


 

On September 21, 2014, nearly 400,000 people took part in the People’s Climate March 

and Mobilization, winding their way from Central Park through Midtown Manhattan and 

ending with a block party celebration on the city’s mostly empty West Side (flooded during 

Sandy). Cleanly subdivided into six categories of political subjects—indigenous and 

environmental justice groups up front, a medieval combination of scientists and priests in 

the fifth, and finally “Here comes everybody! L.G.B.T.Q., N.Y.C. Boroughs, Community 

Groups, Neighborhoods, Cities, States, and more” in the sixth—the march called on the 

United Nations Climate Summit and governments around the world to steer a course 

towards appropriate “climate action” and “climate justice” on behalf of the groups neatly 

represented like meats and cheeses on a Hormel party tray. The following day, former anti-

globalization and Occupy Wall Street activists, many on the payroll of this or 

that N.G.O., attempted a mass civil disobedience action on the blocks leading to the New 

York Stock Exchange. When the orchestrated non-violence of Flood Wall Street met the 

orchestrated non-brutality of the NYPD, ne’er an arrest occurred and the organizers called 

it all off, going home and turning the streets over to a few hundred unofficial protesters 

who were determined to be peacefully taken into custody. 

 

As the United Nations met later that week to talk about talking about limiting global 

temperature rise to less than 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit (2 degrees Celsius) through a reduction 

in carbon emissions while simultaneously making economies, cities, and networks 

resilient, the People’s Climate Summit website released its own numbers: 400,000 people, 

1,574 organizations, 50,000 college students, 5,200 articles, and 7 celebrity selfies. 

Homemade and mass-produced signs, puppets and inflatables, polar bear costumes and 

globes, thousands of buses whose bills were footed by non-profits and Gofundme.com, a 

pony-tailed Leo DiCaprio parading around as the U.N.’s Messenger for Peace, with a 

special focus on climate change issues. A success, they say, in launching the climate justice 

movement, a success as quantifiable as the parts per million of the upper safety limit for 

the atmosphere. As the march quickly faded into most New Yorkers’ memories, as when a 

million of us marched against the war that happened anyway, a variety of non-questions 

circulated to try to cement the march’s legacy. Was it too radical? Not radical enough? Too 

little too late? A photo-op? A corporate greenwash with the help of the “non-profit 

industrial complex”? 
1
 Non-questions for a non-world. Simply put, the Climate March was 

a blast from the past, mobilizing a set of political techniques and priorities that have 

literally been left behind by reality, by the new common in which we find ourselves. 

 

A new epoch is certainly at hand; one need only trace the fault lines from the glacial 

barricades of Kiev’s Maidan across the radioactive swamp left by Fukushima’s failing ice 

wall to the “Winter is Coming” graffiti of Istanbul’s Gezi commune. Everywhere this age 

speaks its exhaustion, in the massive human efforts to break through and in the falling of 

idols. The once coherent subject around which the world was ordered stands in ruin as a 

neurotic information node whose closest relationship is with a cellphone or iPad. The 

claims to mastery over the world are being literally washed away by rising seas, while 
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terminal diagnoses of our civilization proliferate as quickly as fantasies of the end (see 

the Walking Dead’s Terminus). As Brad Evans and Julien Reid describe it in their 

book Resilient Life, “We are living out the final scenes of the liberal nightmarein all its 

catastrophic permutations,” an epoch that is sensed just as much in the collapse of the 

Western Antarctic ice sheet
2
 and the bamboo barricades of Hong Kong as in the 

desertification of the Amazon rainforest and the death vows of the Lakota in the face of the 

KeystoneXL pipeline.
3
 Some people say the world is ending, but we say it is just a way of 

life, a certain order of things. 

 

Ironically, it is geologists who have already arrived at this conclusion, by way of 

atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen’s “launch[ing] a small hand grenade into the world of 

geological time scales.”
4
 Crutzen, formerly most famous for his Nobel Prize-winning 

research on the depletion of the ozone layer, used the term the Anthropocene in 2000 in a 

newsletter of the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme.
5
 Since then geologists 

such as Jan Zalasiewicz have taken up the term, forming the Anthropocene Working Group 

(A.W.G.) to prepare a proposal for its inclusion in the International Commission on 

Stratigraphy’s official geological time scale. Etymologically the Anthropocene designates 

the “epoch of man”—a triumphal crowning of the liberal subject and its way of life, dated 

unsurprisingly from the middle of the 18th century. Stratigraphically the Anthropocene 

designates that Man has become the most powerful geological force on the planet, meaning 

that our measurable physical impact on sedimentation is more powerful than the oceans’ 

tides or the movement of mountains. Though in many popular accounts the Anthropocene 

is often reduced to the impacts of global warming or other processes contributing to 

climate change, geologists have focused on a series of metrics in addition to these such as 

deforestation, the acidification of the ocean, mass extinction, urbanization, the reshuffling 

of the biosphere, and the homogenization of environments. As such the perceptible triumph 

of man and his civilization, its coming to the fore as the most powerful force on earth, can 

best be measured in a catastrophic impact. 

