-
tous and growing turmoil and unrest. Outrageous inequality. It is an old story 
in its way. There are just so many more of us, and so many more to tell it to, 
and there is so much more to the story today. There’s a whole new dimension. 
For the inventory of ecological ills is as long as the social register, and grow-
ing even faster. Climate change is here. Ocean acidification is here. Sea-level 
rise is here. Deforestation. Habitat destruction. Soil degradation. Toxification 
of land, sea, and air. Extreme weather of every stripe. Droughts. Floods. 
Landslides. Extinctions. And more and more of it every day. More of all of 
it. And, yes, the two sorts of ills coalesce, as they always do. As they must. 
The two tallies, the social and the ecological, are also one, separated only by 
“a line without thickness.” Overpopulation and resource depletion and war; 
floods and drought and migration; unprecedented soil loss and unprecedented 
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yields with epidemic obesity and epidemic undernourishment in nearly equal 
measure; enough clean water for all, and nearly one in seven of us with 
too little of it to drink or sickened from it when we do. Avoidable famine. 
Quenchable thirst. Preventable disease. Displacement and deforestation and 
climate change. Habitat destruction and biodiversity loss. Local privation and 
regional tension and international depredation. Social trauma heaped upon 
ecological agony. And all the lies, too, we must not forget them. The clean 
coal hoax. The hydro-fracking hoax. The tar sands hoax. The nuclear hoax. 
The geoengineering hoax. The corporate organic hoax. The GMO hoax. The 
bottled water hoax. All manner of greenwashing. Enviro-this, green-that, 
and eco-everything else. All of it pure, clean, and natural. Obfuscation, dis-
simulation, all manner of evasion, ubiquitous. Indifference and ignorance and 
denial, contagious and pestilent. And all the while our number, inconceivable, 
rises inconceivably; and our impact, unaccountable, increases unaccountably; 
our explanations and understandings, as necessary as ever, better than ever, 
and somehow forever insufficient. Ands upon ands upon ands. The situation 
is precarious. The diagnosis overwhelms. The prognosis is bleak. The pre-
scription seems impossible to fulfill. We are beyond doubt in the midst of a 
world-historic mess, a mess of Earth-historic proportions and most certainly 
a mess of our own making. 

I am not making this up. The empirical evidence would fill dozens of vol-
umes the length of this one. The evidence of experience transforms millions 
of lives each day. 

And still we wait.

ForEVEr EArtHlingS, HErE And ElSEWHErE

So things are not so good. On this point nearly everyone agrees. Those who 
don’t are either blind, blinkered, or liars. But just how bad is it? What exactly 
are the stakes? It is difficult to say, but we do know what they aren’t. We are 
not “killing the planet,” as some are wont to fantasize. Nor are we “bringing 
about our own extinction,” as others seem to like to imagine. Perhaps the 
clearest index of our continued hubris is that we worry that we might end life 
on Earth, or even just eliminate the human part of it. These are irresponsible 
and ill-informed ideas, fine fuel for indolence and arrogance, good for little 
else. And in a sense, the reality is worse, and so are the stakes. Death and 
extinction are ordinary here on Earth. The situation in the world is far more 
complicated than a mere zero-sum game—and I daresay more interesting. At 
risk is neither the end of life nor the end of us nor even just the end of the 
world. At risk is the end of particular worlds, and perhaps the unraveling of 
our vaunted civilization, too, such as it is. If there is anything new under the 
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sun, this is it.8 Whichever way we turn it, we are writing the first pages of a 
new chapter in the short saga of the human world, and like it or not, we are 
roughing out the next part in the long epic of the living Earth, too. This is the 
news of the day.

In all likelihood we are headed toward neither utopia nor apocalypse, nei-
ther socially nor ecologically. True, both are globally possible in principle, 
and both are already locally and regionally actual in fact. Many of us already 
live apocalyptic lives today, and many more will. Just as the number of those 
who flourish and the number local utopias will grow too. We must not forget 
them.9 We must be attentive to both. For there is at least as much to learn 
from our underreported successes as from our over-reported failures. If we 
are right to lament and mourn the millions who suffer, we must remember 
to celebrate the millions who thrive. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. 
(This is not the happy part of the chapter.) More likely, as we navigate the 
complicated intermingling of social disarray and ecological degradation that 
will define the coming decades and centuries, most of us will find ourselves 
muddling our way somewhere between the two simple extremes. The City of 
God and Armageddon will have to wait in line, deep in the imaginary where 
they belong. The horizon is the just the historical and structural limit of the 
actual. On its nearside lies the present. On its far side, the future.

We must also remember that there is nowhere else to go. This should go 
without saying, but it seems not to. There is only this one Earth. It is our only 
home, this “elsewhere of all elsewheres.” We may flee this or that difficult 
circumstance, as many of us have and many more of us will—toward the 
warming poles, away from the eroding coasts; higher into the melting moun-
tains, off of the disappearing islands; further from the encroaching deserts, 
nearer to the drying rivers, out of the falling forests; always toward the cities, 
the blooming blistering cities. But all our flight will be from one place to 
another, all of it on this one troubled planet in this one troubled world. And 
that adventurous few who might set foot on Mars within a generation or two, 
what of them? They will hardly count, even when they get there. Or rather, 
when they go there, they will be counting only planets and moons, 1, 2, 3, and 
so on, and other things along the way. They will only be traveling through 
space, not from place to place, rocketing from somewhere to nowhere, like 
a probe landing on an asteroid with some particularly vital equipment on 
board. And don’t get me wrong, it will be very exciting when they get to 
planet number 4—alas, poor little Pluto, down for the count, demoted to 
“planetesimal,” 6, 7, 8, and so on, and now the astronomers have asked again 
if there isn’t a 9th after all. It will be very exciting for us and for them when 
they land, and we can fairly expect them to. Still, these planet counters will 
encounter no worlds, though perhaps they will unearth a signature or two of 
bygone Martian creaturely powers. Unearth, indeed. They will need to pack 
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an Earth kit, with the basic rudiments of world-making: humor and curiosity, 
enthusiasm and gumption and courage, water and air and warmth. Lunch. 
They will have to bring along a small bit of home, a comforting if minimal 
sufficiency to carry them safely through the cold embrace of a vast necessity. 
Oh, and have you heard? They may never see the Earth again. It seems they 
will never come home to the world, such as it is. There is no coming back, 
no return flight. So they will have to make a little world of their own, such as 
it will be. In this sense they will be just like us. They will have to make their 
own little elsewhere, so far from this “elsewhere of all elsewheres.” 

As surely as a few of us will leave the Earth, it will be many, many more 
generations before any of us find or make another world, if we ever do. No 
matter how much flotsam and jetsam we leave drifting in space, no matter 
how many footprints and flags we leave on other celestial bodies, for now 
and for any foreseeable future all our world-making will be here on this one 
planet. We are earthlings, and this is the only place we know how to make a 
properly worldly world. 

nEVEr SAy CAn’t

Whatever we think about where we have come to and how we have gotten 
here, whatever we think of where we are headed and where we might go and 
where we ought to go, those with open eyes know that the crisis is real. We 
are at a turning point, and things may go tragically awry. So it is time to do 
something else, something new. Fortunately, there is still time to do it dif-
ferently. Despite all the doom and gloom, and there is plenty of it, it is still 
possible to get the house in order. This, too, is reality. The real challenges of 
these times need not lead to despair. If they do, it is only because we have 
come to despair over an imaginary future, we have lost hope in a world that 
doesn’t yet exist on some Earth that isn’t anywhere at all. We must resist the 
urge to give meaning to events that haven’t even happened. Sartre was right 
to remind us, determinism poses no threat to our freedom. The real danger 
is fatalism. The future might be good. The future might be bad. Imagine it 
as you will, “the possible is a structure of the real.” The future will be what 
it will be; we will find there what we put there. So we must imagine a way 
forward. After all, we are realists. 

If Kant was right about anything, he was right about the possible. Kant was 
right about the practical relation between obligation and possibility, between 
duty and capacity. Ought implies can. This is true. And it is good news, too. 
We are never obligated to do the impossible. We can’t be. Sartre knew this, 
and made much of it in his late ethical writings. Imperatives presuppose 
the possibility of our perfect conformity to their demands, which is why we 
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experience the domain of the possible as laden with imperatives which we 
must take up in one way or another, whether in obedience or refusal.10 If we 
must obey, we must be able to. If we must refuse, we must be able to. These 
imperatives and capacities have ontological implications, for to grasp the pos-
sible, of course, we must grasp the real. If we must, it must be our possible. 
And so our capacity to fulfill our obligations is part of our connection to both 
reality and possibility. Without this dual connection, there could be no live 
options, nor any real duties, nor any prospect of success or failure. Obligation 
would be a mere figment of imagination.

As we have seen, there are a few ways to ask and answer the question of 
our capacities and obligations today. These ways even have names: there are 
anthropological ways, sociological and political and economic ways, biologi-
cal and ecological and evolutionary ways, and so on. All of these ways of 
asking and answering begin with a particular take on the real, and so each 
points to the possible in its distinctive way. As I have emphasized across the 
chapters of this study, I think the best way to ask and to answer the fundamen-
tal question for today is, to the best of our abilities, to ask these several sorts 
of questions together and at once. No easy task, I know. But I think we must. 
(And if we must, we can.) This study has been in part an effort show that 
these several ways of asking and answering the fundamental question of the 
is and the ought, of the real and the possible and the obligatory, are integrally 
related; that questions about us and society and politics and economics and 
ecology an all the rest of it are parts of a single question; that at the ontologi-
cal level these several sorts of questions coalesce. So even as there is a social 
ontology, a political ontology, and so on, the fundamental question for us and 
for today is, to put it perhaps most expansively, the singular question of the 
relation between Earth and world. This is a phenomenological question, and 
so necessarily a dialectical one: a single integrative and open-ended question 
about the human and other-and-more-than-human, about the sociality and 
ecology of Earth and world; a single socioecological question about the col-
laborative engagements of earthly creatures and powers in a great collective 
work of world-making. 

For heuristic purposes, we can say there are two aspects or dimensions or 
faces of this question: the existential and the axiological. As Sartre empha-
sizes throughout his oeuvre, norms aim at regulating human relationships. We 
can extend and expand this insight. And today we must. Insofar as our ques-
tion by definition concerns both the human and other-and-more-than-human, 
it must be asked and answered on the far side of anthropocentrism. We are not 
the main character. We might just drop the adjective and just say that norms 
aim at regulating relationships. And we can soften the predicate, too. Norms 
aim at orienting relationships, pushing them this way, pulling them that way, 
and each way entails and is entailed by other ways. Here we do well to heed 
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Hamlet’s injunction. Horatio didn’t listen. We must. (And if we must, we 
can.) We have learned too much about too many more things to pretend that 
we are at center stage, or even that there is a center stage. There are many 
more things on Earth and in the world than are dreamt of in our philosophies. 
We are not the main attraction, nor have we ever been. And neither should 
we wish to be. The deep continuity of the nonliving and the life; and of each 
of the living with every life; and of life and mind and the mixed mindedness 
of all the living, to name but a few of the many more things about which 
we are learning, remind us that the action takes place everywhere, all across 
the Earth and all through its myriads of worlds: stage left, stage right, in the 
scaffolds, behind the scenes, all the worlds together in the earthly limelight. 
There are no extras. Everyone has a role. Human and other-and-more, we are 
all players in plays within the play.

This is all well and good. It feels good to say, and I think it is true. Still, 
we are what we do and not something else. Like every creature we must 
live our limits. Insofar as we humans are the primary questioners for us, the 
fundamental questions of being and value—what are we and what ought we 
to do?—can only be answered on the nearside of ecocentrism. Aldo Leopold 
encouraged us to think like a mountain. And it is good advice and worth a 
try. It is good to hug trees, too. (If you’ve never done it, give it a whirl. What 
have you got to lose?) Who can say with certainty, after all, that other crea-
tures, and even trees, do not feel the power if not the meaning of the question 
of being and value, even if they do not pose it or answer it? Still, mountains 
are mountains. Trees are trees. Birds are birds. And humans are humans. If 
we are not the star of the show, we are not just stagehands or understudies 
either. If there are plays within the play, ours is only one of them. Even as 
we must always endeavor to see to the far side of our own values, even as 
our very manner of being is always to transcend our current existence, even 
if we are this very surpassing, there is no getting around our humanness, 
and no need to try to transcend our humanity. Indeed, such a transcendence, 
if we succeed in it, might turn out to be the epitome of inhumanness, if not 
inhumanity’s final victory. This remains to be seen. In the meantime, and as 
always, we are what we do. And if there are things we must do, at least we 
know we can.

kEEping timE

Anyone who is interested in getting safely through the great crisis of our time, 
let alone to the other side of it, must take the long view. (And if we must, 
we can.) Just as the social and ecological details of the situation will unfold 
unpredictably and unevenly across communities and regions, so the mixed 
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efficacy of our solutions will reveal itself across generations and centuries. 
This is not news. At least, it shouldn’t be. Whatever particular contours our 
palliative and constructive projects take, it will be at least a couple of centu-
ries before historians will be in a position to write the whole story. Whatever 
the plot, whoever the characters, however steep or shallow or jagged the arc, 
and even if many of the waypoints are less than savory and more than a few 
of the turns are downright awful—as many are likely to be—however well or 
poorly it turns out, historians will write the story of the Sustainability Revolu-
tion sooner or later. I am as confident of this as I am that it will snow where 
I live next winter—which is, of course, less confidence than I had about the 
likelihood of snowfall in the winter thirty to forty-five years ago. I do not take 
snowfall or revolutions for granted, even as I believe both will come. This is 
no prediction; and it is neither optimistic nor pessimistic. It is a probabilistic 
inference in each case (the snow will come sooner or later, even if the revolu-
tion fails), rooted in the Janus-faced history of Earth and its worlds, in what 
we know about the give and take of the social and the ecological across the 
ages and epochs and eons. This seems to me reason enough for confidence, if 
not, dare I say it, reason for hope. 

