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We’ve read enough books. Jared Kushner1



1.
This essay uses the occasion of Donald Trump’s election on
November 8, 2016, to bring together three phenomena that
commentators have already noted but without always seeing their
connection. Thus, they fail to see the immense political energy that
could be generated by drawing them together.

In the early 1990s, right after the victory over Communism
symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall, just as some observers were
claiming that history had run its course,2 another history was
surreptitiously getting under way.

This history was initially marked by what is called “deregulation,” a
term that has given the word “globalization” an increasingly
pejorative cast. The same period witnessed, everywhere at once, the
start of an increasingly vertiginous explosion of inequalities. These
two phenomena coincided with a third that is less often stressed: the
beginning of a systematic effort to deny the existence of climate
change – “climate” in the broad sense of the relations between
human beings and the material conditions of their lives.

This essay proposes to take these three phenomena as symptoms of a
single historical situation: it is as though a significant segment of the
ruling classes (known today rather too loosely as “the elites”) had
concluded that the earth no longer had room enough for them and
for everyone else.

Consequently, they decided that it was pointless to act as though
history were going to continue to move toward a common horizon,
toward a world in which all humans could prosper equally. From the
1980s on, the ruling classes stopped purporting to lead and began
instead to shelter themselves from the world. We are experiencing all
the consequences of this flight, of which Donald Trump is merely a
symbol, one among others. The absence of a common world we can
share is driving us crazy.

The hypothesis is that we can understand nothing about the politics
of the last 50 years if we do not put the question of climate change
and its denial front and center. Without the idea that we have



entered into a New Climatic Regime,3 we cannot understand the
explosion of inequalities, the scope of deregulation, the critique of
globalization, or, most importantly, the panicky desire to return to
the old protections of the nation-state – a desire that is identified,
quite inaccurately, with the “rise of populism.”

To resist this loss of a common orientation, we shall have to come
down to earth; we shall have to land somewhere. So, we shall have to
learn how to get our bearings, how to orient ourselves. And to do this
we need something like a map of the positions imposed by the new
landscape within which not only the affects of public life but also its
stakes are being redefined.

The reflections that follow, written with deliberate bluntness, explore
the possibility that certain political affects might be channeled
toward new objectives.

Since the author lacks any authority in political science, he can only
offer his readers the opportunity to disprove this hypothesis and look
for better ones.

2.
Donald Trump’s supporters should be thanked for having
considerably clarified these questions by pressing him to announce,
on June 1, 2017, America’s withdrawal from the Paris Climate
Accord.

What the militancy of millions of ecologists, the warnings of
thousands of scientists, the actions of hundreds of industrialists,
even the efforts of Pope Francis,4 have not managed to do, Trump
succeeded in doing: everyone now knows that the climate question is
at the heart of all geopolitical issues and that it is directly tied to
questions of injustice and inequality.5

By pulling out of the Paris Accord, Trump explicitly triggered, if not a
world war, at least a war over what constitutes the theater of
operations. “We Americans don’t belong to the same earth as you.
Yours may be threatened; ours won’t be!”



The political consequences, and presumably the military
consequences – or in any case the existential consequences – of what
the first President Bush had predicted in 1992, in Rio, have thus been
spelled out: “Our way of life is not negotiable!” There we have it. At
least things are clear: no longer is there an ideal of a world common
to what used to be called “the West.”

A first historic event: Brexit. The country that had invented the wide-
open space of the market on the sea as well as on land; the country
that had ceaselessly pushed the European Union to be nothing but a
huge shop; this very country, facing the sudden arrival of thousands
of refugees, decided on impulse to stop playing the game of
globalization. In search of an empire that had long since vanished, it
is trying to pry itself away from Europe (at the price of increasingly
inextricable difficulties).

A second historic event: Trump’s election. The country that had
violently imposed its own quite particular form of globalization on
the world, the country that had defined itself by immigration while
eliminating its first inhabitants, that very country has entrusted its
fate to someone who promises to isolate it inside a fortress, to stop
letting in refugees, to stop going to the aid of any cause that is not on
its own soil, even as it continues to intervene everywhere in the
world with its customary careless blundering.

The new affinity for borders among people who had advocated their
systematic dismantling is already confirming the end of one concept
of globalization. Two of the greatest countries of the old “free world”
are saying to the others: “Our history will no longer have anything to
do with yours; you can go to hell!”

A third historic event: the resumption, extension, and amplification
of migrations. At the very moment when every country is
experiencing the multiple threats of globalization, many are having
to figure out how to welcome onto their soil millions of people –
perhaps tens of millions!6 – who are driven by the cumulative action
of wars, failed attempts at economic development, and climate
change, to search for territory they and their children can inhabit.

Some will claim that this is a very old problem. But no: these three
phenomena are simply different aspects of one and the same



metamorphosis: the very notion of soil is changing. The soil of
globalization’s dreams is beginning to slip away. This is the truly new
aspect of what is discreetly called the “migratory crisis.”

If the anguish runs so deep, it is because each of us is beginning to
feel the ground slip away beneath our feet. We are discovering, more
or less obscurely, that we are all in migration toward territories yet to
be rediscovered and reoccupied.

This is because of a fourth historic event, the most important and the
least discussed. It took place on December 12, 2015, in Paris, just as
agreement about the climate was being reached, at the end of the
conference called COP21.

What counts as a measure of the event’s real impact is not what the
delegates decided; it is not even whether or not the agreement is
carried out (the climate change deniers will do their utmost to
eviscerate it); no, the crucial fact is that, on that December day all the
signatory countries, even as they were applauding the success of the
improbable agreement, realized with alarm that, if they all went
ahead according to the terms of their respective modernization
plans, there would be no planet compatible with their hopes for
development.7 They would need several planets; they have only one.

Now if there is no planet, no earth, no soil, no territory to house the
Globe of globalization toward which all these countries claim to be
headed, then there is no longer an assured “homeland,” as it were,
for anyone.

Each of us thus faces the following question: Do we continue to
nourish dreams of escaping, or do we start seeking a territory that we
and our children can inhabit?

Either we deny the existence of the problem, or else we look for a
place to land. From now on, this is what divides us all, much more
than our positions on the right or the left side of the political
spectrum.

And this is just as true for the old inhabitants of the wealthy
countries as it is for their future inhabitants. The first, because they
understand that there is no planet suited for globalization and that
they will have to change their ways of life completely; the second,



because they have had to leave their old devastated lands: they, too,
have to change their ways of life completely and learn new ones.

In other words, the migratory crisis has been generalized.

To the migrants from outside who have to cross borders and leave
their countries behind at the price of immense tragedies, we must
from now on add the migrants from inside who, while remaining in
place, are experiencing the drama of seeing themselves left behind by
their own countries. What makes the migratory crisis so difficult to
conceptualize is that it is the symptom, to more or less excruciating
degrees, of an ordeal common to all: the ordeal of finding oneself
deprived of land.

This ordeal accounts for the relative indifference to the urgency of
the situation, and it explains why we are all climate quietists when
we hope, while doing nothing about it, that “everything will be all
right in the end.” It is hard not to wonder what effect the news we
hear every day about the state of the planet has on our mental state.
How can we not feel inwardly undone by the anxiety of not knowing
how to respond?

It is this unease, at once personal and collective, that gives Trump’s
election its full importance; without that, we would merely be
reading the script of an exceedingly mediocre TV series.