 

In light of the Anthropocene, geologists have also begun reshuffling their own rubrics, 

expanding the purview of paleontology from the organic to the inorganic and from the past 

to the present with the introduction of “technostratigraphy.”
6 
According to Zalasiewicz and 

colleagues Colin Waters (Principal Mapping Geologist at the British Geological Survey) 

and Mark Williams (Professor of Palaeobiology with Zalasiewicz at Leicester), 

technofossils
7
 may well stand as the most convincing evidence of the epoch’s 

environmental signature. In the first-ever instance of geoscientists using anything other 

than biological fossils to help classify a chronostratigraphical unit, theA.W.G. are not 

looking at dinosaur vertebrae frozen in amber or ancient leaf imprints found in stone, but at 

critical infrastructures and cities like New York itself, which they see as “one of the most 

extensive, durable and geologically distinctive aspects of the Anthropocene” (Williams et 

al, 399) and thus as representative index fossils of the epoch’s recent, current, and near 

future. Whereas palaeontology has always been about studying past geological artifacts, 

the objects now under consideration as Anthropocene fossils—the key evidence in the 

Anthropocene dossier—are those of our present-day, still-functioning civilization. Thus for 

the first time in history, geologists are now dating an epoch in the present tense, studying 



contemporary, still functioning, infrastructures as fossils, studying the constituent elements 

of our civilization the way they once studied the remains of a long-vanished life form. 

 

Through their attempt at naming and measuring the epoch of man, studying cities and 

subways as fossils in real time, and conjuring future geologists from outer space to study a 

world in which this civilization has completely vanished, thesegeologists have called our 

entire civilization and its requisite way of life a ruin. It would be easy to read the 

“humanity” implied in the Anthropocene as the final expression of modern man’s vanity, 

one last Promethean blast, but doing so misses entirely what’s most decisive about the 

stratigraphers’ concept: the Anthropocene elevates liberal humanity to prime geohistorical 

agent, center of the world, but does so only in the moment of its historical collapse. Has 

there ever been a civilization that named itself after its most cherished principle in order to 

call the whole thing a failure? 

The Anthropocene as name and as phenomenon: the completion of the West, modernity, 

and liberal humanism. Seemingly by accident, coming from the sciences but immediately 

overflowing their bounds of acceptability—constant pressure to avoid seeming too 

negative and to remain dispassionate in their work—the geologists have cleared away the 

web of confusion. Naming the epoch after its first principle-in-ruins, they force us to face 

our age in all its schizophrenia. 

Even if the geologists can’t quite say aloud what the New York Times could publish—“that 

this civilization is already dead”
8
—they place us succinctly and directly in the present. The 

end of the world is not this or that disaster coming in the future—a biblical flood, the next 

hurricane, the collapse of Midwestern agriculture—nor is it a potential future extinction 

of homo sapiens. The end of the world is what we are living through right now. And 

whereas the deluge of newspaper accounts of “the collapse of civilization”
9
 focus almost 

primarily on environmental factors, we insist that the devastation named by the 

Anthropocene is just as much a spiritual, existential, human devastation as it is an 

environmental one. It is impossible to separate the collapse of ice sheets from the collapse 

of man. Yet here again, in the very name itself, the Anthropocene seems to exceed what is 

considered polite or acceptable to say. 