In any case, we have started the first act, and we will finish it one way or 
another. Whether by default or by design, and more likely by a bit of both and 
a little more habitable-zone cosmic good fortune, we will survive the crisis. 
Whether in a more Hadean or Edenic state, and more likely somewhere in 
between, the Earth will remain habitable. Whether in a more utopian or dis-
topian form, a new world of one sort or another will be our next accomplish-
ment, even if not our finest achievement. And so one day a longish time from 
now people will think and talk and write about how it came about. Whether 
they will dance and sing or weep and wail, or more likely do a bit of each 
along the way, they will look back. And when they do, they will see us. They 
will see all that we did, and, though we may not like to be reminded of it, 
they will see all that we could have done but didn’t do. They will see all the 
musts we could have faced into but refused to. So be it. We have our work 
cut out for us. 

Before we think about the design space, we do well to think a bit on the 
timeframe. Stewart Brand, creator of the much celebrated Whole Earth Cata-
logue, is among the true elders of the modern environmental movement. His 
principled wisdom regarding things ecological runs deep and spreads wide, 
even though (as we will see in the next section) he has lately shifted more and 
more toward a “pragmatic” stance—toward what, in a gesture of highbrow 
technophilic futurity he and a handful of others like to call a “bright green” 
or “eco-modernist” perspective. Brand attributes this shift in principles to his 
long practical experience, which now spans nearly three generations. He has 
faced the timeframe question squarely because he has lived it. 
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Along with his philosophical and strategic orientations, Brand’s temporal 
sensibilities have shifted, too. There are some good lessons in the shift. He 
was for a time committed to the ideal of radically long-term thinking. We 
might call it “broad-time” thinking, a sort of forward-and-backward looking 
complement to the deep-time thinking of paleoanthropologists and evolution-
ary biologists and geologists. Deep-time thinking is, more precisely, deep-
past thinking. And it has contributed immeasurably to our understanding of 
how we have gotten to where we are.11 Broad-time thinking adds deep-future 
thinking to the temporal frame; it is supposed to help orient our looking for-
ward as we make our way to wherever we are going—and so to whatever we 
think we need to do to get there. Specifically, Brand, along with a few others, 
has suggested that we ought best to think one hundred centuries ahead, a full 
10,000 years into the future. He and his colleagues call this perspective “the 
Long Now.” This is, anthropologically speaking, truly deep-future thinking, 
even if the evolutionists and geologists are not so impressed. Going back that 
far takes us to the Neolithic and to the predawn of civilization. Going forward 
that far takes us past both the real and the possible and on to the limits of the 
imaginary. 

Time passed and, though still attracted to the deep future, Brand has 
recently come to think differently. If the Long Now is a profound symbol 
of hope and a radical gesture of possibility, it has perhaps less to offer in 
the way of practical realism. After all, we are not so good even at ordinary 
long-term thinking. Ten years is a stretch for most of us. Ten months is dif-
ficult for many of us. Ten weeks, even ten days, can be a struggle for some 
of us sometimes. Brand worries, not unreasonably, that ten millennia might 
just be too much for any of us. And so he took up another more practicable 
image. While the principled Brand still maintains his affiliation with the 
Long Now Foundation, Brand the latter-day pragmatist now endorses the 
temporal wisdom of the Iroquois Nation. The Iroquois suggest that when 
we make important decisions about how to conduct ourselves individually 
and collectively we must keep in mind the needs and lives of the seventh 
generation, a notion beloved to many environmentalists—and, not inci-
dentally, borrowed (or stolen, depending on one’s frame of reference) by 
a household cleaning product company of the same name, presumably to 
the great benefit of its post-colonial shareholders. Brand now thinks this 
mid-term temporal ideal is perhaps demanding enough. True, he and the 
Long Now group move forward with the construction of a working “10,000 
year clock”—yes, an actual working clock designed to run till at least the 
year 12,000. But he has concluded that seven generations is close enough 
for jazz, as it were; long enough, he thinks, to orient our improvisational 
movement forward into the mess we’ve made in ways that might actually 
get us out of it. 
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We mustn’t underestimate the span. Seven generations is still a long time. 
We are talking, after all, about our children’s children’s children’s children’s 
children’s children. And yet the birth of that generation is not so far off as 
it might seem. If we count with the demographers, a generation is 20–25 
years, still a tad shorter in a few places. So the seventh generation from now, 
including its historians, will be born in 140–175 years. That generation will 
certainly be in a position to express an opinion about the fate of the Earth 
and the state of the world, and our hand in bringing it all about, in roughly a 
century-and-a-half. It’s a long enough way off in reality, and yet soon enough 
to imagine. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the seeming intuitive acumen of many if not 
most indigenous peoples regarding things social and ecological, the Iroquois 
may have gotten it about right socioecologially speaking, and for reasons 
both principled and practical. The tsunami of geocapitalism, geocolonialism, 
and geoconsumerism has not quite finished washing across the world; just 
as the ecological disruption that rides its roiling crest has not yet finished its 
disfiguration of the Earth—or to be more precise, washing across the Earth 
and the world as we have known them for about a hundred centuries (the 
Holocene) and a hundred years (the Anthropocene) respectively. A hundred 
centuries to one: these wouldn’t be promising odds at the track. I think Brand 
is right to bet on both counts. Or rather, the younger Brand got it right in his 
way, and the Iroquois have had it right all along. If the needs of the seventh 
generation should guide our realistic concern, it is in part because we must 
allow ourselves to imagine the lives of the seven hundredth generation. We 
can reasonably aim for a healthy Earth and a just world 140 years from now; 
and we can fairly hope that there might be such a place for us even 14,000 
years from now. Why not? The further flung image provides a different sort 
of impetus than the one closer to. And there is something to learn from each, 
from the push and pull of both the nearer-to-now and the longue durée. 
Which is, in its way, just to give a Shakespearean inflection to the Goethean 
point. Time is of the essence because the beginning was the deed. 

tHrougH A glASS not-So-dArkly

Some think things aren’t so bad after all, and they have their reasons for 
thinking so. Within the conversation about the socioecological crisis is 
an influential strain of pragmatism. I use the term here in a sort of hybrid 
sense, blending its technical and colloquial meanings. On the one hand, 
pragmatism names the only still-vital and influential philosophical tradition 
to have emerged from the United States, the intellectual heritage of Charles 
Sanders Peirce, John Dewey, and William James. There are self-described 
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eco-pragmatists who work out their philosophical perspectives in this techni-
cal sense of pragmatism. On the other hand, pragmatism refers to a tendency, 
a disposition, a preferential option for practicality. Pragmatism in this more 
ordinary sense motivates people to say things like, “let’s be pragmatic about 
this,” or “we’ve got to be practical.” There are many environmentalists who, 
whatever their deepest theoretical longings and leanings, feel that we can be 
pragmatic, that we must be practical in this workaday sense, as we face into 
the socioecological crisis. It sounds sensible enough.

Pragmatism is at once straightforward, incisive, and roomy. It is profound 
and far-reaching, intuitive and transparent, experimental and improvisational. 
In his monumental tome, Sustainability: A Philosophy of Adaptive Ecosystem 
Management, Bryan Norton channels the spirits of Peirce, James, and Dewey. 
“There is only one method of inquiry,” Norton writes, “the method of experi-
ence, with experience understood as active, rather than passive, and ‘truth’ 
as reflecting the usefulness of beliefs in problematic situations.”12 The prag-
matist must trust in the apprenticeship of practical experience—a view Sartre 
would endorse in his way. Only through active engagement do we discover 
any theoretical truth our beliefs may possess; or, to say the same thing from 
the more theoretical side, our beliefs must be vetted according to the criterion 
of their practical efficacy in problem solving. In short, the pragmatist encour-
ages us to use “the method of experience”: to face into a difficulty, to think 
carefully and together about it, to come up with a plausible and potentially 
viable solution, and get to work soon to see what actually comes of it. Anyone 
who thinks roughly this way would be happy enough to be called a “practical 
realist,” and they should be just as happy to be called a “pragmatist.” With 
its don’t-over-think-it theoretical candor and its roll-up-your-sleeves practical 
imperative, pragmatism has an almost irresistible appeal to creatures like us, 
the oddball earthlings who must take so many ad hoc decisions about both the 
mien and the minutia of the worlds we make. It is hardly surprising that this 
most down-to-earth of isms has rippled its way outward and across so much 
of the world, both for good and for ill.

Not surprisingly, given our problematic planetary and global situation, 
pragmatism has recently found itself ecologized; “eco-pragmatism” has come 
into its own. In keeping with its origins, the orientation has no agreed-upon 
definition. It is more of a useful umbrella term than a school name, a sort of 
catchall for what you get when you combine an ecologist’s earthly sensitivi-
ties with a pragmatist’s worldly sensibilities. Eco-pragmatism, in the broad 
sense used here, just mixes the homey-ness of the Greek oikos (“home, 
dwelling place”) that gives us “ecology” and “economics,” and the busy-ness 
of the Greek pragma (“deed”) that gives us “pragmatic,” a not-so-distant 
cousin of praktikos (“practical”)—and of Sartre’s beloved praxis, which we 
explored in the Third Interval. So eco-pragmatists are just practically minded 
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ecological problem solvers. And you can’t exactly knock them for this prac-
tical bent. The typical pragmatist quickly loses patience with theory; and 
eco-pragmatists worry fairly enough that, given our current situation and the 
stakes, time spent theorizing may be worse than wasted. 

We should think a bit on the pitch. Many eco-pragmatists complain that the 
message of environmentalism is too often couched in hyperbolic and alarmist 
language that many of them claim is unwarranted and, in any case, encourages 
apathy and/or willful ignorance. And who can blame them? It is one thing to 
sound the alarm in an academic treatise or a targeted speech, as I and many 
others have done and should keep doing. There is a place for radical social 
critique and eco-polemics. It is quite another thing to try to awaken people who 
are struggling “to work and to love,” as Freud described the purpose of life, 
and somehow to make ends meet while they’re doing the living. Too many oth-
erwise well-meaning environmentalists do preach doom and gloom. Many do 
present the case for practical action with the aid of theoretical catastrophism, 
images of cataclysmic ecological devastation and a distopian social existence 
in a not-too-distant future. Psychology, both individual and social, suggests 
that these shock-and-awe efforts to leverage incentive through fear rarely 
work. At least they don’t work well enough on enough of the right people to 
get things moving in the right direction.13 And the popular media gladly feeds 
the fire with its flaming extreme weather news reports, flying truck hurricane 
and tornado documentaries and docudramas, and eco-apocalyptic thrillers set 
in the lifeless dunes of a broken planet or the bombed-out buildings of a broken 
world. Such vivid and powerful images of the new brown face of Armaged-
don in the wake of a failed New Green Revolution are at once unthinkable and 
unbearable and strangely believable. Difficult as they are, they are apparently 
not so hard to handle, and even oddly exhilarating with a buttery bucket of 
popcorn in your lap and a bucket-size sugary soda to wash it down with. No 
doubt Aristotle would have something to say about all this. Freud, too.