The United States had two choices: by acknowledging the extent of
climate change and the immensity of its responsibility, it could
finally become realistic and lead the “free world” away from the
abyss, or it could plunge further into denial. Those who conceal
themselves behind Trump have decided to keep America floating in
dreamland a few years longer, so as to postpone coming down to
earth, while leading the rest of the world into the abyss – perhaps for
good.

3.
The question of landing somewhere did not occur earlier to the
peoples who had decided to “modernize” the planet. It arose – ever
so painfully – only for those who for four centuries had been
subjected to the impact of the “great discoveries,” of empires,



modernization, development, and finally globalization. They knew
perfectly well what it meant to find oneself deprived of land. And
they even knew quite well what it meant to be chased out of one’s
land. They had no choice but to become experts on the question of
how to survive conquest, extermination, land grabs.

The great novelty for the modernizing peoples is that this territorial
question is now addressed to them as well as to the others. It is less
bloody, less brutal, less detectable, perhaps, but it is indeed a matter
of an extremely violent attack destined to take away the territories of
those who had up to now possessed land – most often because they
had taken it away from others during wars of conquest.8

Here is something that adds an unexpected meaning to the term
“postcolonial,” as though there were a family resemblance between
two feelings of loss: “You have lost your territory? We have taken it
from you? Well, you should know that we are in the process of losing
it in turn …” And thus, bizarrely, in the absence of a sense of
fraternity that would be indecent, something like a new bond is
displacing the classic conflict: “How have you managed to resist and
survive? It would be good if we too could learn this from you.”9

Following the questions comes a muffled, ironic response: “Welcome
to the club!”

In other words, the sense of vertigo, almost of panic, that traverses
all contemporary politics arises owing to the fact that the ground is
giving way beneath everyone’s feet at once, as if we all felt attacked
everywhere, in our habits and in our possessions.

Have you noticed that the emotions involved are not the same when
you’re asked to defend nature – you yawn, you’re bored – as when
you’re asked to defend your territory – now you’re wide awake,
suddenly mobilized?

If nature has become territory, it makes little sense to talk about an
“ecological crisis,” “environmental problems,” or a “biosphere” to be
rediscovered, spared, or protected. The challenge is much more vital,
more existential than that – and also much more comprehensible,
because it is much more direct. When the rug is pulled out from
under your feet, you understand at once that you are going to have to
be concerned with the floor …



It is a question of attachment, of lifestyle, that’s being pulled out
from under us, a question of land, of property giving way beneath us,
and this uneasiness gnaws at everyone equally, the former colonizers
and the formerly colonized alike. But actually, no, it upsets the
former colonizers much more, as they are less accustomed to the
situation than are the formerly colonized. What is certain is that all
find themselves facing a universal lack of shareable space and
inhabitable land.

But where does this panic come from? From the same deep feeling of
injustice felt by those who found themselves deprived of their land at
the time of the conquests, then during colonization, and finally
during the era of “development”: a power from elsewhere comes to
deprive you of your land and you have no purchase on that power. If
this is globalization, then we understand retrospectively why
resisting it has always been the only solution, why the colonized have
always been right to defend themselves.

This is the new way in which we can experience the universal human
condition – a wicked universality, to be sure, but the only one
available to us, now that the previous universality, promised by
globalization, seems to be receding from the horizon. The new
universality consists in feeling that the ground is in the process of
giving way.

Isn’t this new universality enough to allow us to understand one
another and prevent future wars over the appropriation of space?
Probably not, but it is our only way out: discovering in common what
land is inhabitable and with whom to share it.

The alternative is to act as though nothing were happening and to
protect ourselves behind a wall while we prolong the waking dream
of the “American way of life” – from which, as we know, what will
soon be nine or ten billion humans will be unable to benefit.

Migrations, explosions of inequality, and New Climatic Regime:
these are one and the same threat. Most of our fellow citizens
underestimate or deny what is happening to the earth, but they
understand perfectly well that the question of migrants puts their
dreams of a secure identity in danger.



For the time being, fully aroused and worked over by the so-called
“populist” parties, these citizens have grasped the ecological
mutation in just one of its dimensions. The climate crisis is forcing
people they do not welcome to cross their frontiers; hence the
response: “Let’s put up impenetrable borders and we’ll escape from
the invasion!”

But it is the other dimension of this same mutation that they have
not yet fully grasped: the New Climatic Regime has been sweeping
across all our borders for a long time, exposing us to all the winds,
and no walls we can build will keep these invaders out.

If we want to defend our affiliations, we shall have to identify these
migrations also, migrations without form or nation that we know as
climate, erosion, pollution, resource depletion, habitat destruction.
Even if you seal the frontiers against two-legged refugees, you cannot
prevent these others from crossing over.

“But then is no one at home any longer?”

No, as a matter of fact. Neither state sovereignty nor inviolable
borders can take the place of politics any longer.

“But then everything is open, we are going to have to live outside,
without any protection at all, tossed about by the winds, mixed in
with everyone else, fighting for everything without any more
guarantees, moving around endlessly, losing all identity, all comfort!
Who can live like that?”

No one, it is true. Neither a bird, nor a cell, nor a migrant, nor a
capitalist. Even a Diogenes has the right to a barrel, as does a nomad
to his tent, a refugee to her asylum.

Don’t be fooled for a second by those who preach the call of wide-
open spaces, of “risk-taking,” those who abandon all protection and
continue to point to the infinite horizon of modernization for all.
Those good apostles take risks only if their own comfort is
guaranteed. Instead of listening to what they are saying about what
lies ahead, look instead at what lies behind them: you’ll see the gleam
of the carefully-folded golden parachutes, of everything that ensures
them against the random hazards of existence.



The most basic right of all is to feel safe and protected, especially at a
moment when the old protections are disappearing.

This is the meaning of the history that remains to be discovered: how
can we reweave edges, envelopes, protections; how can we find new
footing while simultaneously taking into account the end of
globalization, the scope of migration, and also the limits placed on
the sovereignty of nation-states that are henceforth confronted by
climate change?

Above all, how can we reassure those who see salvation only in the
recollection of a national or ethnic identity, always freshly
reinvented? And, in addition, how can we organize a collective life
around the extraordinary challenge of accompanying millions of
foreigners in their search for lasting ground?

The political question is how to reassure and shelter all those persons
who are obliged to take to the road, even while turning them away
from the false protection of identities and rigid borders.

But how can they be reassured? How can these migrants be given the
feeling of being protected without relying at once on an identity
based on an idea of origins, autochthonous races, secure borders,
insurance against all risks?

To reassure them, we would have to be able to succeed in carrying
out two complementary movements that the ordeal of modernization
has made contradictory: attaching oneself to a particular patch of
soil on the one hand, having access to the global world on the other.
Up to now, it is true, such an operation has been considered
impossible: between the two, it is said, one has to choose. It is this
apparent contradiction that current history may be bringing to an
end.

4.
What is meant, at bottom, by the ravages of globalization? It would
seem that globalization is the source of all evils, that it is against
globalization that the various “peoples” have suddenly “revolted” in a
supreme effort of “consciousness-raising” that has, it is said, “opened
their eyes” to the excesses of the “elites.”



It is time to pay attention to the words we are using. In “globalize”
there is a good deal of “globabble,” to be sure, but there is also the
word “globe,” just as in Donna Haraway’s “worlding” there is also the
word “world.” It would be a real shame to have to do without them.

For 50 years, what is called “globalization” has in fact consisted in
two opposing phenomena that have been systematically confused.

Shifting from a local to a global viewpoint ought to mean multiplying
viewpoints, registering a greater number of varieties, taking into
account a larger number of beings, cultures, phenomena, organisms,
and people.