 

From this angle the People’s Climate March and Mobilization looks a bit different. Rather 

than being a matter of too much clicktivism, too few paint bombs, or of making demands to 

an utterly discredited institution, the Mobilization was designed to function as a last ditch 

attempt to shore up the present. At work in the generation of a discourse of climate crisis 

and a climate movement is an operation that dims down the complex reality of our epoch to 

a single phenomenon—global warming as generated by increased ppm of CO2—and 

deriving from that a set of clearly representable subjects—from “frontline communities” to 

“climate activists”—and a set of core questions—how can this situation be managed and 

how can this way of life be saved from itself?—that in effect attempt to hold back the 

apocalypse one more day, while also holding back any possibility of redemption. Keeping 

us cocooned, trapped, within an eternal, frozen present. 
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As Lauren Berlant writes, “the present is perceived, first, affectively: the present is what 

makes itself present to us before it becomes anything else” (Cruel Optimism, 4). This series 

will explore our present, an epoch for which we lack precedents or words but in which we 

are, already, called and shaped. Its aim is to read the tracks in front of us from within the 

situation, to recognize the present as it unfolds and to trace the breaths and rhythms with 

which it expresses itself. As such, the writing may occasionally take on different forms—

stories, letters, interviews, or whatever seems appropriate. Future topics include “Those 

Who Go West” in Japan, extinction obsession, France’s Zone A Défendre and other ZADs, 

hacker spaces, autonomy, “survival skills,” and more. We will read the signs of the time 

and open ourselves up to the forms of life that are already coming to replace man in this 

exhausted age. An age obsessed with the end because it wants to see the world reborn. 
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http://gothamist.com/2014/10/13/climate_change_flood_wall_st.php
http://gothamist.com/2014/10/13/climate_change_flood_wall_st.php
http://gothamist.com/2014/10/13/climate_change_flood_wall_st.php
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/may/12/western-antarctic-ice-sheet-collapse-has-already-begun-scientists-warn
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/may/12/western-antarctic-ice-sheet-collapse-has-already-begun-scientists-warn
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/may/12/western-antarctic-ice-sheet-collapse-has-already-begun-scientists-warn
http://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/lakota-vow-dead-prison-allow-kxl-pipeline/
http://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/lakota-vow-dead-prison-allow-kxl-pipeline/
http://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/lakota-vow-dead-prison-allow-kxl-pipeline/
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/oct/16/-sp-scientists-gather-talks-rename-human-age-anthropocene-holocene
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/oct/16/-sp-scientists-gather-talks-rename-human-age-anthropocene-holocene
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/oct/16/-sp-scientists-gather-talks-rename-human-age-anthropocene-holocene
http://www.igbp.net/news/opinion/opinion/haveweenteredtheanthropocene.5.d8b4c3c12bf3be638a8000578.html
http://www.igbp.net/news/opinion/opinion/haveweenteredtheanthropocene.5.d8b4c3c12bf3be638a8000578.html
http://anr.sagepub.com/content/1/1/34.abstract
http://anr.sagepub.com/content/1/1/34.abstract
http://anr.sagepub.com/content/1/1/34.abstract
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2013/10/25/SP395.8.abstract
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2013/10/25/SP395.8.abstract
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2013/10/25/SP395.8.abstract
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2014/03/21/SP395.18.full.pdf+html
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2014/03/21/SP395.18.full.pdf+html
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2014/03/21/SP395.18.full.pdf+html
http://sp.lyellcollection.org/content/early/2014/03/21/SP395.18.full.pdf+html
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/11/10/learning-how-to-die-in-the-anthropocene/
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/11/10/learning-how-to-die-in-the-anthropocene/
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/11/10/learning-how-to-die-in-the-anthropocene/
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/earth-insight/2014/mar/14/nasa-civilisation-irreversible-collapse-study-scientists
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/earth-insight/2014/mar/14/nasa-civilisation-irreversible-collapse-study-scientists
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/earth-insight/2014/mar/14/nasa-civilisation-irreversible-collapse-study-scientists


Notes from the Anthropocene #2: 
 

In November 2014, after grand juries in Missouri and New York refused to indict police 

officers for the killings of Mike Brown and Eric Garner, over 170 cities across America 

exploded with nightly demonstrations that blocked major highways, bridges, and even 

commuter rail and subway lines. Hundreds of thousands found themselves on the West 

Side Highway, I-5, or I-75, amidst chants of “I can’t breathe,” “Black lives matter,” and 

“Shut it down,” while people held aloft road flares and shot off fireworks. In some places 

they threw rocks at police and in other places they built barricades out of street signs and 

traffic cones to shut down traffic. In New York, bridges and highways were invaded 

nightly, in scenes reminiscent of Occupy but much more developed, temporarily 

interrupting the city’s incessant flow of forgetting. Take the night of December 13, after 

the Millions March had wound its way around Manhattan in what seemed like an 

orchestrated effort to capstone the movement. As the official protest ended, thousands 

forced their way on to the Brooklyn Bridge, climbing over walls to the on-ramp and 

pushing their way past police. As people marched up the Brooklyn-bound lanes, young and 

old hoisted themselves and each other over the protective barriers of the walkway to block 

both sides. Hundreds took part in an impromptu trust exercise, helping one another 

navigate an eight-foot drop from a spiked security fence. 