Nor does the brown-washing end at the Cineplex. Much environmental 
science seems to corroborate the apocalypto-environmental story. The scien-
tific literature can be frightening, for those who take the time to read it. As 
for those who don’t or can’t, there is plenty of hyped-up and often sloppy 
sound-bite science journalism to fill the gap in understanding. Add that and 
the problem only gets worse. With mathematically rigorous and empirically 
grounded studies in hand, all peppered with threatening notions like “tip-
ping points” and “hothouse state” and “runaway warming”; and frightening 
phrases like “catastrophic climate change,” “sixth mass extinction,” and 
“massive dead zones”; and somber warnings of a “planet in peril” and “an 
Earth dramatically different from the one on which civilization emerged”; 
and mantras like “business as usual is not an option” and “if we don’t act 
immediately” and “it may be too late”; and even here and there a fading 
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glimmer of wistful, wasted hope, “there is still time, but not much”; and 
all of it cast under the shadow of a hyper-consumptive threat of exhausted 
resources and ubiquitous toxicity and coming pandemics: is it any wonder 
that environmentalists find themselves lumped in with false prophets and 
other cheats and liars from the playbill of history? Is it any wonder they are 
even said to be inadvertently, and sometimes advertently, in league with the 
“ecohysterics” and “ecoterrorists” and other “enemies of freedom?” Is it any 
wonder that they are, in any case, consistently accused of skewing the facts, 
overstating the risks, and being generally impetuous, if not berserk? Are we 
really surprised when the scientists are ignored, often by virtue of being eas-
ily misinterpreted and/or misrepresented by journalists in need of a catchy 
tagline, because the details of their work are inaccessible to the layperson 
who, big surprise, loses patience at the first occurrence of terms like “anthro-
pogenic forcing” or “carbon dioxide equivalent” or “far-from-equilibrium 
system?” Is it any wonder that they are ignored or, what’s worse, said to have 
been “refuted,” because the real urgency of their findings gets diluted by so-
called “balanced reporting” which, in an effort to show “both sides” of the 
debate, subtly buries the more-than-inconvenient truth under the comforting 
pastiche of moderate illusions and mainstream level-headedness; to say noth-
ing of the dangerously immoderate delusions of the crisis deniers—among 
whom there are particularly many in the English-speaking world? And are we 
really surprised that both the “moderates” and the “denialists” have already 
given up on mitigation, if they ever took it seriously; that they have come to 
share common cause in their adaptationism (“we will adapt, we always do”) 
despite their selective disagreement about what’s going on here on Earth and 
in the world; that in a twisted enemy-of-my-enemy brinksmanship logic they 
join hands in antipathy to the so-called environmental alarmists? 

The public, of course, is just stymied by all this. And rightly so. People 
in general do not or cannot see through the haze. They cannot or will not 
recognize that the three sides of the so-called “debate,” the conservative, the 
moderate, and the radical and extreme, like the three sides of much contem-
porary politics, are for all practical purposes really only two, and barely. It’s 
enough to make a pragmatist scream.

On the one hand, we have a group of thousands of hardworking scientists 
and policy-makers and environmentalists, representing a broad consensus 
view of dozens of national and international scientific associations and gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental and grassroots organizations. All of them 
agree that the situation is either bad, or very bad, or very, very bad—to say 
nothing of the goodly number of experts who confidently assert that we are 
at the threshold of calamity. Wherever the needle points on their private 
catastrophe meter, they all publicly agree that the situation is bad, and that 
it is guaranteed to get much, much worse if we don’t change course soon. 
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On the other hand, we have some dozens of scientists and other reactionary 
experts representing only themselves and no learned societies and a handful 
of privately and corporately funded ad hoc think tanks. And, if it needs to 
be said, most of their support, fiscal and otherwise, comes either directly or 
indirectly from the very industries most responsible for our ecological and 
social problems and that have the most to lose by altering course along the 
bearing suggested by the larger community of social and ecological scien-
tists, policy-makers, and advocates. These experts, so-called, dig through the 
scientific and policy literature to find the rare dissenting voices; they publish 
their findings in their own journals and have surprisingly many opportuni-
ties to advocate their views in the offices and halls and assembly rooms of 
parliaments and congresses, and on prime-time television every day. Some 
of them, in a not-to-subtle gesture of inconsistency, even coyly remind us 
that change can be good, that not all of the environmental changes afoot will 
be bad for everyone. In any case, all of the reactionaries and denialists agree 
that the many thousands of others are wrong about the Earth.14 (At least they 
claim to agree on this. Frankly, in light of the already enormous and rapidly 
mounting empirical and experiential evidence against the contrarian perpsec-
tive, it is hard to believe that they actually mean what they say or say what 
they mean when they persist in denying the reality and/or significance of 
anthropogenic environmental change.) They have infused the discussion with 
false doubt to such an extent that they have slowed what might otherwise be 
a much faster transition toward an Earth-oriented non-extractivist, renewable-
energy-based, non-exploitative social, political, and economic system. They 
are working overtime to convince the world that they are right. And, sadly, 
their hard work is paying off. 

All of this, to say nothing of the vocal minority of environmentalists and 
ecologists and other interested intellectuals who claim that it is already too 
late to avert catastrophic change; that social and ecological devastation at a 
planetary and global scale are inescapable now; so we might as well make 
hay while the sun is shining and get ready to adapt as best we can. Despite 
their miserable message, these eco-catstrophists have one up on the denial-
ists. They could be right. And sooner or later they will be, if we don’t change 
direction. Let us hope we will keep them wrong.

It is little wonder that the pragmatists get put off by all the hand-wringing 
and hand-waving. It is unsurprising that they think we should just roll up our 
sleeves and pick up the tools we’ve got and get to work. And let’s face it, 
they have a point. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see the moon, and it only 
took a few of them to get us there. It was a matter of coming up with practical 
solutions to practical problems based on things we already understood. And 
it was mostly just a lot of hard work. So eco-pragmatists are not so off base 
when they castigate the doomsayers. Their complaint is fair enough. Fear and 
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despair, after all, are not good motivators (pace Machiavelli). Even if at least 
some of the doomsayers are just doing their best to say it like it is, there is 
work to be done. And there’s no time like the present. 

tWElVE prAgmAtiSt tHESES For A HABitABlE plAnEt

So much for the orientation. What about the project? Here I will list just a 
handful of the more salient eco-pragmatist postulates. I present them in the 
form of twelve theses, listed in order from the more general to the more 
specific. By virtue of its experimental nature, the eco-pragmatist project 
promises to become richer and more complex than these dozen theses might 
suggest, but they are enough to give a feeling for the sensibility that guides 
both the current theoretical literature and the practical program. 

Alarmism distracts us from reality, both psychologically and practically; 
we are not faced with eco-apocalyptic doomsday scenarios. 

The crisis is unlikely to unfold as rapidly or problematically as the worst-
case scenarios suggest; we should work on the basis of median-severity 
scenarios.

Adaptation to environmental change is a normal part of living on Earth; 
within limits, it is even desirable.

Efforts at mitigation will yield only minimal success; adaptation will be 
our primary challenge; there are bound to be winners and losers along 
the way. 

The best solutions are the most economical solutions; the principal mea-
sure of rightness is efficiency and cost-effectiveness.

The carbon-based global economy is at odds with the planetary ecology; 
economy and ecology can and must be decoupled to the extent possible. 

Market-based incentives to de-carbonize the economy will not work well 
enough or fast enough; as long as fossil fuel is the cheapest fuel, fossil fuel 
is the fuel we will use.

Nuclear power will be a necessary part of the solution; it could be the 
definitive solution. 

Small- and medium-scale engineering of organisms and ecosystems is nor-
mal and acceptable; geoengineering of the climate and other large-scale 
Earth system functions may be necessary. 
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Attitudinal changes and shifts in individual and collective lifestyle choices 
are only nominally important; technological advance, policy change, and 
system corrections will drive the transition.

The core problems are organizational and functional, not systemic or 
structural; adjustments to existing economic and political institutions and 
policies will suffice.

Technological advance will be the pivotal driver of positive change; mas-
sive investment in research and development matters more than anything 
else we do. 

So there you have it, a rough sketch of the eco-pragmatist platform. At 
least a good part of it. (The eco-modernists would want to make it a baker’s 
dozen, adding a thesis concerning the crucial role of livable cities and sus-
tainable urbanism in the transition.) Please take a moment to think about it 
before you read on.

Though the formulations are my own, the cumulative gist of them can be 
found across the eco-pragmatist literature. All of them are in Björn Lom-
borg’s standard-setting and influential tome, The Skeptical Environmental-
ist;15 and inflections of all twelve can also be found in Stewart Brand’s 
more urgently intoned and unexpected change of heart in his latest book, 
Whole Earth Discipline: Why Dense Cities, Nuclear Power, Transgenic 
Crops, Restored Wildlands, and Geoengineering Are Necessary;16 and still 
more recently, with new twists and in a more buoyant register, in An Eco-
Modernist Manifesto, a polemical e-pamphlet jointly authored by eighteen 
mostly younger avant-garde environmentalists—with the imprimatur of the 
elder Brand himself. Many of the dozen theses are also advocated by theorists 
and practitioners of other stripes, whether they would call themselves realists, 
pragmatists, modernists, or something else entirely. For heuristic purposes, 
I gather all of these folks and tendencies under the eco-pragmatist umbrella. 

There are critical limits to this heuristic gathering. In a more philosophi-
cally expansive and technically precise sense, eco-pragmatism is, again, 
richer, more complex, and in some cases, at least, far more nuanced than 
my selective positional treatment suggests. Here I have in mind especially 
Norton’s aforementioned standard-setting treatise on sustainability, and its 
sequel, Sustainable Values, Sustainable Change: A Guide to Environmental 
Decision Making.17 Taken together these two volumes offer a comprehensive 
presentation of the “theoretical” and “practical” sides of a philosophically 
rigorous eco-pragmatism. Norton, I suspect, would endorse most of the 
twelve of the theses. Though it is important to note that for committed prag-
matists like him the habit of endorsing positions is part of the problem; it runs 
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counter to the always mixed and shifting flow of valuation, and so forestalls 
the process-oriented-learn-by-doing imperative that he argues must guide 
ecological decision making in complex social situations. Still, taken together 
these dozen theses provide a good taste of this increasingly influential and in 
some ways promising perspective on the roots of the socioecological crisis 
and what to do about it. 

Whatever its theoretical shortcomings, the eco-pragmatist angle is realistic 
and practical, given a certain understanding of practicality and realism. Prag-
matists are right to distance themselves from unwarranted alarmism, and right 
to insist that we use what we know, and right to encourage us get to work 
and take risks. Still, even this short catalogue of positions points to something 
worrisome about the overall project. 

Like the environmental economists (discussed in chapter 7) from whom 
many eco-pragmatists take their lead, they put too much, if not most, of their 
trust in the efficacy of the existing political-economic system. We might call 
their position, perhaps over-generously, the intelligent posture of the liberal 
wing of orthodox environmentalism. The problem is that they have perhaps 
too much interest in the strengths of the existing system and perhaps too little 
interest in ordinary people and groups of people around the world who know 
the system’s limits and weaknesses best. If it would be unfair to call eco-
pragmatism elitist, it can hardly be called populist. Even more problematic, 
I think, is the eco-pragmatist unequivocal faith in the promise of more and 
better science, engineering, and technology. Innovation at all these levels 
will most certainly play a crucial role in the Great Work, to borrow Thomas 
Berry’s felicitous phrase again;18 but the work must be the work of the people 
if it is to be truly great. Given their core arguments—which, all things consid-
ered, hang on some pretty rosy interpretations of the state of the Earth and the 
world today, and on some pretty rosy hopes for the improvability of available 
institutions and technologies—we might say that eco-pragmatists suffer a bit 
too much from technophilia and policy wonkism. More importantly in the 
existential-ecological context of this study, despite their hands-on practical-
ity, they are a bit too dismissive of workaday human experience and potential.

I can summarize my concerns as follows. While there is no doubt that the 
eco-pragmatist sensibility will play a crucial and perhaps pivotal role in main-
taining the habitability of the planet, I am just as sure that pragmatism alone 
is not enough to give us a livable world, neither theoretically nor practically, 
neither socially nor ecologically nor existentially. If most eco-pragmatists rec-
ognize the reality of the socioecological crisis, too many of them do not fully 
acknowledge the severity of it. If most eco-pragmatists recognize the com-
plexity of the crisis, too many of them do not fully acknowledge its systemic 
roots. If most eco-pragmatists recognize that we must act soon and forcefully 
to avert the worst consequences of the crisis, too many of them do not fully 
acknowledge the complexity of the call to action. If most eco-pragmatists 
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recognize the need for substantial policy reform, too many of them do not 
fully acknowledge the centrality of grassroots engagement and activism in 
bringing about progressive historical change. If most eco-pragmatists rec-
ognize that new technology will play a pivotal role in navigating the crisis, 
too many of them do not fully acknowledge the nuance of appropriateness 
in deciding technological preferences. If most eco-pragmatists recognize, in 
their way, the possible need for social and ecological intervention at a grand 
scale, too many of them do not fully acknowledge the dimension of fallibility 
in some of their otherwise seemingly sensible large-scale institutional and 
technological proposals. In short, if the eco-pragmatists deserve a hearing, at 
best, they only get it half right. We will think heuristically about how to get 
past the part they are half wrong about in subsequent sections. But before we 
get to that, three critical clarifications are in order.

First, despite the colloquial flexibility of the terms pragmatic and practi-
cal, when eco-pragmatists advocate eco-practicality, so to speak, they mean 
something quite specific. The idea is just that truly practical solutions to the 
manifold social and ecological challenges we face will have to happen close 
to the way things actually are, well on the near side of the possible, with the 
imaginary far in the distance. Pragmatism in this sense is just as often thought 
to be another word for realism, where “be practical” and “be realistic” mean 
more or less the same thing. For the pragmatist in this generic sense, there 
is just no important distinction between practicality in practice and realism 
in theory, and the generative relation between the real and the possible and 
the imaginary is all but lost. So the nontechnical, nonphilosophical idea of 
pragmatism functions as a stand-in for the nontechnical, nonphilosophical 
idea of realism. And herein lies another rub: this simplifying view of realism 
functions too often and too easily as a justification for the rule of compromise 
in a field lowered expectations. 