Yet it seems as though what is meant by globalization today is the
exact opposite of such an increase. The term is used to mean that a
single vision, entirely provincial, proposed by a few individuals,
representing a very small number of interests, limited to a few
measuring instruments, to a few standards and protocols, has been
imposed on everyone and spread everywhere. It is hardly surprising
that we don’t know whether to embrace globalization or, on the
contrary, struggle against it.

If it is a matter of multiplying viewpoints so as to complicate all
“provincial” or “closed” views with new variants, it is a fight that
deserves to be fought. If it is a matter of decreasing the number of
alternatives regarding the existence and the course of the world, the
value of goods and the definitions of the Globe, it is clear that we
have to resist such simplifications with all our might.

On balance, it seems that the more one is globalized, the more one
has the impression of having a limited view! Each of us is ready to
pull away from our own little plots of land, but surely not in order to
be subjected to the narrow vision of another little plot that is simply
farther away. So, from here on let us distinguish between
globalization-plus and globalization-minus.

What is going to complicate any project of landing someplace is that
this definition of the inevitable globalization will lead, in a backlash,
to the invention of the “reactionary.”

The advocates of globalization-minus have for a long time accused
those who resist its deployment of being archaic, backward, thinking
only of their own little parcels of land and seeking to protect



themselves against all risks by remaining enclosed in their own little
homes! (Ah! the taste for wide-open spaces preached by those who
are sheltered wherever their frequent flyer miles will take them …)

It is to stir up this backward-looking people that globalizers have
subjected them to the great lever of modernization. For two
centuries, the arrow of time has made it possible to locate on one
side those who are moving forward – the modernizers, the
progressives – and on the other those who remain behind.

The battle cry “Modernize!” has no content but this: all resistance to
globalization will be immediately deemed illegitimate. There is no
need to negotiate with those who want to stay behind. Those who
take shelter on the other side of the irreversible forward march of
globalization will be disqualified in advance.10 They are not only
defeated, they are also irrational. Woe to the vanquished!

Advocacy of this type of modernization defines, by contrast, the taste
for the local, the attachment to the land, the maintenance of
traditions, the attention to the earth. No longer treated as a set of
legitimate feelings, these stances are accused of merely expressing
nostalgia for “archaic” and “obscurantist” positions.

The call to globalization is so ambiguous that its pliancy
contaminates what can be expected from the local. This is why, since
the beginning of modernization, any attachment to any soil at all has
been read as a sign of backwardness.

Just as there are two entirely different ways of viewing globalization,
of registering the variations in the Globe, there are thus at least two
ways, equally contrasting, to define the attachment to the local.

And here is where the elites who have so greatly profited from
globalizations (-plus as much as -minus) have so much trouble
understanding what upsets those who want to be held, protected,
assured, reassured by their province, their tradition, their soil, or
their identity. The elites accuse them of giving in to the sirens of
“populism.”

Refusing modernization may be a reflex born of fear, lack of
ambition, inborn laziness, yes, but, as Karl Polanyi saw so clearly,
society is always right in defending itself against attacks.11 To reject
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modernization is also to resist courageously by refusing to trade
one’s own province for another – Wall Street, Beijing, or Brussels –
that is even narrower and above all infinitely remote, thus much
more indifferent to local interests.

Is it possible to make those who are still enthusiastic about
globalization understand that it is normal, that it is just, that it is
indispensable to want to preserve, maintain, ensure one’s belonging
to a land, a place, a soil, a community, a space, a milieu, a way of life,
a trade, a skill? Precisely so as to remain capable of registering more
differences, more viewpoints, and above all not to begin by reducing
their number.

Yes, the “reactionaries” are wrong about globalization, but the
“progressives” are also surely wrong about what keeps the
“reactionaries” attached to their customs and habits.

Let us distinguish, consequently, the local-minus from the local-plus,
just as we have to distinguish globalization-minus from
globalization-plus. In the end, what counts is not knowing whether
you are for or against globalization, for or against the local; all that
counts is understanding whether you are managing to register, to
maintain, to cherish a maximum number of alternative ways of
belonging to the world.

We’ll be told that this is splitting hairs and introducing artificial
divisions, the better to hide some old ideology of blood and soil (Blut
und Boden).

To offer such an objection is to forget the massive event that has
intervened to put in danger the great modernization project. If the
project has become impossible, it’s because there is no Earth capable
of containing its ideal of progress, emancipation, and development.12

As a result, all forms of belonging are undergoing metamorphosis –
belonging to the globe, to the world, to the provinces, to particular
plots of ground, to the world market, to lands or to traditions.

We must face up to what is literally a problem of dimension, scale,
and lodging: the planet is much too narrow and limited for the globe
of globalization; at the same time, it is too big, infinitely too large,
too active, too complex, to remain within the narrow and limited



borders of any locality whatsoever. We are all overwhelmed twice
over: by what is too big, and by what is too small.

And thus no one has the answer to the question “how can one find
inhabitable land?” Neither the advocates of globalization (-plus as
well as -minus) nor the advocates of the local (-plus as well as -
minus). We don’t know where to go, or how to live, or with whom to
cohabit. What must we do to find a place? How are we to orient
ourselves?

5.
Something must have happened, some truly extraordinary event, for
the ideal of globalization to have changed valence so quickly.
Fleshing out an earlier hypothesis with a political fiction allows us to
situate this event more precisely.

Let us suppose that, from the 1980s on, more and more people –
activists, scientists, artists, economists, intellectuals, political parties
– have grasped the increasingly endangered status of the formerly
more or less stable relations that the Earth maintained with
humans.13 Despite the difficulties, this avant-garde has managed to
accumulate evidence that those stable relations could not last, that
the Earth, too, would end up resisting.

Earlier, everyone saw quite clearly that the question of limits would
inevitably arise, but the shared decision, among the Moderns at least,
had been to ignore that question bravely by a very strange form of
disinhibition.14 One could go ahead and grab land, use it and abuse
it, without listening to the prophets of doom, since the ground itself
kept more or less quiet!

And yet, little by little, we find that under the ground of private
property, of land grabs, of the exploitation of territories, another
ground, another earth, another soil has begun to stir, to quake, to be
moved. A sort of earthquake, if you like, that led the pioneers to say:
“Watch out, nothing will be as it was before; you are going to have to
pay dearly for the return of the Earth, the outburst of powers that
had been tame until now.”



And here is where the hypothesis of political fiction comes in.
Suppose that other elites, perhaps less enlightened, but with
significant means and important interests, and above all with
extreme attentiveness to the security of their immense fortunes and
to the durability of their well-being, had, each and every one of them,
heard this threat, this warning.

We have to assume that these elites understood perfectly well that
the warning was accurate, but did not conclude from the evidence,
which had become more and more indisputable over the years, that
they were going to have to pay, and pay dearly, for the Earth’s
turning back on itself. They would have been enlightened enough to
register the warning, but not enlightened enough to share the results
with the public.

On the contrary, we must suppose that they drew two consequences
from the warning, which resulted in the election of the Tweeter-in-
Chief to the White House. “First, yes, we shall have to pay dearly for
this upheaval, but the others are going to pay for what is broken,
certainly not we ourselves; and, secondly, as for this less and less
debatable truth about the New Climatic Regime, we are going to
deny its very existence!”