 One could trace the antecedents of such moments and movements to the Civil Rights era 

or even as far back as the Great Railroad Strike of 1877. Or one could cast the blockade as 

the new strike of piqueteros and plebs expelled from the point of production. But we think 

that either of these prevents us from letting these moments be what they are in their present 

singularity and prevents us from reading the signs right in front of our faces. The blockades 

of November and December in the United States appeared like a reflex—an intuition or 

instinct—conducted with a muscle memory that most never even knew they had. In the 

process it became so clear, so obvious to people, that in blocking highways, tunnels, and 

bridges, they were planting themselves in places of immense power. Many asked 

themselves why they hadn’t done it before as they scrambled in front of oncoming 

vehicles, producing miles-long traffic jams made up of often very supportive commuters. 

Even though we traverse it every day, infrastructure is like something in the periphery of 

our vision; we sense its importance, traveling along and living within its powerful circuits. 

Yet we still don’t quite grasp it strategically or cognitively, except perhaps in the moments 

in which it has been rendered inoperable. Thus rather than analyze the anti-police 

movement of November, calling forth its roots and identifying its novelties, we want to 

follow where it carried us, across the highways, bridges, and railway lines and to an 

examination of the rapidly transforming grounds that uphold our way of life. 
  

The term “infrastructure” is a loan word from French, where it originated around the turn 

of the century as railroad engineering jargon: “the tunnels, bridges, culverts, and 

‘infrastructure’ work generally of the Ax to Bourg-Madame line have been completed.”
1
 In 

the United States, as elsewhere, the word developed greater usage in postwar civil defense 

and urban planning, appearing as military logistics language in NATO’s 1950s “common 
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infrastructure programs,”
2
 in which member countries pooled their money to construct the 

various military installations—communications, airfields, war centers and training 

facilities, fuel supply systems, pipelines, radar systems, ports, etc.—necessary for modern, 

omnipresent warfare. More recently, the term “infrastructure” has been expanded far 

beyond brick and mortar projects such as bridges, roads, transportation arteries, and power 

plants, to encompass a much broader array of phenomena including waterways, animals, 

and even human communities. 

 

And this is no simple indulgence in metaphor. As planners, architects, and city officials 

attempt to make N.Y.C. “resilient” to the myriad ever-increasing categories of “risk” the 

city faces, life itself is being recast as infrastructural in nature, and infrastructures are cast 

as indistinguishable from life in the Anthropocene. See, for example, the city’s post-Sandy 

Special Initiative for Rebuilding and Resiliency,
3
 or, even more recently,HUD’s $930 

million Rebuild by Design competition,
4
 in which oyster reefs are hailed as “ecological 

infrastructure”—useful for attenuating storm surge—and friendly neighbors with backyard 

gardens and go-bags are “social infrastructure”—prepared to shovel out, clean up, and 

rebuild because FEMA and the government can’t do it alone. The importance of 

infrastructures in this regard is clear in post war reconstruction efforts in a place like Iraq, 

where the ability to get them up and running was the litmus test not only of U.S. power but 

also of the form of life it promises. In these scenarios, as Eric Schmidt and Jared Cohen of 

Google argue, a “communications first, or mobile-first, mentality” has emerged wherein 

the reestablishment of communications infrastructure has become the first priority in the 

long process of rebuilding entire societies, providing a “new cement” that is not only a 

strategic objective but also a method of counterinsurgency, which brings us to our next 

point.
5
 

 

As landscape architect Pierre Belanger notes, most often infrastructures were built in 

response to one perceived crisis or another—insurrection, hurricane, disease, criminalized 

behavior, etc. In the 19th century, the construction of New York City’s vast water 

infrastructure was spurred in large part by concerns over cholera outbreaks that would 

routinely kill thousands, just as Paris’s streets were transformed after the Revolution of 

1848. Levees, spillways, and dams were erected to control and regularize the flows and 

floods of the Mississippi, facilitating commerce and urbanization. Early theorizations of 

the Internet posited communication as a defensive mechanism in the face of nuclear 

annihilation.
6
 Or take Central Park, which was conceived not merely as a piece of nature 

brought into the city, but also as a social safety valve for class antagonisms. In the face of 

myriad kinds of threats, infrastructures have long been posited as bulwarks against disorder 

and their deliverance of security and the protection of life in the face of such disorders is 

central to the kind of life they actually help produce. 