For the record, I do not wish to pick a fight with thoughtful theoretical 
pragmatists. As I mentioned in chapter 2, I cut my first properly philosophical 
teeth on pragmatism. Pragmatism proper and the phenomenological dialectics 
that I have come to prefer do overlap in important ways. And so it is with eco-
pragmatism, eco-phenomenology, and eco-dialectics: they all have important 
common cause. Still, the overlap is incomplete. Thus my second worry. 

If we follow Sartre and accept that the possible is a structure of the real, 
in which reality we find only rough sketches of multiple possibilities, for the 
pragmatist, at least in the truncated sense of the term, the real is just the way 
things actually are, and the way things are in a sense comes to overdetermine 
the limits of the possible. Thus for the pragmatist, as I have already suggested, 
there is way too little room for imagination. This is not a minor concern. For 
the pragmatist, the possible is not so much a structure of the real as it is the 
index of a precise enclosure, a necessary and inevasible constraint on future 
prospects, which cannot escape the inertial grip of present circumstances nor 
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surpass the demands of existing means. Hence the pragmatist preference for 
the conservatism of trial-and-error over the existential orientation toward 
what might be called radical possiblism. For the materialist dialectician, in 
contrast, the possible is an ontological structure of the real; it is an existential 
aperture, as it were, an opening to transcendence toward a radically unpre-
dictable and yet not unforeseeable range of realizable futures. Of course, if 
we take Sartre at his word, we are pulled in both directions: “I operate within 
the realm of possibilities,” he writes in 1946, “From the moment that the 
possibilities I am considering cease to be rigorously engaged by my action, I 
must no longer take interest in them.”19 Still, given a choice, the pragmatists 
will prefer a relatively unimpeded path of least resistance to a nearby vista 
where the existentialist may be drawn to the more difficult ascent to even 
higher ground. Though they are not always wrong to do so, the pragmatist’s 
habitual hesitation before radical possibility betrays what is arguably a sys-
tematic failure of imagination, a theoretical myopia that is likely to leave 
many real opportunities well outside the field of practical vision.

Again, I want to be clear on what I do and don’t mean here. Despite their 
fear of flying, the eco-pragmatists do belong at the party, and they should 
stay late. We can give them the benefit of the doubt regarding the real, even 
if we do not share their underlying skepticism regarding the relation of the 
possible to the imaginary. After all, they do have the best interests of future 
generations in mind. They want all people to have their basic needs fulfilled, 
now and forever. And their goal is to make it so that more and more of us 
can enjoy at least some of the social, technological, and spiritual benefits of 
modern civilization, and the rest of us can at least live lives of dignity. We 
may hope that they are right about the cup being half full, that Cassandra was 
mistaken and Pandora made the best choice after all, if not that Pollyanna was 
right all along. We may hope that historians will look back and write about 
how wrong the pessimists were, and how right the optimists. And so they 
might be. Hope springs eternal, yes? Which suggests a third problem, more 
theoretical than practical. 

As Sartre notes more than once, the problem with optimists and pessimists 
alike isn’t so much that their predictions could be wrong. It’s that they both 
make the same mistake: they attribute meaning to things that haven’t even 
happened. Which is in its way just a further failure of imagination. (Ronald 
Aronson does a thorough and typically compelling job of thinking about this 
in his recent We: Reviving Social Hope.20) Not to put too fine a point on it, the 
eco-pragmatists, despite themselves, have their heads in the clouds, or in the 
sand, as the case may be. Any way you look at it, if you open your eyes and 
look around today, things are not good. And they are getting worse, socially 
and ecologically. This is not alarmism. It’s realism. As suggested above, 
given “business as usual”—though we might do ourselves a favor and drop 
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the mercantile metaphor—most of the realistic scenarios describe an increas-
ingly unpleasant and challenging near-term future, and swiftly worsening 
crises for the medium term; and nearly all of them point toward catastrophic 
social and ecological changes in the long run if we do not change our manner 
of world-making, toward a future with a barely habitable planet and a brutally 
unlivable world. It all hangs on that little two-letter conjunction: if we do not 
change our way of doing things, if we continue along our present path. It’s a 
big if, and it’s getting bigger. And so it is with the kinds of changes we need 
to make. I fear good-old-fashioned pragmatism, for all its strengths, is just 
not up to the task.

Again, pragmatists believe in solving our problems by system-level social, 
ecological, political, and economic means (often conceived in relative isola-
tion, by the way, the social, the ecological, the political, the economic). Such 
practical interventions that use only the tools at hand, the pragmatists insist, 
are the key to the possibility of human flourishing on a changed planet. And 
they are far from alone in thinking these sorts of things. Indeed, they have at 
least some of this in common with Marx, and with Sartre, too—though what 
pragmatists, communists, and existentialists mean by solving earthly prob-
lems by worldly means includes a lot of space outside the common ground. 

So we can summarize the heuristic lesson of these critical clarifications as 
follows. As I have said, there can be little doubt that eco-pragmatism can and 
will contribute much to keeping the Earth habitable. I have also said that I am 
far less confident in its ability to bring about a more livable world, a world of 
human and other-and-more-than-human flourishing. In the face of a planetary 
and global crisis, pragmatism is necessary. Though this may seem obvious to 
the point of triviality, I think it always bears repeating. The people need the 
pragmatists. However, ecologically and socially pragmatism is not enough. It 
will never be enough. Theoretically and practically appealing though it may 
be, pragmatism alone will not get us where we want to go. Which is to say, 
the pragmatists need the people, to whom we now turn.

prESEnting tHE FuturE

Far from complicating the matter, the soft critique of pragmatism really sim-
plifies things. For it is not a question of choosing reality or imagination, the 
possible or the impossible, optimism or pessimism, power or the people. The 
question is much simpler: what ends do we aim for; what means shall we use; 
and how do we take them up? The spectrum of political orientations to this 
three-pronged quandary is well known. It comes under many familiar and 
sometimes misleading headings: left, right, and center; conservative, liberal, 
progressive; reactionary, reformist, and revolutionary, to name only the most 
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familiar. Despite the wildly different ends of these many orientations, they all 
share a commitment to realism grounded in present means, a commitment to 
pursue political ends with the tools at our disposal. What other tools are there, 
after all? Available means are the only means. Aren’t they? Yes, and no. 

Though it seems counterintuitive to some, there are those who encourage 
us to use the tools of the future today, to bring about future ends by future 
means right now. Like pragmatism, this angle has a name. It is called prefigu-
rative politics. It is a strange notion, and a compelling one. 

If we take The American Heritage Dictionary at its word (pun intended), 
to speak of “prefigurative politics” would seem to be to misunderstand both 
terms in the concept. Consider their definitions: 

pre·fig·ure v. 1. To presage; foreshadow. 2. To imagine in advance. 

pol·i·tics n. 1. The art or science of government. 2. The activities or affairs 
engaged in by a government.

These meanings would seem to be at odds. To prefigure is to engage in 
inward acts, as it were; it is a presaging, a foreshadowing, an imagining of 
what may or may not be possible in the world, and in any case is not actual. 
To be political is to engage in outward acts; an exercise of, or inquiry into, 
actually existing forms of organizing and regulating human intercourse. We 
might say loosely that the prefigurative traffics in the imaginary, politics in 
the real. Granted, the purpose of the AHD is avowedly prescriptive, a matter 
of cataloguing and ranking the so-called standard usage. We can hardly fault 
the lexicographers for doing their job. They don’t set the standard; they just 
keep track of what it is. And this is the problem here. By definition, the politi-
cal is in the world. So the prefigurative is, by definition, apolitical, since it’s 
imaginary, since it’s all in the head—or should be. So how can the two be 
brought together in a single thought, let alone in action? As we will see, the 
prefigurationists answer the first part of the question by means of the second. 
Here we will take up the question in the order presented.

There is a way in which the prefigurationists might be said to understand 
politics more and better than the lexicographers do; and, in their way, not so 
unlike the eco-pragmatists, too. One important point of difference between 
the two perspectives will clarify the point. For the pragmatist (as for the lexi-
cographer), all practices worth pursuing must happen well on the nearside of 
the possible. As it is for the lexicographer, so it is for the pragmatist: the way 
the world is sets the standard usage; and so changing words or the world into 
whatever way we might imagine the world ought to be can only be realized 
within the limits set by the social, political, and economic vernacular, so to 
speak. The pragmatist might wish to push these limits, but any such pushing 
comes from well within the boundaries established by them; by definition, 
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pragmatist solutions tend more toward correction than transcendence. For the 
prefigurationists, it is precisely the other way around. The prefigurationists 
look to the far side of the possible and deep into the imaginary; they do their 
work of world-making on the far side of the real. They aim at surpassing, and 
are neither so patient nor so sanguine as their pragmatist sisters and brothers. 
Rather than renew the world, they aim to make a new world right here and now, 
to make the next world today. The task as they see it is to actualize the future in 
the present, to draw the possible out of the imaginary and make it real.

Pragmatists and prefigurationists ask the same basic questions. What is 
realistic? What is possible? What is worth imagining? What shall we do? 
Unlike the pragmatists, prefigurationists think these questions must be asked 
together, all in the same breath. We must live within the constraints of the 
real, of course. Once again Sartre said more than he knew: “the possible a 
structure of the real.” (In case you hadn’t noticed, I think this is one of the 
most important things he ever said, and this in part because of something 
else he knew, though never said as such: the imaginary is a structure the 
possible—as I argued in chapter 8). Given the gravity and complexity of the 
socioecological crisis, we must look not just to the edge of the possible, but 
beyond the horizon. We must imagine radically different alternatives in order 
to realize them. I have in mind here the more etymological than colloquial 
sense of radical. We habitually forget that radix, the Latin word that gives us 
the word, does not mean extreme. It means root. Think radishes, not nettles. It 
is time to get to the root of things (even if it might be a little prickly along the 
path), and we can only do so by an act of imagination, tempered, of course, 
by a sense of the possible that is grounded in a commitment to the real. If we 
are to imagine a way forward, a possible path through the crisis that leads to 
both a habitable planet and livable world, we must find the real roots of the 
crisis and dig them out as quickly as possible. And lest they keep growing 
without our knowing, we must build new soil and plant new seeds at once. 
This, in essence, is what the prefigurationists are doing. Really. Imagine that.

So what are they doing, these gardeners of the next new world? What does 
the prefigurationist program look like, if such a thing there is?

tWElVE prEFigurAtiVE prECEptS For A liVABlE World

A responsible exploration of the prefigurationists’ good work would fill many 
volumes the size of this one. Here I can give only a hint of what they are up 
to. As with eco-pragmatism above, my purpose is not to examine the details 
of the many eco-prefigurative projects under way. Much excellent work has 
been done in this regard. Nor is it my goal to critique the program as such. 
This has also been done from numerous vantage points. Both the celebrants 
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and the castigators have important things to say.21 My purpose is more lim-
ited. I will offer a selective distillation of what seem to be guiding imperatives 
that motivate and orient actual prefigurative practices, and then follow with 
some general observations about nature and significance of them as responses 
to the socioecological crisis. 

In contrast to my presentation of eco-pragmatist theses above, I present the 
eco-prefigurationist program in a series of precepts, twelve couplets or pair-
ings of maxima and minima. These are just twelve of the many guideposts on 
the axiological landscape of the prefigurationist imaginary. I will say more 
about all of this presently. First, the precepts.

maximize localism ~ minimize globalism 
maximize cooperativism ~ minimize corporatism 
maximize commoning ~ minimize enclosure 
maximize sharing ~ minimize ownership 

maximize autonomy ~ minimize heteronomy 
maximize inclusion ~ minimize exclusion 
maximize horizontality ~ minimize hierarchy 
maximize participation ~ minimize representation 

maximize distribution ~ minimize centralization 
maximize dynamicity ~ minimize stasis 
maximize cyclicity ~ minimize linearity 
maximize resilience ~ minimize disturbance 

Before you read on, please take a moment to reflect on precepts. Try to imag-
ine a manner of world-making consistent with them, and to envision what the 
Earth might be like were our world built in accordance with them. 

A few clarifications: 
First, to emphasize the interrelationships among the terms, I have adopted 

Kelso and Engstrøm’s convention, linking maxima to minima with the tilde 
symbol (~).22 This indicates complementarity rather than opposition and 
polarity; it is meant to highlight the diametric ~ isometric and centrifugal ~ 
centripetal relations between the paired terms. I treat them as maximas and 
minimas to acknowledge the necessity on both sides of the tilde, and so not 
to pretend or expect that any of the elements on either side should or could 
be eradicated in a world of 8–13 billion people, as the demographers promise 
we will have by century’s end. 