These two decisions would make it possible to connect three
phenomena: what since the 1980s has been called “deregulation” or
the “dismantling of the welfare state”; what since the 2000s is known
as “climate-change denial”15; and above all, what for the last 40 years
has been a dizzying extension of inequalities.16

If the hypothesis is correct, all this is part of a single phenomenon:
the elites have been so thoroughly convinced that there would be no
future life for everyone that they have decided to get rid of all the
burdens of solidarity as fast as possible – hence deregulation; they
have decided that a sort of gilded fortress would have to be built for
those (a small percentage) who would be able to make it through –
hence the explosion of inequalities17; and they have decided that, to
conceal the crass selfishness of such a flight out of the shared world,
they would have to reject absolutely the threat at the origin of this
headlong flight – hence the denial of climate change.



To go back to the well-worn metaphor of the Titanic, the ruling
classes understand that the shipwreck is certain; they reserve the
lifeboats for themselves and ask the orchestra to go on playing
lullabies so they can take advantage of the darkness to beat their
retreat before the ship’s increased listing alerts the other classes!18

For a clarifying episode that is not metaphoric in the least: Exxon-
Mobil, in the early 1990s, knowing full well what it was doing, after
publishing excellent scientific articles on the dangers of climate
change, chose to invest massively in frenetic extraction of oil and at
the same time in an equally frenetic campaign to proclaim the non-
existence of the threat.19

These people – whom we can call the obscurantist elites from now on
– understood that, if they wanted to survive in comfort, they had to
stop pretending, even in their dreams, to share the earth with the
rest of the world.

This hypothesis would make it possible to explain how globalization-
plus has become globalization-minus. Whereas until the 1990s one
could (provided that one profited from it) associate the horizon of
modernization with the notions of progress, emancipation, wealth,
comfort, even luxury, and above all rationality, the rage to
deregulate, the explosion of inequalities, the abandonment of
solidarities have gradually associated that horizon with the notion of
an arbitrary decision out of nowhere in favor of the sole profit of the
few. The best of worlds has become the worst.

Looking down from the ship’s rail, the lower classes, now fully
awakened, see the lifeboats pulling farther and farther away. The
orchestra continues to play “Nearer, my God, to Thee,” but the music
no longer suffices to drown out the cries of rage …

And it is indeed of rage that we must speak if we want to understand
the reaction of defiance and incomprehension in the face of such a
betrayal.

If the elites felt, starting in the 1980s or ’90s, that the party was over
and that they would have to build more gated communities20 so they
would no longer have to share with the masses, especially not the
masses “of color” that would soon be on the move throughout the
planet because they were being chased away from their homes, one



can imagine that those left behind also understood very quickly that
if globalization were tossed aside, then they too would need gated
communities.

The reactions on one side led to reactions on the other – both sides
reacting to another much more radical reaction, that of the Earth,
which had stopped absorbing blows and was striking back with
increasing violence.

This overlapping seems irrational only if we forget that we are
dealing with one and the same chain reaction whose origin must be
sought in the Earth’s reaction to our enterprises. We are the ones
who started it – we of the old West, and more specifically Europe.
There are no two ways about it: we have to learn to live with the
consequences of what we have unleashed.

We understand nothing about the terrifying growth in inequalities or
about the “wave of populism” or the “migration crisis” if we do not
understand that these are three different responses, basically
comprehensible if not effective, to the powerful reaction of the Earth
to what globalization has done to it.

In the face of the threat, according to our political fiction, a decision
has been made not to face up to it but to flee. Some glide into the
gilded exile of the 1% – “The super-rich have to be protected above
all else!” – while others cling to secure borders – “Have pity, let us at
least have the guarantee of a stable identity!” – and still others, the
most wretched of all, take the road to exile.

In the final analysis, they are all the “left-behinds of globalization” (-
minus) – which is beginning to lose its power of attraction.

6.
The obscurantist elites, according to this narrative, have taken the
threat seriously; they have concluded that their dominance was
threatened and have decided to dismantle the ideology of a planet
shared by all; they have understood that such an abandonment could
under no circumstances be made public, and consequently that the
scientific knowledge that underlay their whole movement would



have to be obliterated under conditions of the greatest secrecy – all
this in the course of the last 30 or 40 years.

The hypothesis appears implausible: the idea of negation looks too
much like a psychoanalytic interpretation, too much like a
conspiracy theory.21 It is not impossible to document it, however, if
we make the reasonable assumption that people are fairly quick to
suspect what some are seeking to hide from them, and are prepared
to act accordingly.

In the absence of flagrant evidence, the effects themselves are quite
visible. At the moment, the most edifying of these effects is the
epistemological delirium that has taken hold of the public stage since
the election of Donald Trump.

Denegation is not a comfortable situation. To deny in this fashion is
to lie cold-bloodedly, and then to forget that one has lied – even
while constantly remembering the lie after all. This is draining. We
may well wonder, then: what does such a tangle do to the people who
are caught in its net? The answer: it drives them crazy.

And in the first place this “people” that the official commentators
seem suddenly to be discovering. Journalists have seized on the idea
that the populus has become attached to “alternative facts” to the
point of forgetting all forms of rationality.

Commentators set about accusing these good folks of complacency in
their narrow vision, their fears, their inborn suspicion of elites, their
deplorable indifference to the very idea of truth, and especially their
passion for identity, folklore, archaism, and borders – and on top of
all that, for good measure, a condemnable indifference to the facts.

Whence the success of the expression “alternative reality.”

But this is to forget that this “people” has been coldly betrayed by
those who have given up the idea of actually pursuing the
modernization of the planet with everyone, because they knew,
before everyone else, that such modernization was impossible –
precisely for want of a planet vast enough for their dreams of growth
for all.

Before accusing “the people” of no longer believing in anything, one
ought to measure the effect of that overwhelming betrayal on



people’s level of trust. Trust has been abandoned along the wayside.

No attested knowledge can stand on its own, as we know very well.
Facts remain robust only when they are supported by a common
culture, by institutions that can be trusted, by a more or less decent
public life, by more or less reliable media.22

And people to whom it has never been announced openly (although
they suspect it) that all the efforts to modernize for the last couple of
centuries are at risk of collapsing, that all ideals of solidarity have
been thrown overboard by their own leaders – these people are
expected to have the confidence of a Louis Pasteur or a Marie Curie
in scientific facts!

But the epistemological disaster is just as great among those who are
in charge of carrying out this extraordinary betrayal.

To become convinced of this, it suffices to observe on a daily basis
the chaos that has reigned at the White House since Trump’s arrival.
How can one respect the best-established facts, when one has to
deny the enormity of the threat and wage, without acknowledging it,
a full-scale war against all the others? It is like cohabiting with the
proverbial “elephant in the room,” or with Ionesco’s rhinoceros.
There is nothing more uncomfortable. These big animals snore,
cackle, roar, crush you, and prevent you from thinking straight. The
Oval Office has become a real zoo.

For denegation poisons those who practice it as well as those who are
presumed to be duped by it. (We shall look at the form of deception
peculiar to “Trumpism” later on.)

The only difference, albeit a crucial one, is that the superrich, of
whom Trump is merely the intermediary, have added to their flight a
crime for which there is no atoning: their obsessional denial of
climate change. Because of this denial, ordinary people have had to
cope within a fog of disinformation, without anyone ever telling them
that the project of modernizing the planet was over and done with,
and that a regime change was inevitable.