 

While infrastructure can take on a static form in our imaginations, sitting there in millions 

of tons of concrete, it’s important to understand the degree to which infrastructure is an 

action, a functioning. As the -structure in infrastructure suggests, the term refers to a 

process of arranging, forming, and disposing of things. Such structuring is writ large in the 

boastful architecture of projects like the Hoover Dam or the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, 

which completely remade and reordered the physical environments they tower over. 



Embodied in them was the project of technical progress: the attempted recreation of 

humans as liberal individuals and the concomitant transformation of the environment 

around them into a prosaic set of objects, a perfectly ordered world of brick and mortar, 

grids, and master plans, of open spaces in which goods circulate—and individuals orient 

themselves—freely. Another way of putting this might be to say that it’s not enough to 

think that everything in the world is a commodity, as did the early bourgeoisie, to think the 

world as an inert landscape separate from us. This ridiculous way of life had to be imposed 

on us and on the earth through concrete and steel, engineering and design, as much as the 

enclosure of land and invention of wage labour. In short, infrastructure is a means through 

which the historical anomaly we call liberal existence is re-entrenched and extended, 

modified and recalibrated, through the creation and functioning of everyday space, 

architecture, movement, and human relations. 
 

But make no mistake, it would be giving far too much credit to government to think of it as 

a well thought-out conspiracy to order the world. Various infrastructures are developed to 

manage, to administer, to respond, to order, in a tangle of engineers, pencil pushers, 

designers, courtrooms, white papers, petroleum tanks, rebar, and asphalt. They are 

intensely ad hoc, local, and reactive, producing disastrous effects along with the much-

touted benefits. Since the 1970s, infrastructures that were once posited as the unshakeable 

grounds of the modern world have been increasingly recast as bulky and brittle systems 

incapable of surviving a world of complexity and volatility.
7
 On the one hand, much of that 

complexity and volatility was a product of the very managerial solutions intended to 

defend infrastructures, which automated and networked them to maintain functionality in 

the face of worker resistance or environmental threats. On the other hand, it stems from the 

folding outward and interconnection of infrastructures within broader infrastructurally-

comprised environments. In the case of the electrical grid, a very small incident such as a 

downed power line, a flooded subgeneration station, or faulty switch can now rapidly 

generate cascade effects, “those that produce a chain of events that cross geography, time, 

and various types of systems” whose “surprise effects are unexpected events that arise out 

of interactions between agents and the negative and positive feedback loops produced 

through this interaction.”
8
 This in turns multiplies human threats to infrastructure—

terrorists, hackers, eco-saboteurs, bored kids, and revolutionaries. In May 2013, months 

after blockades of railways and round dances in shopping malls, retired Lieutenant Colonel 

Douglas L. Bland penned a report for the MacDonald-Laurier Institute think tank titled, 

“Canada and the First Nations: Cooperation or Conflict?” In it he argues, “if Canada is to 

escape the consequences of a First Nations insurgency, then … Canadians must, among 

other things, make its critical transportation infrastructure less vulnerable or deal with First 

Nations’ leaders from a point of relative strategic weakness.”
9
Geologists however, 

understand this strategic weakness to exist not at the level of the nation but at the level of 

the entire civilization itself, further illuminating the meaning of infrastructure today. 

The Anthropocene is a newly minted epoch conjured up by geologists who argue that 

“human activity” is the most powerful force shaping the planet’s stratigraphy. The various 

pieces of evidence marshaled on behalf of the Anthropocene’s legitimacy are disturbing in 

their degree of devastation: deforestation, acidification of the oceans, homogenization of 

environments, mass extinction, invasive species, and climate change, which collectively 



pose a direct challenge to the continuation of human life on this planet. In order to quantify 

and mark the age, geologists have recently shifted their analytical gaze away from fossils 

of dead organisms and on to a whole new set of human-made, non-biological 

“technofossils.” While a recent publication of the Anthropocene Working Group—the 

subset of the International Commission on Stratigraphy tasked with determining the 

validity of naming this new epoch—focuses on the rise and proliferation of plastics as well 

as the prevalence of radioactive isotopes as key markers of the epoch, other investigations 

have strongly homed in on existing infrastructures, which are examined in the present as 

future fossils. As such, some of our civilization’s most touted achievements are cast as 

already in ruin, a forecast that doesn’t seem too far off given what the Anthropocene’s 

potential consequences have in store for us.
10

 
 