Second, and related, the parings and groupings are heuristic; the criti-
cal things happen between them. It is not about one side of the tilde being 
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bad and wrong, the other good and right. Some sorts of enclosure are not 
necessarily bad, just as some sorts of commoning are not necessarily good. 
Representation does have its place in a complex democratic society, despite 
its vulnerability to abuse, even if participation is the more humanizing where 
small- and medium-scale democratic groupings are concerned. So what lies 
on the maxima side can be insufficient, just as what lies on the minima side 
can be necessary. Often the valuation will be a matter of functional efficacy. 
To take another example, think of the preservative role of spontaneous hier-
archy in a collective nonviolent direct action. If a group member sees an 
opportunity to roll a boulder onto a second logging road or block a second 
entrance to a building, but is uncomfortable acting on the idea in the heat 
of the moment, it helps if a few participants jump in to take the lead and 
do the ad hoc organizing. Or think of the generative role of disturbance in 
a climax forest ecology. When ten trees are blown down by a microburst, 
literally tens of thousands of early succession species—bacteria, fungi, 
plants, insects, birds, mammals—intervene to work the ad hoc bright spot for 
decades. Again, what lies on each side of the tildes has a place in the work 
of world-making.

Third, it is the same with the fourfold groupings of the precepts. For 
heuristic purposes, I have broken the dozen into three sets of four. I do this 
partly for reasons of convenience, since long lists are harder to take in than 
short ones; and, more importantly, to highlight a certain broader comple-
mentarity among the groups. Each tetrad has a tendency to pull and push in 
a certain direction: the first toward new varieties of economic interaction 
and new relations of consumption and production; the second toward novel 
varieties of social experience and political engagement; the third toward 
renovated varieties of ecological relation and pattern and process. We 
might call these torsions: economic torsion, social torsion, and ecological 
torsion respectively, twisting together from the ground up, bending the arm 
of the status quo. And of course the three heuristic torsions overlap, the 
economic, the social, the ecological, nudging and tugging at each other in 
complementary and critical ways through the push and pull of theory and 
practice, as if to conjure Goldilocks: not too little, not too much; a bit more 
of this, a tad less of that, and we get closer and closer to our destination. I 
know, I know, she gets eaten by the bears in the worst versions of the story. 
We don’t have to. The horizon always recedes as we approach it. It never 
stays the same.

Now a few thoughts on the precepts as a whole:
First, we know that in principle a world consistent with them is possible. 

We cannot rule it out. As Sartre reminds us more than once, the first rule of 
dialectics is to reject nothing a priori. What many do not know is that such a 
world is being ruled in, as it were, a posteriori; it is taking shape under our 
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noses in particular projects all across the Earth that point toward the general 
prospect. The new world is being realized right now, albeit largely out of 
view; the next world is becoming reality, albeit piecemeal. This may sound 
romantic, even dramatic, but it is no fantasy. People are doing this work 
all across the planet: localizing food and energy production; cooperatizing 
factories and businesses and schools; retrieving lost commons and defending 
threatened ones; shifting from transactional and proprietary and profit-based 
exchange toward barter and sharing and gifting; making democracy demo-
cratic, that is, horizontal, autonomous, participatory, and inclusive; decentral-
izing power structures, both in energy production and in social reproduction; 
enhancing resilience, both social and ecological; bending consumptive lines 
of use and disposal into productive spirals of reduction, repair, retrieval, and 
reuse; rebuilding private and public space for material simplicity and experi-
ential complexity; creating little worldly utopias and earthly paradises freed 
from the perpetual threat of organized and random violence. This world is no 
pipe dream. It is “in the pipeline,” as the oilmen say—though perhaps this is 
not the best analogy for today. People are making the new world in fits and 
starts, building the next world by intervals in engaged responses to the plan-
etary and global crisis. 

True, their impact is still small, but it is growing steadily, and now 
ineluctably. If the prefigurationists are scattered, they are not alone. If we 
look, we find them, an increasingly interlinked and fast-growing network 
of individuals and groups engaged in a great work of transformation. These 
many small steps are, at inception and in the end, works of remarkable 
curiosity and creative imagination. Localism in a globalized world, coop-
erativism in a corporatized world, horizontalism in a hierarchical world, 
and all the rest: they are realizations of a deep imaginary that nudge and 
tug us all toward a healthier planet and a more just world. And, perhaps 
most important, each step taken reminds us that the most effective action 
today must gather the social and ecological strands together at the grass-
roots level. Each requires that we imagine Earth and world together, that 
we know ourselves again and anew as at once of the world and of the Earth. 
Though this sounds dramatic, it is neither nostalgic nor romantic. This is 
realism looking forward.

Despite the inevitable limits and weaknesses of the prefigurationist pro-
gram, we should aim in everything we do to prefigure a better future, always 
in principle, and in practice often as possible. Though we may recognize 
however hesitantly the practical necessity of each minima, we can prioritize 
and valorize the principled sufficiency of the maximas taken together. What 
is interesting and most humanizing, what is most Earth-oriented and there-
fore best for the world, what is most likely to conduce to livability and so by 
default guarantees habitability, is what we do on the maxima side of the tilde. 
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This could never be true of the minima side, not even in principle. No matter 
how differently we do things within the conventional world system, its inertia 
is too great, its momentum is building, and its trajectory is determined by its 
internal logic. The goal of the system is, literally, the preservation of itself by 
the preservation of the past. (We will return to this in the next section.) This 
is not news, of course. Or it shouldn’t be. We can learn this, not to mention 
many of the lessons nested in the twelve precepts above, from 19th-century 
communists, socialists, and anarchists, and from quite a few ancient Greeks, 
too. We can learn this from the likes of Marx and Proudhon and Bakunin, 
each in their way. And from folks in contemporary Argentina and Mexico 
and Occupy Wall Street, too. And from the extraordinary people who are 
engaged in collaborative experiments in economic localism, permaculture, 
eco-communal living, collaborative consumption, sustainable urbanism, and 
the rest. It is happening all around the world in a myriad of ways by the work 
of millions of hands. We don’t hear much about it, of course. It doesn’t bleed, 
so it doesn’t lead. But it is real, and growing fast. Perhaps most important 
in this existential-ecological context, these prefigurative experiments are 
not about the past, even as they learn from it. They are all about the future 
in relation to the present. Just as each particular experiment fundamentally 
challenges specific aspects of the existing system, cumulatively the experi-
ments do pose a fundamental threat to the whole system’s resilience. And the 
leverage is growing. It cannot not grow.

Just to be clear, I am not advocating prefigurative experimentalism as the 
solution to the socioecological crisis. There is no such thing as the solution 
simpliciter. As noted above, we need our pragmatists, too. I am just sug-
gesting that the work of the prefigurationists, like that of the pragmatists, 
is a necessary part of a necessarily complex solution. It is not enough, but 
without it we would be in even deeper trouble than we already are. The 
denial of this necessity by folks left, right, and center is shear dogmatism. 
And dangerous. Not only because it loses sight of the reality of things, but 
worse, because it gives up on thought and curiosity and imagination in the 
actions of ordinary people around the world. And one thing is certain. Only 
these, only thoughtful, curious, imaginative people will get us safely through 
this mess, let alone to the other side of it. I certainly see why, when we think 
about political change, it might be a good idea to draw a firmish line between 
the tactical and the strategic, between the little picture and the bigger one. 
There is an important difference between rather less and rather more radical 
departures from the familiar arts of change-making. But both are absolutely 
necessary. Either alone is insufficient. And I daresay the prefigurative part of 
the process will turn out to have been the better part. A tweak here, a nudge 
there, a bend, a leap, a twist and a shout: that’s how progressive change 
happens.
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AlmoSt AlgoritHmiC

Let me be a little more specific. There is a difference between, for example, 
a cooperativist intervention and a horizontalist transvention, so to speak; 
between, say, establishing a dairy farmers’ cooperative and an anarcho-
communist occupation of public space. Think the Organic Valley farmers’ 
cooperative in New England and the original Occupy Wall Street encamp-
ment in New York City. It’s easier to get a bunch of dairy farmers to a local 
grange for a grassroots economic organizing meeting than it is to get them 
to Zuccotti Park to help out with a people’s mike announcement about the 
shortage of whole grain bread due to the leaking tarp over the kitchen. Cows 
need to be milked twice a day, 365 days a year. You can’t prefigure your 
way out of bovine biology. You can always run around the corner for a slice 
of pizza in a pinch. And you don’t need to get the farmers to think all that 
deeply about participatory democracy either, not in the way the park occupi-
ers do, anyway. A cooperativist logic is, by definition, nearer to the familiar 
political-economic surface of traditional agrarian life, and it leaves plenty 
of room for conservatives and liberals and socialists alike, even if not much 
room for libertarians and anarchists. The logic of cooperation is more than 
enough to get these dairymen and dairywomen to see how they might be bet-
ter off selling their milk together than separately through a third party who 
sells it to a fourth who sells it to a fifth. And as for what it would take to get 
that pierced, tattooed, dreadlocked anarchist from the suburbs we keep seeing 
on the front page to wake up every day at 4:30 in the morning to milk cows 
and shovel shit and worry about bacteria counts in the holding tank, well, 
let’s not go there. Perhaps I am being impolitic. Still, this particular farmer 
and that particular occupier are not vegan. Both consume animal products, 
even if not meat. And both prefer organic milk, even if for different reasons. 

We have here two very different modes of departure from convention, 
heuristically different, but critically imbricated. The farmers’ departure from 
conventional business models—even if not from markets, property, profit, 
wage labor, and much else that we gather under the umbrella of the familiar—
offers more than a purely tactical intervention, as do their implicit if subtle 
shift in political sensibility. It is a significant shift, a dramatic shift in its way, 
one that hints at a radically different possible future, one that, if strategically 
“scaled up,” could yield a world structurally and systemically different from 
the present one. Again, nothing can rule this out a priori, and contemporary 
reality would seem to be ruling it in a posteriori. It’s almost algorithmic. 
Like variation, selection, and heredity in the evolution of life, prefigurative 
endeavors must yield progressive change and thereby a different future. Each 
newly established cooperative does prefigure such a future in its way; and as 
the cooperative movement spreads and grows, a possible cooperativist future 
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is made more nearly actual, albeit piecemeal, albeit just here and just now. 
Time will tell. In any event, a markedly even if not wholly cooperativist 
future presents a very different image of the world than the real one we are 
familiar with on Earth today. Perhaps it is not different enough. So say some. 
But that is not the question here. 

The cooperativist project is, of course, just one among a myriad, and it 
is very different from what we know. And as some like to say—echoing 
Gregory Bateson without knowing it—it is a difference that makes a differ-
ence. It really changes everything. Of course, one could fairly retort that if 
that’s not how the farmers think about what they are doing, then that’s not 
what they’re doing; if they don’t think they’re doing prefigurative politics, 
then they’re not doing prefigurative politics. They don’t think much needs 
to be changed, and they’re not changing much either. Be that as it may, I 
do wonder whether, just as the prefigurative drift net may be a bit wide, the 
reformist dip net may be a tad too narrow, at least for certain purposes. Of 
course, we might not be fishing for the same thing. And, of course, the danger 
of over-fishing looms larger than ever. Still, people have to eat. 

So, I say, a lot of people are doing so much already. More, in fact, than 
people are likely to believe or to know about. The key point here is that if we 
are looking for a different bearing, we should look at what people are doing 
differently. Many have serious hesitations about prefigurative politics, and 
like me, many are sensitive to their limitations. Still, the point is generaliz-
able: we should look first at what is already being done. Before we wrack 
our brains trying to come up with something utterly new and unprecedented, 
and then break our backs trying to make it happen, we should look to pro-
gressive and transformative practices that are already underway and see how 
well they are working. We will most certainly need some new equipment and 
techniques in the end, but we should look first at what’s already going on in 
the lab, at the many experiments already in the works. The radical imaginary 
is out there right now, much of it in really existing prefigurative practices. 
Millions of people all around the world, individuals and groups and whole 
communities, are following Gandhi’s advice, being the change they want to 
see, opening doors, tearing down walls, building alternatives as they go. Their 
actions are a mix of old and new means, oriented toward a mix of old and 
new ends. Rather than tweak the system, they have decided to build a new 
one, using some of the available tools, and a few parts that were stored in the 
shed, and a handful they have created on the fly. 

While pragmatists and other self-styled realists are busy trying to design 
a better mouse trap and reinventing the wheel, the prefigurationists, each in 
their small ways, are hard at work reinforcing the Earth and reinventing the 
world. Between minima and maxima: that’s where the rubber meets the road. 
Better a bicycle than a bucket loader, better a walking stick than a machine 
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gun. Not too much, not too little, and we discover previously unimagined 
possibilities. Not too little, not too much, and we can fashion previously 
unimaginable realities. This should come as no surprise. Such is the way of 
the Earth, such are the ways of the world, and we are the progeny of both. 

These many small and patient works are adding up to something great, 
and I think they can take us far, even if not all the way. They are preparing 
the soil and planting the seeds and tending the sprouts at once, cultivating a 
socioecological revolution piece by piece along the way, even a sustainability 
revolution, as I sometimes let myself say, one that historians might one day 
be lucky enough to write about, and that schoolchildren might one day be 
lucky enough to read about.