Ordinary people already had a general tendency to be skeptical; now
they have been incited, thanks to billions of dollars invested in
disinformation, to be skeptical about one massive fact – the



mutation of the climate.23 The truth is that, if there were to be any
hope of dealing with this fact in time, ordinary people would have
had to have confidence in its solidity very early on, in order to push
politicians to act before it was too late. At a point when the public
could have found an emergency exit, the climate skeptics stood in
their way and denied them access. When the time comes to judge,
this is the crime for which charges will be brought.24

The public does not fully realize that the issue of climate-change
denial organizes all politics at the present time.25 When journalists
talk about “post-truth” politics, they do so very lightly. They do not
stress the reason why some have decided to keep on engaging in
politics while voluntarily abandoning the link to the truth that
(rightly!) terrified them. Nor do they stress the reason why ordinary
people have decided – and rightly so, in their case too – not to
believe in anything any longer. Given what their leaders have already
tried to make them swallow, it is understandable that they are
suspicious of everything and don’t want to listen any more.

The reactions of the media prove that the situation is no better, alas,
among those who boast of having remained “rational thinkers,” who
are indignant about the indifference to facts of the “Tweeter-in-
Chief,” or who rail about the stupidity of the ignorant masses. These
“rational” folk continue to believe that facts stand up all by
themselves, without a shared world, without institutions, without a
public life, and that it would suffice to put the ignorant folk back in
an old-style classroom with a blackboard and in-class exercises, for
reason to triumph at last.

But these “rational” sorts are just as caught up as the others in the
tangles of disinformation. They do not see that it is useless to be
indignant that people “believe in alternative facts,” when they
themselves live in an alternative world, a world in which climate
mutation occurs, while it does not in the world of their opponents.

It is not a matter of learning how to repair cognitive deficiencies, but
rather of how to live in the same world, share the same culture, face
up to the same stakes, perceive a landscape that can be explored in
concert. Here we find the habitual vice of epistemology, which
consists in attributing to intellectual deficits something that is quite
simply a deficit in shared practice.



7.
If the key to the current situation cannot be found in a lack of
cognitive abilities, it has to be sought in the form of the world to
which those very abilities are applied. Now here is precisely where
the problem lies: there are now several worlds, several territories,
and they are mutually incompatible.

To simplify, let us suppose that, up to now, all persons who had once
agreed to go along with the project of modernization could now
rediscover where they belong thanks to a vector going from the local
to the global.

It is toward the Globe with a capital G that everything would begin to
move, the Globe that simultaneously delineated scientific, economic,
and moral horizons, the Globe of globalization-plus. A marker that
was both spatial – represented by cartography – and temporal –
represented by the arrow of time pointing toward the future. Carried
along by this Globe, which aroused enthusiasm for generations
because it was synonymous with wealth, freedom, knowledge, and
access to a life of ease, was a certain definition of humanity.

At last, the open seas! At last, a way out of the confines of home! At
last, the infinite universe! Very few have been immune to this appeal.
Let us try to measure the enthusiasm to which it gave rise among
those who profited from it – without being surprised at the horror
that it arouses among those it has crushed along the way.

What had to be abandoned in order to modernize was the Local. This
term, too, calls for a capital letter so that it won’t be confused with
some primordial habitat, some ancestral land, the soil from which
native populations have sprung. There is nothing aboriginal, nothing
native, nothing primitive in this territory reinvented after
modernization had done away with all the old connections. It is a
Local through contrast. An anti-Global.

Once these two poles have been identified, we can trace a pioneering
frontier of modernization. This is the line drawn by the injunction to
modernize, an injunction that prepared us for every sacrifice: for
leaving our native province, abandoning our traditions, breaking
with our habits, if we wanted to “get ahead,” to participate in the



general movement of development, and, finally, to profit from the
world.

People were of course torn between two contradictory injunctions: to
move forward toward the ideal of progress, or backward toward the
old certainties; but this hesitation, this tug-of-war, ultimately suited
them pretty well. Just as Parisians know how to determine where
they are along the course of the Seine by noting the sequence of odd
and even numbers in their streets, we knew how to locate ourselves
in the course of history.

There were of course protestors, but they were located on the other
side of the modernization front. They were the (neo-)natives, the
antiquated, the vanquished, the colonized, the subaltern, the
excluded. Thanks to that touchstone, one could treat them
unassailably as reactionaries, or at least as anti-moderns, as dregs,
rejects. They could certainly protest, but their whining only justified
their critics.

It was brutal, perhaps, but at last the world had a direction. The
arrow of time was going somewhere.

Such a positioning was all the easier in that this was the vector along
which the Left/Right distinction – now in question – had been
projected.

This projection was not uncomplicated, because, depending on the
topics under dispute, Left and Right often went in different
directions.

When the economy was in question, for example, there was a Right
that always wanted to go farther toward the Global, while there was a
Left (but also a more timid Right) that would have preferred to set
limits, slow down, protect the weakest against the forces of the
Market (the capital letters serve as reminders that we are dealing
with simple ideological markers).

Conversely, when “liberation of morals,” and sexual issues in
particular, were under discussion, there was always a Left that
wanted to move ahead toward the Global, while there was a Right
(but also a Left) that firmly refused to be dragged down that
“slippery slope.”



This sufficed to complicate somewhat the attribution of labels such
as “progressive” and “reactionary.” But one could nevertheless find
true “reactionaries” – at once against the “market forces” and against
the “liberation of morals” – and true “progressives,” a compound of
Right and Left, whose wish to free both the forces of capital and the
diversity of moral standards spurred their affinity for the Global.

These subtleties aside, people ended up finding common ground in
spite of everything, for the good reason that all these positions
continued to be situated along the same vector. Which made it
possible to identify them the way one reads the temperature of a
patient by following the gradations of a thermometer.

The direction of history being a given, there could be obstacles,
“regressions,” “rapid advances,” or even “revolutions” and
“restorations,” but no radical change in the general ordering of
positions. Depending on the topics under dispute, the import of the
positions could vary, but there was always a single direction that
derived from the tension between the two poles of attraction, the
Global and the Local. (Once again, these are only convenient
abstractions.)



Figure 1 Canonical schema of the Moderns’ orientation

As the matter is going to become complicated very quickly, a
schematic rendering will be useful. The canonical form (figure 1)
allows us to situate the Local-to-be-modernized and the Global-of-
modernization as two poles of attraction labeled attractor 1 and
attractor 2. Between the two, there is the modernization front that
clearly distinguishes between what is ahead and what is behind, as
well as the projection along this vector of the various ways of being
associated with the Right or the Left, necessarily simplified.

This particular pairing of Global and Local obviously leaves out all
the other ways of being local and global that have been revealed to us
by anthropology but that remain invisible to the Moderns and thus
do not belong to the schema – at least for now. To be modern, by
definition, is to project onto the others at every turn the conflict
between the Local and the Global, between the archaic past and the
future – a future with which the non-moderns, it goes without
saying, have nothing to do.26



(To be complete, we would need to add an infinite extension to the
project of attractor 2, to accommodate those who want to escape
from the problems of the planet by moving to Mars, or teleporting
themselves into computers, or becoming truly post-human thanks to
the marriage of DNA, cognitive science, and robots.27 This extreme
form of “neo-hyper-modernism” only speeds up the old vector
vertiginously and is thus of no importance for what follows.)

What happens to this system of coordinates if globalization-plus
becomes globalization-minus? If what has been the pole of attraction
drawing us with the force of self-evidence, pulling the whole world in
its direction, becomes a counterforce that pushes us away, leaving us
with the confused feeling that only a few will profit from it?
Inevitably, the Local, too, in a counterreaction, will become attractive
again.

But at this point it is no longer the same Local. To the headlong flight
toward globalization-minus there is a corresponding headlong flight
toward the Local-minus, the Local that promises tradition,
protection, identity, and certainty within national or ethnic borders.

And herein lies the drama: the made-over Local is no more plausible,
no more livable than globalization-minus. It is a retrospective
invention, a rump territory, the remains of what has been definitively
left behind by modernization. What is more unreal than Kaczyński’s
Poland, the National Front’s France, the Northern League’s Italy,
Brexit’s shrunken Great Britain, or Trump’s deceitful great-again
America?

Nevertheless, this second pole attracts as powerfully as the first,
especially when things are going badly and the ideal of the Globe
seems to be more and more remote.

The two poles of attraction have finally pulled so far apart that we no
longer have the luxury of hesitating, as before, between the two. This
is what the commentators call the brutalization of political discourse.

For the modernization front to have a certain credibility, for it to
organize the direction of history in a lasting way, the actors all had to
live in the same place, or at least they had to have something like a
common horizon, even as they were pulling in different directions.



Now those who supported globalization, like those who advocate
returning to the past, have all begun to flee as quickly as possible,
competing in their lack of realism. Bubble versus bubble; gated
community versus gated community.

Figure 2 The Moderns’ customary system of coordinates shattered
by the irruption of a third attractor

Instead of tension, there is henceforth a yawning gap. Instead of a
front line, we see only the scar of an old battle for or against the
modernization of the whole planet. There is no longer a shared
horizon – even to decide who is progressive and who is
reactionary.28

People find themselves in the situation of passengers on a plane that
has taken off for the Global, to whom the pilot has announced that he



has had to turn around because one can no longer land at that
airport, and who then hear with terror (“Ladies and gentlemen, this
is the captain speaking again”) that the emergency landing strip, the
Local, is also inaccessible. It is understandable that these passengers
would press against the plane’s windows to try to see where they are
going to be able to attempt a crash landing – even if they are
counting, as in Clint Eastwood’s film, on the reflexes of a Captain
Sully.29

So, what has actually happened? We have to suppose that something
has come to twist the arrow of time, some at once ancient and
unexpected power that initially worried, then disturbed, and finally
dispersed the projects of the aforementioned Moderns. It is as if the
expression modern world had become an oxymoron. Either it is
modern, but has no world under its feet, or else it is a true world, but
will not be modernizable. We have reached the end of a certain
historical arc.

Abruptly, it is as though, everywhere at once, a third pole of
attraction has come in to turn aside, pump out, absorb all the objects
of conflict, making any orientation along the old flight line
impossible.

And it is at this point in history, at this juncture, that we find
ourselves today. Too disoriented to array the positions along the axis
that went from the old to the new, from the Local to the Global, but
still incapable of naming this third attractor, fixing its position, or
even simply describing it.

And yet the entire political orientation depends on this step to the
side: we shall really have to decide who is helping us and who is
betraying us, who is our friend and who is our enemy, with whom we
should make alliances and with whom we should fight – but while
taking a direction that is no longer mapped out.

There is nothing, in any case, that authorizes us to re-use the old
markers such as “Right” and “Left,” “liberation,” “emancipation,”
“market forces.” Or even the markers of space and time that have
appeared self-evident for so long, such as “Local” or “Global,”
“future” or “past.”



Everything has to be mapped out anew, at new costs. What is more,
this is an urgent task that must be carried out before the
sleepwalkers, in their blind headlong rush forward, have crushed
what we care about.

8.
If it could be claimed, at the beginning of this text, that the US
decision to withdraw from the Paris Climate Accord clarified the new
political situation, it was because the idea behind the course
proposed is so diametrically opposed to the direction that ought to
be taken that it defines quite well, but by contrast, the position of this
third attractor!

To assess with some confidence the extent to which the situation is
being clarified, it suffices to imagine the state of conversations if the
Brexit campaign had failed in June 2016, if Hillary Clinton had been
elected, or if after his election Trump had not withdrawn from the
Paris Accord. We would still be weighing the benefits and drawbacks
of globalization as if the modernization front remained intact.
Fortunately, if such an adverb can be used, the events of the past
year have made this still less attractive.

“Trumpism” is a political innovation of a rare sort that needs to be
taken seriously.30

In fact, the shrewd maneuver of those who support it consisted in
building a radical movement based on the systematic denial that
climate change exists.

It is as though Trump had managed to identify a fourth attractor.
This one is easy to name: it is the Out-of-This-World (figure 3), the
horizon of people who no longer belong to the realities of an earth
that would react to their actions. For the first time, climate change
denial defines the orientation of the public life of a nation.



Figure 3 “Trumpism” as the political invention of a fourth attractor

It is unfair to the Fascists to compare the phenomenon of which
Trump is the symptom to the movements of the 1930s. The only
thing the two movements have in common is that each was an
invention, unforeseen within the gamut of political affects, that left
the old elites totally disoriented, at least temporarily. What the
Fascists had managed to put together unfolded along the old vector –
the one that goes toward modernization starting from ancient
cultural grounds. They managed to amalgamate the return to a
dreamed-of past – Rome or Germania – with revolutionary ideals
and industrial and technological modernization, while reinventing a



picture of a Total State – and of a State at war – against the very idea
of individual autonomy.

None of this figures in the current innovation: the State is in
disgrace, the individual is king, and the urgent governmental priority
is to gain time by loosening all constraints, before the population at
large notices that there is no world corresponding to the America
depicted.

Trump’s originality is to link, in a single gesture, first the headlong
rush toward maximum profit while abandoning the rest of the world
to its fate (billionaires are called upon to represent “ordinary
people”!), and second, the headlong rush backward of an entire
people toward the return of national and ethnic categories (“Make
America Great Again” behind a wall!). Instead of opposing the two
movements – the advance toward globalization and the retreat
toward the old national terrain – as was done earlier, Trump’s
supporters act as though they could be conflated. Such a fusion is
obviously possible only if the very existence of the conflict between
modernization, on the one hand, and the condition of being
terrestrial, on the other, is denied.

Hence the constitutive role of skepticism about climate science,
which is otherwise incomprehensible (let us recall that up to
Clinton’s presidency, Republicans and Democrats agreed on
questions of political ecology31). We can well understand why denial
prevails: the total lack of realism of the combination – Wall Street
pulling millions of members of the so-called middle classes toward a
return to protection of the past! – is unmistakable. For the time
being, the project depends entirely on the requirement of
maintaining utter indifference to the New Climatic Regime while
dissolving all forms of solidarity, both external (among nations) and
internal (among classes).

For the first time, a large-scale movement no longer claims to
address geopolitical realities seriously, but purports to put itself
explicitly outside of all worldly constraints, literally offshore, like a
tax haven.32 What counts above all for the elites behind this
movement is no longer having to share with the others a world that
they know will never again be a common world. They do all this
while maintaining the American ideal of the Frontier – while taking



off toward unreality! – and acting as if they wanted to get as far away
as possible from the third attractor, the specter that haunts all
politics and that “Trumpism” – this is its strength – has clearly
detected!

(It is quite remarkable, moreover, that this invention comes from a
real estate developer who has been constantly in debt, racing from
failed deal to failed deal, and who became famous by way of reality
television, another form of unreality and escapism.)

Upon promising those who were heading toward the Local-minus
that they were going to rediscover the past, while also promising
themselves immense profits that would stem from depriving these
same voters en masse, the elites hardly need to quibble over
empirical proofs!

It is quite useless to become outraged on the pretext that Trump
voters “don’t believe in facts.” They are not stupid: it is because the
overall geopolitical situation has to be denied that indifference to the
facts becomes so essential. If the massive contradiction between
advance and retreat had to be taken into account, one would have to
prepare oneself to come back down to earth!