I offer the minima and maxima goads to imaginative reflection and rough 
templates for creative practice. Each points in its way toward overcoming 
excess and overshoot, toward a world characterized by abundance and secu-
rity, a life-world made and sustained within boundaries and capacities set 
by the living Earth. Each points to an ethos of participatory belonging, one 
grounded in psychophysical need and oriented beyond political-economic 
scarcity. These minima and maxima are determined not by want but in accor-
dance with the complex needs of people and their worlds, and with equal 
if differential attention to the diverse needs of all the other-and-more-than-
human members of the Earth community—for without them, there would be 
no worlds at all. These minima and maxima suggest a living asymptote, as it 
were, the ongoing work of millions who together are pushing us away from 
too much and too little and pulling us toward enough. 

rEimAgining rEVolution

This brings us to a final theoretical and practical advantage to the prefigu-
rative approach as I understand it. Prefigurationism avoids the pretense of 
resolving the putative “reform-versus-revolution” debate because it sidesteps 
the ahistorical question that drives it. Imagining our task in terms of minima 
~ maxima frees us from the deceptively divisive “versus.” It does this by 
keeping us focused on the complementary merits of the practices on both 
sides of the tilde, and so on the relations between the real and the possible 
and the imaginary. This allows us to leave the question of reform and revolu-
tion open. Which is as it should be. (It worked for Goldilocks, as she moved 
from the chairs to the soup to the bed. We need only imagine that she finally 
worked it out with the bears.) It makes us ask the question anew, again and 
again and again. And the answer is always different and always mixed. The 
sorts of practices associated with these minima and maxima are sometimes 
reformationist and sometimes revolutionary and at least as often somewhere 
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in between. Some argue they are both at once. And why not? And still others 
imagine that one can lead, and each often does feed, into the other. Whether 
by design or by default, reform can be revolutionary and all revolutions are 
reformative in their way. Whatever one’s position on the question, what mat-
ters is that one’s answer promotes historically transformative practices that 
yield structurally liberative space for dwelling and healthy places for living. 

Despite the well-warranted worry that “it’s not enough!”—I say it all the 
time—we must not pretend that nothing is being done when so much is and 
in so many places. If the pace of change is too slow to avert all of the bad 
outcomes we might hope to avoid, still, there is plenty of evidence that we 
are already on a path to averting at least some of the worst possible outcomes. 
The trend is there. And this is what counts. And the important trend, the need 
for and trend toward system change (to which we will turn next) is certainly 
not being set by the pragmatists. 

In the context of this study, it cannot be overemphasized that all of the 
sorts of prefigurative projects that lie on the maxima side have begun in the 
radical imaginary. The prospective, the anticipatory, the participatory, and 
all the other sorts of liberative praxis I have left out: all of them have germi-
nated as viable and practicable options in the vital soil of the emancipatory 
imaginary. Each rests on the regressive and generative undercurrents of living 
possibility, and each builds on the progressive and projective capacities of 
imagination. Again, as I argued in chapter 8, Taylor and Sartre tell important 
halves of the story. We will find a social imaginary if we look for it, Taylor 
promises; and, I insist, we will find more than we look for. The circle is 
closed only for those who fail to see the generative potential of the living 
imaginary, and Sartre tells us, we will find in the imaginary just what we put 
there; and, I insist, we will find more than we put there. The circle is closed 
only for those who choose the imaginary over the real—which, for Sartre at 
least, is tantamount to evil. To choose the imaginary one must turn one’s back 
on the real, one must prefer the irreal to the real.23 But the reciprocal does 
not hold. To choose the real is not to reject the imaginary. It couldn’t be. To 
choose reality is to take up the nudge and tug of the imaginary, to recognize 
the shared roots of the real and the possible in the irreal. Only through these 
linked capacities, the realizing consciousness and the possiblizing conscious-
ness and the irrealizing consciousness, does the world show itself. No wonder 
Sartre saw imagination as the surest mark of our freedom. 

We can and must take up the real in the light of newly imagined possibili-
ties. Only with and by means of this lived complementarity can we take up 
the given in creative and transformative ways. And only by living in the space 
between realizing praxis and irrealizing praxis can we see that there are times 
when we must give up the taken. Which points at a larger problem. There is 
an elephant in the room.
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it’S tHE SyStEm

So we are in a dance in this moment, a historic ball with many partners. As 
we have seen, there are those who are primarily concerned with reform. They 
advocate functional changes that are more or less possible within the existing 
socio-political-economic apparatus. And they are not entirely wrong to do 
so. They are pragmatic. Provided sufficient grass-tops will and policy-level 
leadership, a bit of symbolic redirection, and a lot technological innovation, 
much can be done to make the system run more smoothly, and at least a little 
more justly. The list of liberal and relatively progressive changes that are 
possible within the existing structures is long. Pragmatists and other reform-
ists are right to promote them. After all, someone’s got to cook dinner while 
we’re trying to restore the Earth and build a better world. Their advocacy 
and work is absolutely necessary, even as it will never be sufficient. If we 
are to act in good faith (a notion I do not use lightly on a walk with Sartre), 
we know that if we take up only means that are already built into the system 
the list of possibilities is skewed toward the status quo, toward what we have 
given ourselves, and so the live options for truly progressive and transforma-
tive and emancipatory change diminish, hobbling the prospects for a new and 
better system. Hence my advocacy of role of the prefigurationists and their 
imaginative grassroots presentation of the future here and now. And still, it 
is not enough.

There is yet another partner in the dance, and their work is as necessary as 
the rest. For these game changers the fundamental issues lie nearer to the his-
torical base; the core problems are nested deep within the structural domain, 
in the very form and function of the dominant world system. Though I think it 
helpful to parse the system into three dimensions, geocapitalism, geocolonial-
ism, and geoconsumerism, as I have done, it is fair enough on both historical 
and structural grounds to subsume the whole problem under the unifying 
rubric of capitalism, as many radical social critics and activists do. If we must 
narrow the problem to one, capitalism is it.

It would be pointless to recapitulate the ever-ramifying anti-capitalist 
critique here; too many political and economic nuances would have to be 
left out. If Marx and Engels tend to get the lion’s share of credit, the count-
less others who have worked within and outside their wake hardly need the 
help.24 Here I will say just a few things about the problem of capitalism from 
a more generic vantage point, that of systems theory (which we touched on 
in the ecological sense in chapter 5, in the social sense in chapter 6, and in 
both senses in the Fifth Interval). Given the mature Sartre’s several invoca-
tions of the language and ideas of what was then still called “cybernetics,” he 
clearly saw something useful in it; if not in its historical goals, then at least 
in its structural orientation. If many orthodox Marxists are rightly critical 



 On the Near Side of Ecocentrism 493

of the weaknesses and limits of “general systems theory,” some heterodox 
political-economists have found the systems-theoretical orientation heuristi-
cally useful—as have, not incidentally, most ecologists and all Earth System 
scientists. It is unsurprising, at least to me, that Sartre would have been curi-
ous about the new tendency’s tools and techniques. For systems theory is 
arguably where analytical reason and dialectical reason approach each other 
most closely, where structural analytics and historical dialectics most vividly 
display their complementarity.

Consider a simple assertion: the capitalist system is as the capitalist system 
does. There is nothing particularly mysterious or complicated or excessive 
about the claim. It’s just straightforwardly radical. That is, it heads straight 
for the roots of the world crisis, and suggests that those roots are systemic. 
The existing world system is much like any other proper system: it is orga-
nized and structured in a certain way in order to do specific things. Like all 
systems, the world system supports and is supported by a specific range of 
functional relations; and, by doing what it can to constrain the positive feed-
back of a known set of variables and maintain the negative feedback provided 
by other less predictable ones, it produces certain functions, resists other 
functions, and rules out still others completely; all of this so that it can keep 
doing just and only what it is meant to do. (Here I remind the reader that in 
the systems-theoretical vernacular, “positive feedback” yields change; “nega-
tive feedback” keeps things the same.) This is just what it means for a system 
to be intact; this is what a system looks like when it is running smoothly. By 
definition, without substantial structural and functional change, the system 
must, by default, produce a precise and narrow set of functions and render 
a broad range of alternative functions and structures impossible. This is just 
how a system relates to itself. It is just the way systems are. Not to belabor 
the point, systems are made to do certain things, and not to do other things, 
and to prevent still other things from happening around them and to them. 

So a system just is what a system does. The point is as easy to illustrate 
as it is simple to state. Think of bicycles. There have been some pretty silly 
bicycle designs over the centuries, and not a few bad ones. We have over 
time gotten better and better at designing bicycles. Sometimes we do this by 
reimagining important bicycle parts (think wheel size or handlebar shape); 
sometimes we do it by reconfiguring bicycle subsystems (think de-railers 
or handbrakes); and sometime we do it by reconfiguring the whole bicycle 
system (think upright or incumbent). As long as the thing allows us to pedal 
along, it’s a bicycle. This is neither good nor bad in itself, not right or wrong. 
It’s just a simple fact about bicycles as mechanical systems that are designed 
to allow us to pedal along on two wheels. If the thing doesn’t allow us to do 
this, strictly speaking, it’s not a true bicycle, even if it looks a lot like one. 
It is no different with the capitalist system. The capitalist system must lower 
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production costs, produce profit, and grow. If it doesn’t do these things, it is 
not capitalism, even if it looks like capitalism. A bicycle, like capitalism, is 
as it does. (Which leaves open the question of who’s doing the peddling.) 
Gregory Bateson describes the conservatism of such systems succinctly: “As 
in the engine with a governor, the fuel supply is changed to conserve—to 
keep constant—the speed of the flywheel, so always in such systems changes 
occur to conserve the truth of some descriptive statement, some component 
of the status quo.”25 Not incidentally, Bateson offers this description while 
cautiously praising Lamarck. If biological systems are strictly Darwinian 
(though the burgeoning field of epigenetics holds Lamarck’s question open), 
economic systems are Lamarckian, or at least they can be. They pass on 
structural adaptations on the basis of historical experience. In any case, the 
complexities only multiply as we move from mechanical systems (a bicycle) 
to biological and ecological systems (a bacterium or biome), and on to psy-
chosocial systems (a bonobo community), and on again toward socioecologi-
cal systems (a human economy). And the problems also multiply. 

As we shift, to take a simple example again, from simple forms of shar-
ing and trade to a monetized economy and on again to mercantilist and then 
a properly capitalist economy, things get a lot more complicated along the 
way. And so it is at the level of intelligibility, too. When we shift from the 
abstract concept of a “system of exchange” toward the concrete notion of “a 
capitalist system of exchange” and on toward “global capitalism” things get a 
lot more complicated. It doesn’t take a political-economist to figure this out. 
Or a systems theorist. It’s just a good reminder that it’s a lot harder to build a 
fair economy than it is to build a better bicycle. Which suggests that there is 
a way in which the revolutionaries make more sense than the reformists, and 
even more than those who evade the choice, too. 

Like every complex adaptive system, the geocapitalist, geocolonial, geo-
consumerist system is made to do certain things and not to do others (as we 
discussed in chapter 7), and it has shown itself to be explosively adaptive. 
Despite all the changes of the past several centuries—social, ecological, 
political, economic, scientific, technological—capitalism just keeps pedaling 
along. As the system has matured, it has become increasingly destructive, a 
global system that exploits the Earth, rather than nurture it; a world system 
that oppresses the majority, rather than nurturing it. True, capitalism does a 
few other things, too, some of them even good and desirable; but not nearly 
so much as it exploits and oppresses; and not nearly enough to justify the 
increasingly desperate efforts of capitalists to perpetuate its basic functions. 
Most important in the present context, this brutal world system is changing 
the Earth System so rapidly as to undermine the adaptive capacities of Earth 
and world alike. 
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Some think the capitalist system just needs fixing, a little tending and 
tweaking around the edges. Others insist that we will only succeed at making 
a better world and healing the Earth if we are willing to reconceive the funda-
mental purpose and structure of the system, even that we must dismantle the 
whole thing and put a new system in its place, if we are to believe the most 
imaginative among them. And I think they are right, even as I admit that a 
little pragmatist’s realism and a lot of prefigurationist’s imagination are nec-
essary, too. If we look at history, after all, it’s not that we end up tweaking the 
system because the tweakers are right. We tweak the system in response to a 
steady upward push from the ground, due to the torsion forced by those who 
are oppressed by the system and hope to bring about a new and better one, lest 
they perish by the fast and slow violences of the one that is crushing them. 
This is the force of truth that drives the system tweakers, who for whatever 
reasons are resistant to the truth of system’s brutality and immanent failure. 
We will never tweak the capitalist system to the point where the statistics 
come out acceptably. It just won’t happen. This system cannot keep the planet 
habitable, nor bring about a livable world. It’s not what the system is made to 
do. The delusion of the reformists is that it is and it can and it will be able to 
keep lowering costs and producing profit and growing, and make the world 
a better place while doing it. We’re getting there, they say, we just must be 
patient. They are wrong, and despite all the good work being done, the proof 
of their error becomes more visible each day (consider the brief catalogue 
of dismal statistics reviewed in chapter 7). But this is the end of a book, not 
the beginning of one. We can return briefly to the prefigurative precepts to 
illuminate the point. 