This movement defines the first government totally oriented toward
the ecological question – but backwards, negatively, through
rejection! This is easy to visualize if we look at figure 3, place
ourselves behind Trump’s back and draw a line that leads directly to
where we need to go!

To be sure, “ordinary people” must not have too many illusions about
what comes next in the adventure. Those for whom Trump is
working are precisely those tiny elites who had grasped starting in
the early 1980s that there would be no room for them and for the
nine billion left behind. “Let’s deregulate: let’s rush to pump out
bigtime everything that still remains to pump. Drill, baby, drill!
We’re going to win in the end, by betting on this nutcase, we’ll get 30
or 40 years of respite for us and our children. After that, the deluge
can come; we’ll be dead by then anyway.”

Accountants are quite familiar with entrepreneurs who defraud
investors: the innovation of Trumpism is to have the greatest nation
in the world take that step. Trump as the country’s Madoff?



But we must not overlook a factor that explains the whole business:
Trump presides over the country that had the most to lose from a
return to reality. Its material infrastructures are the most difficult to
reorient quickly; its responsibilities in the current climatic situation
are the most crushing. Most enraging, it possesses all the scientific,
technological, and organizational capabilities that could have led the
“free world” to take the turn toward the third attractor.

In a sense, Trump’s election confirms, for the rest of the world, the
end of a politics oriented toward an identifiable goal.33 Trumpian
politics is not “post-truth,” it is post-politics – that is, literally, a
politics with no object, since it rejects the world that it claims to
inhabit.

The choice is mad, but it is comprehensible. The United States saw
the obstacle and, as one says of a horse that is ridden to a fence but
refuses to jump, it simply refused to proceed – at least for the time
being.

Given this situation, there is a chance for everyone to wake up, or so
we can hope. The wall of indifference and indulgence that the climate
threat alone has not managed to breach may be brought down.

Failing this, one does not need to be an anointed expert to predict
that the whole business will end in a fiery deluge. This is the only real
parallel with Fascism. Contrary to Marx’s dictum, history does not go
simply from tragedy to farce, it can repeat itself one more time in a
tragic farce.

9.
It seems ridiculous to advance the claim that we have no more
precise indications about the third attractor than the one offered by
those in flight from it – as if we Moderns had never recognized the
general framework of our action as well as the general direction of
our history, as if we had had to wait until the end of the last century
to notice that, in a way, our projects were floating in a vacuum. And
yet is that not precisely the situation we are confronting? The Global
(Global-plus as well as -minus) toward which we were heading up to
now, the horizon that allowed us to project ourselves into an



indefinite globalization (and, in reaction, the growing number of
localities that were seeking to escape from this seemingly
unavoidable fate), all that has never been grounded in any reality,
any solid materiality.

The terrifying impression that politics has been emptied of its
substance, that it is not engaged with anything at all, that it no longer
has any meaning or direction, that it has become literally powerless
as well as senseless, has no cause other than this gradual revelation:
neither the Global nor the Local has any lasting material existence.
As a result, the first vector identified above (figure 1), a straight line
along which one could locate retreats and advances, resembles a
freeway without any beginning or end.

If the situation is becoming clearer in spite of everything, it is
because, instead of being suspended between rejection and
acceptance of modernization, we now find ourselves, in a 90o shift,
suspended between the old vector and a new one, pushed ahead by
two temporal arrows that are no longer going in the same direction
(figure 4). The main concern is to establish what makes up that third
term. In what way can it become more attractive than the other two
– and why does it appear so repellent to so many?



Figure 4 A reorientation of the site of politics

The first challenge is to give it a name, one that will not let it be
confused with the two other attractors. “Earth”? This will be read as
a reference to the planet as seen from space, the famous “Blue
Planet.” “Nature”? This would be much too vast. “Gaia”? This would
be appropriate, but it would take pages and pages to spell out the
reasons.34 “Land”? This would be ambiguous. “World,” yes, of
course, but it might be too easily mixed up with the old forms of
globalization.

No, we need a term that encompasses the stupefying originality (the
stupefying longevity) of this agent. Let us call it, for now, the
Terrestrial, with a capital T to emphasize that we are referring to a
concept, and even specifying in advance where we are headed: the
Terrestrial as a new political actor.



The massive event that we need to sum up and absorb in fact
concerns the power to act of this Terrestrial, which is no longer the
milieu or the background of human action. People generally talk
about geopolitics as if the prefix “geo” merely designated the
framework in which political action occurs. Yet what is changing is
that, henceforth, “geo” designates an agent that participates fully in
public life.

The current disorientation derives entirely from the emergence of an
actor that reacts and will continue to react to human actions and that
bars the modernizers from knowing where they are, in what epoch,
and especially what role they need to play from now on.

The geopolitical strategists who pride themselves on belonging to the
“realist school” will have to modify somewhat the reality that their
battle plans are going to have to face. Formerly, it was possible to say
that humans were “on earth” or “in nature,” that they found
themselves in “the modern period” and that they were “humans”
more or less “responsible” for their actions. One could distinguish
between “physical” geography and “human” geography as if it were a
matter of two layers, one superimposed upon the other. But how can
we say where we are if the place “on” or “in” which we are located
begins to react to our actions, turns against us, encloses us,
dominates us, demands something of us and carries us along in its
path? How are we to distinguish from now on between physical
geography and human geography?

As long as the earth seemed stable, we could speak of space and
locate ourselves within that space and on a portion of territory that
we claimed to occupy. But how are we to act if the territory itself
begins to participate in history, to fight back, in short, to concern
itself with us – how do we occupy a land if it is this land itself that is
occupying us? The expression “I belong to a territory” has changed
meaning: it now designates the agency that possesses the possessor!

If the Terrestrial is no longer the framework for human action, it is
because it participates in that action. Space is no longer that of the
cartographers, with their latitudinal and longitudinal grids. Space
has become an agitated history in which we are participants among
others, reacting to other reactions. It seems that we are landing in
the thick of geohistory.35



To proceed toward the Global was previously to keep advancing
toward an infinite horizon, to keep pushing outward a limitless
frontier. If, on the contrary, one turned in the other direction, toward
the Local, the hope was to recover the old security of a stable frontier
and an assured identity. If it is hard to understand, today, what
epoch we belong to, it is because this third attractor is at once known
to everyone and completely foreign. The Terrestrial is a New World,
to be sure, but it does not resemble the one the Moderns had
“discovered” earlier while depopulating it in advance. It is not a new
terra incognita for explorers in colonial headgear. It is by no means
a res nullius, ready to be appropriated.

On the contrary, the Moderns find themselves migrating toward an
earth, a land, a country, a turf, whatever one wants to call it, that is
already occupied, that has been populated from time immemorial
and that has more recently undergone repopulation by the multitude
of those who have felt, well ahead of the others, the extent to which it
was necessary to flee posthaste from the injunction to modernize.36

In this world, all modern minds encounter a kind of exile. They are
going to have to learn to cohabit with those whom they used to deem
archaic, traditionalists, reactionaries, or simply “locals.”37

And yet, however ancient such a space may be, it is new for everyone,
since, according to the reports of climate specialists, there is quite
simply no precedent for the current situation. Here it is, that “wicked
universality,” that universal lack of earth.

What is called civilization, let us say the habits acquired over the last
ten millennia, has come about, the geologists explain, in an epoch
and on a geographic space that have been relatively stable. The
Holocene (this is what they call it) had all the features of a
“framework” within which one could in fact fairly readily distinguish
human actions, just as at the theater one can forget the building and
the wings to concentrate on the plot.