We know too well which side of the tilde dominates the real world; and 
we know, too, which side is unraveling the Earth: globalization, corporat-
ism, enclosure, the shibboleth of private property; heteronomy, hierarchy, 
exclusion, and the fetish of representative democracy; centralization, stasis, 
linearity, and the cult of extractive disturbance. Leave these untouched and 
let them have their way and we know what will come. Indeed, the results are 
already upon us. Leave the system running and we will soon find ourselves 
leaving behind the patterned adaptive complexity of livable worlds, and 
clinging to the tattered fringes of mere habitability on a battered Earth. Mere 
and battered: not a happy prospect. Again, none of this is to say that we can 
or should leave all of the right-hand side of the tildes behind. There is a place 
for each in any livable social system, as there is a place for all of them in any 
habitable ecological system. There must be. For all living systems are in the 
end, and at inception, socioecological systems, at once vertical and horizontal 
and orthogonal, so to speak, at once integrative and open-ended. And it takes 
work to make them work, and even more work to change them. 
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Consider perhaps the most difficult contemporary example. Just what a 
positively reconfigured transnational corporatism might look like is hard to 
say. The difficulty, however, may not be rooted in the seeming implausibility. 
It may be that the requisite changes cannot be pushed from within, not all or 
enough of them, anyway; despite the good faith and occasionally effective 
efforts of insiders to do so. The reconfigurative work of minimizing the ill-
effects of existing power structures is valuable work, and hard work. But cor-
porations are systems, too. Any real change at the system level, any system 
change that really changes things, must be pushed and pulled along, in part, 
by forces that lie outside the system we seek to change. And I suspect such 
outside forces have to be the larger part. Any properly transformative and 
emancipatory change at broad scales will hang heavily on the complementary 
push and pull between the status quo and the status pro, as it were, the forces 
within and the forces without; the forces between and the forces beyond. We 
might call it the isometrics of world-making. It is the way of the Earth.

timE to SWim

So one last time, cards on the table: the enforced geoculture of capitalism, 
colonialism, and consumerism is subverting the Earth, hobbling the habitable 
planet upon which livable worlds depend. This is all it can do, now and for 
any possible future. This is its nature. Whether by design or by default or 
by both—it hardly matters how much of each—it’s the system. The world is 
for too many of us cruel and unjust; our deleterious and brutal effects ripple 
across the Earth and its countless other-and-more-than-human creatures and 
their myriad powers; and there is nowhere else to go, for us or for them. For 
this reason, if for no other, we must build the next world right here on Earth, 
a new Earth-world system, if I dare to say such a thing. And, one last time, 
if we must, we can. Those revolutionaries who are already busy at the task 
know this well, as do their pragmatist and prefigurationist sisters and broth-
ers, each in their way. 

How habitable the Earth will be in the future is the more integrative ques-
tion, a matter of relations and patterns and processes at once beyond us and 
within us. How livable the worlds we make will be remains the more open 
question, a matter of curiosity, imagination, thought, and committed engage-
ment. The challenge is to hold both questions together, to ask the integrative 
and open-ended question of Earth and world at once, in the same breath. For 
like nature and culture, fact and value, and reality and imagination, present 
and future are only separated by “a line without thickness.” It is not for us 
to decide in advance if we will succeed or fail. The next world will come, 
whether by foment or ferment or both. This is the way of the Earth. There 
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will be reforms and reformations, prefigurations and reconfigurations and 
transformations. And there will be revolutions, too, as there have been before. 
Some are slow, some are fast, some more violent than others—the Oxygen, 
the Cambrian, the Neolithic; the Agricultural, the Axial, the Scientific; the 
American, the French, the Russian; the Industrial, the Green, the Digital. 
What the next named revolution will be remains to be seen. We may fairly 
expect its name to suit its character. Perhaps they will call it the Anthropo-
cene. Perhaps they won’t. I, for one, think I hope they don’t. We all may hope 
that it will be a socioecological revolution, that it might even be called the 
Sustainability Revolution, or some other such happy moniker. Call it what 
you will, it is not for us to name it but to nurture it.

Across the several parts of this study we have borne out some of the Earth-
oriented enthusiasm the younger Sartre expressed in his wartime journal: 
“Looking at the trees and the water, I said to myself ecstatically, ‘There’s so 
much to do!’” The water? The trees? So much to do? Who knew he had it 
in him to say such a thing? No doubt sometimes he even surprised himself. 
It is as if we are with him not at a café, but by the pond, and Raymond Aron 
or Fernando Gerassi—depending on whose memory we choose to trust—
assures us that we can extract philosophy from our descriptions; that we can 
describe not just an apricot cocktail or a beer, but a marsh on the upstream 
end of a pond, or a great boulder on the pond’s west side, or the place where 
a brook enters on the north shore, or a leaping squirrel and two wading herons 
and three drifting turtles and all the flitting damselflies, an evanescent osprey, 
a flock of bobbers all silent and steadfast in the trees, a little dam and a great 
aqueduct and a mighty river below, to say nothing of a big city downstream—
where Sartre, no doubt, would still rather be—with its waterworks spilling 
into an estuary and flowing into a sea and rising up to the sky; as if we can 
describe all this and extract philosophy from our descriptions, that through 
and by our investigations of these many things and creatures and powers, we 
might discover the truth of this pond, and in it something of the truth of the 
Earth and world entire. And so we have. 

As I hope to have shown, the pond’s tale speaks of an earthly history that is 
made, not found; of a worldly history that is no mere aggregate of events, no 
simple passive string of happenings, but an active and creative collaboration, 
a collective work of myriad millions of individuals and groups spread across 
the face of the Earth and across the time of worlds; of an earthly work under-
taken over billions of years of world-making and unmaking and remaking. It 
speaks perhaps above all, of the patient and perpetual task of forging the liv-
able out of the habitable, a world worth wanting on a planet worth preserving. 

I also hope to have shown that Sartre can help us to see this more clearly. 
Sartre, of all people, can help us to see how a small and nameless pond in 
the woods at once reflects and inflects the earthly and worldly momentum 
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of culture and nature; that a little reservoir on a gentleman’s farm at once 
inflects and reflects the ever-changing place of the human world within its 
earthly context; that getting the facts straight about the relation between 
humankind and all the rest of the Earth community is always already a 
matter of value; that the demolition of a dam and draining of a pond sug-
gests that our visions of the real world are always permeated throughout by 
earthly imaginaries. With Sartre’s help, of all people, we have seen in this 
pond’s still waters the inevasible bonds between nature and culture, fact 
and value, reality and imagination, Earth and world. For the two are in each 
case also one, as are they all together. And perhaps most importantly, and 
not at all surprisingly, Sartre has helped us to catch a glimpse of ourselves 
in this same small drop of water, a glimpse of a new human place in the 
broader Earth community, a place of belonging and participation, a place 
of worldly commitments and earthly engagements. Everything is there, as 
Sartre loved to say. Everything is in this pond, all the worlds and the whole 
Earth, together.

And so the great existentialist visionary can help us to reopen the field of 
ecological vision, difficult as it is for some to imagine. Sartre’s thought and 
manner of thinking help us to see not just the human, but even the other-and-
more, not just the social and the ecological, but the social in the ecological 
and the ecological in the social, and in ways not quite like any other thinker 
can do. I even daresay that at least in its mature dialectical form, Sartre’s 
relational realism is an incipient socioecological realism. As he says more 
than once near the end of his second great treatise, everything is connected 
to everything else.

Of course, harder-nosed ecologists will balk when nonscientists invoke 
this language of deep connectedness. And fairly enough. It is one thing to 
recognize connectivity; it is quite another to understand the significance of it. 
It is one thing to have the easy insight that humans and the other-and-more-
than-human are linked to each other and to everything else. It is quite another 
thing to make the difficult inference that Earth and its worlds comprise a 
single, dynamic, shifting whole, a self-organizing, structural-historical matrix 
of earthly creatures and worldly powers. This is a bit more complicated claim. 
And I do not pretend that it would sit easily with Sartre. Still, as I have tried 
to show in this study with Sartre’s help, it is true. 

If we take this seriously, and I think we must, it means several things. It 
means that our interest in the sociality of the human world must always be 
motivated and informed by a concern with the ecology of Earth; it means 
also that our interest in the ecology of the planet must always be motivated 
and informed by a concern with the sociality of the human world; and thus 
it means that all of our social and ecological interests must be motivated and 
informed by a concern with other-and-more-than-human worlds. This places 
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us under a powerful burden, especially if our goal is not only to understand 
the world, but to change it for the better. For we must somehow learn to live 
these interests and concerns in the right way. And this is a matter of justice, 
justice in the human world and justice for the other-and-more-than-humans 
with whom we share this Earth. And yet we hardly know what it means think 
the social and the ecological together, let alone what it means to live and to 
act as if Earth and world are one.

We do know that we must clean up our house lest we end up homeless, as 
too many of us already are—both human and other-and-more. And the best 
way to clean up the house is to change our habits. It’s just common sense. A 
place for everything and everything in its place. Imagine that. It’s just home 
economics. But don’t take it from me. Take it from Earth. Ask your mother. 
She’s been around for a while.

mArCHing ordErS

Sartre’s only authorized biographer, John “Tito” Gerassi, liked to tell a story 
about his father and Sartre. I can’t say whether it is true or not. All involved, 
both teller and told, are now dead. Still, it’s a telling story, and easy enough 
to tell. While on furlough from the Spanish Civil War, the artist Fernando 
Gerassi met his friend Sartre at a café in Paris. The writer asked the painter 
how things were going in the fight against the fascists. It wasn’t going well, 
the painter replied, and then added that he planned to return to the fight none-
theless. When the philosopher was taken aback and protested, the artist made 
his philosophy clear. “You don’t fight fascists because you think you’re going 
to win,” he said, “you fight them because they’re fascists.” It was, for Sartre, 
a profound lesson. 

And so it is for us. We are in much the same situation today, albeit with 
several important differences. The scale is vastly larger, and the stakes are 
vastly higher, it is vastly more difficult to distinguish friend from foe, and 
we really cannot say how well or badly things are likely to go. We’ve just 
begun to face into it, after all. What we do know is that the whole Earth and 
the whole world hang together in the balance, both now and for any foresee-
able future. This much is crystal clear. And so we might re-inflect the artist’s 
lesson to the philosopher to fit our time. We shouldn’t fight the destroyers 
of Earth because we think we will win; we must fight them because they 
are the enemies of all possible worlds. They are the enemies of every earth-
ling, human and other-and-more; they are the enemies of the present and of 
the future, of this generation, and the next, and the seventh, and the seven 
hundredth. What’s worse, they are us and we are them. A daunting enemy, 
indeed. No matter. Everything starts today. 
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Coda

Bringing Earth and World 
together Again

sketch of an existential ecology

This game of hide-and-seek will end only when we have the courage 
to go to the limits of ourselves in both directions at once.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, St. Genet: Actor and Martyr (1952)1

In 1957, Sartre famously wrote of Marxism, “It remains the philosophy of 
our time: it is unsurpassable because the circumstances which engendered 
it have not been surpassed.”2 We need not go too deeply into this to get 
Sartre’s gist. Once again, we should take him at his word. He did not mean 
that Marx gave us the One True Thought for all time. He meant that the 
still evolving tradition of Marxism provided the most important manner of 
thinking for his time. Sartre was making a historical claim about a “living 
philosophy.” In his estimation, the Marxist manner of thinking provided the 
best tools for making sense of the world in the mid-twentieth-century. And 
perhaps it did. 

Things have changed since then. If I were inclined to proclamations and 
isms, I might riff off of Sartre’s provocative claim and say that ecologism 
is the unsurpassable philosophy of our time. And if I said that, I would not 
mean that Marxism is no longer relevant, nor that ecology is the Royal Road 
to Eternal Truth. I would mean that ecological thinking provides the best 
tools for making sense of the world and its problems today. Other good ways 
of thinking there are, Marxist ways among them. And still other and better 
ways of thinking are sure to come. They always do. In the meantime, and for 
the foreseeable future, I think our best resources for thought lie in ecological 
thinking. 

Like Sartre’s point about Marxism, my angle on ecology and ecological 
thinking comes with an existential inflection. The difference is that, as careful 
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readers know, the mature Sartre hedged a bit on the existentialist connection. 
I don’t hedge. He had his reasons in his time. We don’t. Not today. Quite 
the contrary, to make sense of these troubled times, we must think equally 
in both directions at once, the existential and the ecological. But what does 
this mean?

On the one hand, we have existential philosophy, the philosophy of exis-
tence. There is a lot to say about what existentialism is, and plenty to say 
about what it isn’t. Again, we need not dig too deeply into the details to get 
the gist. Sartre’s basic sense of the matter is helpful. His idea, made famous 
in his celebrated public lecture, Existentialism, is it a humanism?, is that 
existentialism is a philosophical perspective built upon and around a single 
axiom: “existence precedes essence.” This claim is not so obscure as it 
might seem. It just requires a shift in the logic of ordinary self-understand-
ing. The idea is that we do not express some preexisting essence or nature 
through our manner of existence. It’s the other way around. We exist first, 
and along the way we create whatever essence or nature we might have. 
Our essence, such as it is, is just the momentary fruit of this ever-changing 
existential process. We make what we are by doing what we do, and so we 
are always in the making. Some find this view unsavory, if not downright 
burdensome, as it does come with a lot of ambivalence and responsibility 
and unpredictability. For if we become what we make of ourselves, we 
are as responsible for who we are as we are for what we do, which gets us 
all wrapped up in responsibilities for who others might be and what they 
might become, which has a certain ripple effect, and so on. In any case, 
this understanding of what it means to be human begins with the essential 
reversal, turning away from an imagined nature and to face into the primacy 
of existence.