This is no longer the case in the Anthropocene, the disputed label
that some experts want to give the current epoch.38 Here, we are no
longer dealing with small fluctuations in the climate, but rather with
an upheaval that is mobilizing the earth system itself.39



Humans have always modified their environment, of course, but the
term designated only their surroundings, that which, precisely,
encircled them. They remained the central figures, only modifying
the decor of their dramas around the edges.

Today, the decor, the wings, the background, the whole building have
come on stage and are competing with the actors for the principal
role. This changes all the scripts, suggests other endings. Humans
are no longer the only actors, even though they still see themselves
entrusted with a role that is much too important for them.40

What is certain is that we can no longer tell ourselves the same old
stories. Suspense prevails on all fronts.

Go backward? Relearn the old recipes? Take a new look at the age-
old wisdom? Learn from the few cultures that have not yet been
modernized? Yes, of course, but without lulling ourselves with
illusions: for them, too, there is no precedent.

No human society, however wise, subtle, prudent, and cautious you
may think it to be, has had to grapple with the reactions of the earth
system to the actions of eight or nine billion humans. All the wisdom
accumulated over ten thousand years, even if we were to succeed in
rediscovering it, has never served more than a few hundred, a few
thousand, a few million human beings on a relatively stable stage.

We understand nothing about the vacuity of contemporary politics if
we do not appreciate the stunning extent to which the situation is
unprecedented.

At least it is easy to understand the reaction of those who have
decided to flee. How can anyone agree to turn voluntarily toward the
third attractor when one was headed tranquilly toward the horizon of
universal modernization?

To agree to look unblinkingly at such a situation is to position oneself
like the hero of Edgar Allan Poe’s short story, “Descent into the
Maelstrom.”41 What distinguishes the sole survivor from the
drowned victims is the cold-blooded attention with which the old
sailor from the Lofoten Islands observes the movement of all the
debris swirling around the vortex. When the ship is pulled into the



abyss, the narrator manages to survive by attaching himself to an
empty barrel.

One has to be as astute as that old sailor to believe that escape is
possible, to keep paying close attention to all the wreckage as it
drifts: such attention may make it possible to understand suddenly
why some of the debris is sucked toward the bottom while other
objects, because of their form, can serve as life preservers. “My
kingdom for a barrel!”

10.
If there is any subject that deserves lucid attention, it is that of the
condition of ecology in the modern world. This territory, so ancient
and so tragically new, this Terrestrial on which one would need to
land, has already been crisscrossed in all directions and in all senses
by what can be called the “ecological movements.” These are the
“green parties” that have tried to make it the new axis of public life,
and who, from the beginning of the industrial revolution and
especially since the post-war period, have pointed to the third
attractor.

Whereas, for the Moderns, time’s arrow pulled everything toward
globalization, political ecology tried to tow everything toward that
other pole.

We must note in all fairness that ecology succeeded so well in
transforming everything into vigorous controversies – from beef to
the climate, by way of hedges, humid zones, corn, pesticides, diesel
fuel, urban planning, and airports – that every material object has
taken on its own “ecological dimension.”

Thanks to ecology, no development project fails to arouse a protest,
no proposition fails to elicit an opposing one. A sign that does not
deceive: the political actors who are most readily vulnerable today
are the ecological militants.42 And it is of course on the climate that
the full force of the climate change deniers’ rejection is focused.

Ecology has thus succeeded in running politics through its mill by
introducing objects that had not previously belonged to the usual
preoccupations of public life. It has successfully rescued politics from



an overly restrictive definition of the social world. In this sense,
political ecology has fully succeeded in changing what is at stake in
the public sphere.

To modernize or to ecologize: this has become the crucial choice.
Everyone agrees about this. And yet, ecology has failed. Everyone
agrees about this too.

The Green parties remain rump parties everywhere. They never quite
know what foot to put forward. When they mobilize around
questions concerning “nature,” the traditional parties oppose them
by claiming to defend human rights. When the Green parties
mobilize around “social questions,” these same traditional parties
ask: “What business is it of yours?”

After 50 years of Green militantism, with a few timid exceptions,
people continue to oppose economics to ecology, the demands of
development to those of nature, questions of social injustice to the
activity of the living world.

To be fair to the ecological movements, it is expedient to situate them
with respect to the three attractors in order to grasp the cause of
their provisional failure. The diagnosis is fairly straightforward: the
ecologists have tried to be neither on the right nor on the left, neither
archaic nor progressive, without managing to get out of the trap set
by the Moderns’ temporal arrow.

Let us begin with the difficulty that the triangulation reveals thanks
to our simple-minded schema. (It will become apparent later on why
the very notion of “nature” has frozen the situation.) There are in fact
at least two ways to get beyond the Right/Left division. One can take
a position in the middle between the two extremes by settling in
along the traditional vector (spine 1-2 in figure 5). But one can also
redefine the vector by attaching oneself to the third attractor, which
makes it necessary to redistribute the range of Left/Right positions
according to another viewpoint (spines 1-3 and 2-3 in figure 5).

Numerous parties, movements, and interest groups have claimed to
have discovered “a third way” between liberalism and localism, open
and closed borders, cultural liberation and market economics.43 If
they have failed, up to now, it is for want of imagining a system of



coordinates other than the one that reduced them to impotence in
advance.

Figure 5 Two ways of locating the same slogan, neither Right nor
Left

If it is really a question of “getting out of the Left/ Right opposition,”
it is not at all so that we can position ourselves at the midpoint of the
old spine while blunting the capacity to discriminate, trim, and
divide. Given the intensity of the passions that the act of calling the
Left/ Right gradation into question always arouses, we must not
confuse it with a new center, a new swamp, a new “soft belly.”

Quite the contrary: as we see on the triangle in figure 5, it is a matter
of tilting the front line while modifying the content of the disputed
objects that are at the origin of the Right/Left distinction – or rather
of the various Rights and Lefts, so numerous today and so



intermingled that not much remains, when these labels are used, of
the ordering power allowed by this classic system of coordinates.

Strangely, people claim that it is impossible to change the Left/Right
vector, that it is inscribed in marble, or rather has been inscribed in
the hearts of all citizens – French citizens, at least – for two
centuries, even while they acknowledge that those divisions are
obsolete. This proves that, for want of another vector, they persist in
taking up the same old division – a repetition all the more strident in
that it has less and less pertinence, like a circular saw cutting
through thin air.

11.
Nevertheless, there must be a way to shake up this mental hemicycle
that sets up like a row of toy soldiers first the far left, then the left,
the center, the right, and finally the far right. The pattern was set in
France in 1789, when elected officials fell into the habit of presenting
themselves in this order before the chair of the session to vote on
some obscure question involving the royal veto.

And yet, however rudimentary and contingent it may be, this
gradation organizes every poll, every political proclamation, and
every categorization; it is operative in every election as well as in
every historical narrative, and it governs even our most visceral
reactions. So much weight inheres in the terms “Right” and “Left,”
“conservatives” and “liberals,” such floods of emotion are expressed
in judgments like these: “But that guy is on the far right!” “Watch out
for her: she’s a leftist!”

It is hard to see, at least for the moment, how to get along without
such affect-laden terms. Public action must be oriented toward a
recognizable goal. However open to dispute the word “progressive”
may be, it is highly unlikely that anyone can be mobilized by a call to
“regress.” With the “end of progress,” the prospect of living less well
than one’s parents, the project of learning to shrivel up slowly is
hardly going to electrify crowds.44

If the goal is to adopt a new orientation in politics, it is probably
wise, in order to ensure continuity between past struggles and those
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