Again, it’s not so cryptic as it seems. To be an existentialist, you just have 
to make a particularly big deal out of this thought that existence precedes 
essence. Which, at its core, is really just a weighty sounding way of say-
ing that you are what you do. You are nothing more than what you do, and 
nothing less. You don’t even have to be an existentialist to see that there’s 
something to the thought. Aristotle made a big deal out of a very similar sense 
of things. Hegel and Kierkegaard and Marx did, too. They all thought very 
different things about what it means to be human and where that meaning 
comes from, but as far as the being-and-doing response to the human nature 
question, they had much in common with Sartre, as he frequently noted. And 
even if you don’t think it’s such a big deal at all to say that existence precedes 
essence, that your existence precedes your essence and mine precedes mine, 
we can still feel the pinch of it, and the rub. If we are what we do, there are 
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no excuses. We are who we deserve to be. A difficult thought. So much for 
the existential side of the equation.

On the other hand, we have ecology. The first thing that comes to mind, or 
should, is that ecology is a natural science. The standard definition is that 
ecology is the branch of the life sciences that studies relations between 
organisms and their environment. Now, this is true enough so far as it goes. 
But it makes ecology sound quite a bit simpler than it is. Ecology is interested 
at least as much in the “relations between” as it is in the “organisms and their 
environment,” and arguably more so. As with existentialism, we can say that 
ecology is built upon and around a single idea: it’s all related. And this eco-
logical sense of relatedness is not passive and intransitive, as when we say, 
it’s all relative, and thereby eviscerate any sense of agency and responsive-
ness. In ecology, it’s all related in the active and transitive sense: each thing 
actively relates to all the other things; everything relates transitively to every-
thing else. It’s all call and response, so to speak. Like the priority of existence 
over essence for existential philosophy, for ecological science the radical 
interrelatedness of all things and creatures and powers on Earth is axiomatic. 
Unlike the existential axiom, however, there is no order of precedence in the 
matrix earthly and worldly relations. At least no obvious one. Life and envi-
ronment are tightly coupled. That is all we can say, and all we need to say. 
To ask which has priority, life or environment, Earth or world, is to miss the 
essential existential interrelatedness. It’s just a big swirling matrix of earthly 
things and creatures and powers. And the ecologist has to think about all of 
it. That’s the dream anyway. 

It’s not easy. Whether you go up or down or across in scale—from hun-
dreds to thousands to millions and billions of years, from bacteria to beehives 
to bison, from landscapes to biomes to the biosphere, from individuals to 
communities to the whole Earth collaborative—the more you look the more 
relations you see and the swirlier the big swirling matrix gets. Add a moun-
tain of mathematical modeling and partial differential equations, and you can 
see why the science of relations between organisms and their environment is 
anything but simple. Ask an Earth Systems ecologist about planetary nutrient 
flows and cycles. Ask a forest ecologist about relations among soil and fungi 
and trees. Ask a bacterial ecologist about the billions of bugs in your gut, or 
a molecular ecologist about the cycles and flows that bind their lives to yours 
and yours to theirs. 

Fortunately for the aspirant, like all scientific disciplines, ecology requires 
ecologists to narrow their scope to theoretically manageable proportions and 
experimentally manageable morsels. And they do for the most part. But they 
all know what they’re really up to in the end. Micro to meso to macro to 
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meta, ecologists are interested in life on Earth in all its intimate intermingling 
and interwoven complexity. Ecology is about the whole shebang, and it’s all 
related. Ecologists are the real relativists. So much for the ecological side of 
the equation.

Now, in case you hadn’t guessed it, ecology involves a rather distinctive 
manner of thinking. The ecologist must somehow think about those related 
things all at once, and must manage somehow to see them all together and 
to see them whole. You can call this dialectical thinking, or synthetic think-
ing, or integrative thinking, or synergistic thinking, or holistic thinking. Each 
of these several adjectives emphasizes important dimensions of ecological 
thinking: it is constructive and creative, it hunts and it gathers, it is sensitive 
to flow and constraint and overflow; it is as concerned with parts as it is with 
wholes; or, to put it in a more explicitly Sartrean phraseology, it is historical 
and structural, regressive and progressive, integrative and open-ended. These 
are all attributes of the patient work of ecological thought. In this sense, at 
least, the science ecology is quite philosophical. And here we catch a glimpse 
of the connection between the existentialist theme of self-creation and the 
ecological theme of creative interrelatedness. 

What you make of the existential insight that you are what you do is always 
already a matter of what you make of the ecological insight that everything 
is related to everything else. And vice versa, of course. What you make of 
interrelatedness is always already a matter of what you make of yourself. We 
might even create a sort of hybrid existential-ecological axiom: existence pre-
cedes essence because it’s all related. Which, of course, you can put the other 
way around if you prefer: it’s all related because existence precedes essence. 
You are what you do because we are what we do; we are what we do because 
you are what you do. Either way you put it, what you make of the existential 
axiom depends on how you make ecological sense of some very important 
and complicated relations: between nature and culture, between facts and 
values, between reality and imagination, for example; to say nothing of rela-
tions between Earth and its myriad worlds. And, needless to say, what you 
make of the ecological insight hangs heavily on how you answer the basic 
existential question: how shall I live my life? The problem—or need I say, 
a problem—is that we tend to think these thoughts and questions apart. We 
think nature or culture, fact or value, real or imaginary, existence or essence, 
self or other, when we should think them together. The logic of our concepts 
forces them apart even as the logic of experience draws them together. They 
belong together because they emerge and evolve together. After all, every 
breath you take is at once ecological and existential, natural and cultural, a 
fact and a value. We breathe this way, they breathe that way; that is the wrong 
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way to drink, this is the right way. Every sip of water is a matter of life and 
death here and now, every breath, too, and this very minute. Every breath says 
death can wait. Every sip says yes to life. 

Don’t get me wrong, it is easy to think in slices, and it works up to a point. 
Night or day. Up or down. Hot or cold. And some cuts cut deeper than others. 
One or two. True or false. Good or bad. Beautiful or ugly. Every slice also 
calls forth a splice, so to speak. Dichotomies abound, and for many reasons. 
Some are heuristic and others are critical. All or none? Paper or plastic? Me 
or you or us? Do you see what I mean? Some cuts go with the grain and some 
across it and some don’t quite make it all the way through. There are plants 
and there are animals. A reed is not a frog. There are reptiles and birds. A frog 
is not a heron. There are waterfowl and raptors. A duck is not an osprey. It’s 
complicated. A platypus is a mammal with a bill like a duck. The exoskel-
etons of bugs and the cell walls of mushrooms are made of the same stuff. 
Go figure. An osprey is not an airplane. Complicated, indeed. Still, a full 
moon is not a new moon. A moon at noon is not a midnight moon. Waxing or 
waning? Bird and pilot alike have to wait till tomorrow to see. The problems 
arise when, whether by force of habit or by sheer indolence or more likely by 
a bit of both, we permit a useful distinction to harden up, when we make our 
imaginary slices more real than they are. Nature here, culture there; fact here, 
value there; reality here, imagination there; humans here, “nonhumans” there; 
Earth here, world there. The trouble starts when our perfectly useful habit of 
conceptual splaying ripples outward and into our conduct and we fail to put 
things back together, when we slice and forget to splice. The trouble starts 
when we let ourselves lose sight of how it’s all related, because this forgetting 
tends to have bad effects on what we do, which tends to have a bad effect on 
what we become, which, in turn, messes up the web of relations in which all 
our doing gets done.

So here’s another pinch and rub. It’s not just that ecological thinking and 
existential thinking go together. Existential thinking and ecological thinking 
require each other. Each is a necessary implicate of the other, and neither 
is sufficient apart from the other. In short, they belong together because, in 
truth, they are always already found together. Existence precedes essence 
because it’s all related, all creatures and every power, the whole Earth and for 
all possible worlds, all intimately connected and utterly intermingled. Which 
means you can’t think one side well without thinking the other. You’ve got 
to think in both directions at once. It’s easy to see, if only we look, easy to 
hear, if only we listen, easy to smell, to taste, to touch, if only we let ourselves 
feel it. And feel it we must. For if we want to get to the far side of the crisis 
we face—psychological, social, political, economic, environmental, they’re 
all of a piece—and if we want to get there with a both habitable planet and 
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a livable world, we will have to do a lot of good ecological thinking as we 
make our way forward. 

If it needs to be said, I’m not just talking about the ecologists who do ecol-
ogy. I mean all of us, doing whatever it is that we do. We all need to learn to 
think and to act ecologically. I am as certain of this as I am of anything, so I 
will say it again. If we want to preserve the prospect of a future worth wanting 
on this planet, we must learn to exist ecologically. Again, it’s easier to say 
than to do. And that’s the point, isn’t it?

It turns out that the existential axiom that you are what you do is predicated 
upon the ecological insight that it’s all related. And vice versa, of course. To 
put it only slightly differently, the existential insight that existence precedes 
essence is also and equally an ecological insight about the radical interrelat-
edness of everything. It is true of relations internal to each organism: honey-
bees are as honeybees do, and so are flowers. It is true of relations between 
organisms: honeybees and flowers do have their ways with each other, as do 
beekeepers and their bees. It is true of relations between creatures and their 
dwelling places: think of bees and their hollow trees and their honey combs, 
or beekeepers and their hives and their honey jars. Each makes and remakes 
the other in his or her way, just as each sustains the other, too, even as each 
surpasses and is surpassed by other-and-more creatures and powers: enter 
the hungry bear at the base of the honey tree. Enter the curious kindergarten-
ers and the vigilant teacher on an unseasonably warm and humid late spring 
morning all draped in white, screens across their faces: today we will learn 
about bees. Suzy couldn’t come. She’s allergic. We are what we do because 
it’s all related. It’s always already existential and ecological.

One of my favorite ecologists is a philosophically inclined British Earth 
Systems scientist named Stephan Harding. He is known as much for his 
muddy boots and environmental advocacy as for his sophisticated computer 
modeling of self-regulating geophysiological systems. And, in the spirit of 
transparency, he has what might be called eco-mystical tendencies. Anyway, 
I once heard Harding speak at a conference on the global ecological crisis. 
In what he admitted was “a very un-British” expression of sentimentality, he 
said, “we will never save what we do not love.” Harding was speaking not of 
the world, but of the Earth. What he meant is that will not save the Earth if 
we do not love it. When I heard this, believe it or not, I thought of Sartre. In 
an uncharacteristic moment of humanist ambivalence Sartre wrote something 
similar, albeit with an existential rather than ecological inflection. “Don’t 
wait for an ethics filled with hope,” he scribbled in his postwar notebook, 
“Men are ignoble. We have to love them for what they might be, not for what 
they are.”3 This same thought echoes across the pages of his oeuvre, and he 
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said something like it aloud on more than one occasion. All he meant is that if 
we can’t love people for what they are, we can love them for what they might 
become. Despite his ambivalence toward the Earth and its creatures, Sartre 
always had hope for people and world. 

I think the Anglo-ecologist and the Franco-existentialist were both onto 
something. I think they both got it half right, each in his own way. Sartre 
believed that in our individual and collective choices we choose for or against 
humanity and the world. Harding suggests that in all our choices we choose 
for or against the Earth and the community of earthlings. You can’t choose 
for one without choosing for the other. Together and alone, for or against, we 
always choose for both the Earth and the world. 

In the same work in which Sartre wrote of Marxism’s philosophical prece-
dence for his time, he also wrote of the transformative power of understand-
ing. “To understand,” he said, “is to change, to go beyond oneself.”4 Some of 
us may find it easier to love the world more than we do the Earth, and some 
of us may love the Earth more than we do the world. If it is not always easy 
to love one or the other for what it is, we can learn to love them both for what 
they might become. Indeed, we must. For the Earth and the world are two 
only in imagination. In reality they are one. 

This is the existential significance of the ecological insight that it’s all 
related; and this is the ecological significance of the existential insight that we 
are what we do: We will never save the world if we do not love the Earth, nor 
can we save the Earth if we do not love the world. A tall order, I know, and a 
bit precious too. But it’s true. To act from within this ecological understand-
ing of earthly unity and worldly love is the collective existential challenge 
of our time. 

notES

1. Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, trans. B. Frechtman (Minneap-
olis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 599. Used with permission of University 
of Minnesota Press.

2. Jean-Paul Sartre, Search for a Method, trans. Hazel Barnes (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1963), 30, translation substantially modified; see Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique 
de la Raison Dialectique, précédé de Questions de méthode, tome I, Théorie des 
ensemble practiques (Paris: Gallimard), 36.

3. Jean-Paul Sartre, Notebooks for an Ethics, trans. David Pellauer (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1992), 8.

4. Sartre, Search for a Method, 18.
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