This terminal diagnosis is not confined to geologists. In order cope with such a civilization-

wide disaster a slew of designers, engineers, politicians, and activists are forwarding a 

complete redefinition of life—as infrastructure—in an eco-cybernetic model that effaces 

the difference between governing and governed, order and disorder.
11

 Post-Sandy New 

York is a laboratory for such experiments, and many current technofossils are being fazed 

out because as former Mayor and billionaire Michael Bloomberg stated, “Robert Moses 

built the roads along our coastline, separating us from this natural resource and we have 

worked very hard to try to reconnect back to the most wonderful asset that we have.” 

Posited in their place are hybridized infrastructures that involve artificial wetlands and 

meshworks of oysters and special concretes designed to grow together in order to attenuate 

but not block out storm waters. Alongside these so-called ecological infrastructures are 

redesigned communication systems with built-in redundancies, and human infrastructures 

to serve, maintain, and self-organize for disaster relief. In this drive to protect the city, it is 

exactly as geographer Bruce Braun put it, “‘[s]ecurity’ is thus increasingly about protecting 

‘critical infrastructure’, and biopolitics is increasingly infrastructural in form.”
12

 While 

infrastructure of the past was imbued with ideas of progress or the promise of a (better) 

future, the vital systems that we are now told include us project an image of existence 

permeated by crisis, of an ever-expanding universe of tipping points. This cobbled together 

and tangled web—now stretching to the ends of the earth—of flows of people, water, and 

energy, of wetlands, code, and satellites, has only the aim of managing or surviving its 

crises. In this, we are not only told to be patient and prepare to undergo whatever crises to 

come, crises that are an acknowledged byproduct of the self-same system. What is 

fundamentally being demanded of us is that we accept the ontology projected by a dying 

order whose last wish is that we continue to live within it—and thereby complete it. 
  

The move onto the bridges, rail lines, and highways during the protests of November and 

December last year was more than just a tactical reawakening to the potential of 

blockading infrastructures: it was an expression of the shifting grounds of our epoch. We 

live at the tail end of a long series of attempts to locate a plane outside of being to which 

action and life could be understood as tethered or from which it would emanate—the One, 

Being, God, the Subject, the Base, etc.—whose activity consists in organizing being. 

Today infrastructure is heir apparent to this position, yet occupying it in a way that appears 

immanent to life, banal and commonplace, indistinguishable in the everyday rhythms we 

traverse. The point in recognizing this, however, isn’t to position infrastructure as a new 



critiqueable object, a new enemy, or new base, fodder for another decade of articles and 

conferences. Rather it is to reorient the way we think about power, life, and revolution, and 

to set out adequate starting points from which to begin rebuilding all three. What the 

current problematization of infrastructure shows quite clearly is that the concrete, material 

reconfiguration of worlds is on the table as a question not of the future but of the present. 

Once some revolutionaries may have argued that the task at hand was the seizure of the 

means of production, followed by putting up an “under new management” sign outside of 

the factory (or the White House depending on the flavor of their politics), the task today 

has changed. As our friend Jason Smith wrote in his excellent review of the French 

text First Revolutionary Measures, “[t]he material obdurateness of the built environment—

cities, roads, ports, factories—will mount a resistance far greater than any political 

enemy.”
13

 That is because they carry within their material organization ways of ordering 

and inhabiting the world that are deeply hostile to revolutionary transformation. Taking it 

as a given, as our unquestionable base—in French, Marx’s “base” is translated 

as infrastructure—risks naturalizing the operations it carries out and the ways of life it 

upholds. Thus the Anthropocene tells us something about the present, it’s that the question 

of what to do with these technofossils here and now is paramount. 

 

But if infrastructure is expert at fading into the background when it works, its fraught and 

fragile existence today increasingly brings it to our attention, exposing the particularly 

anomalous and outright ridiculous nature of the way we live today, whether it’s that for 

most of us, spinach’s native environment is the plastic container or that we find ourselves 

living lives of deep existential and material poverty. Thus as the normal functioning of 

these infrastructures is being brought into question, ways of eating, staying warm, and 

getting around become open fields again and properly radical in nature. Such matters are 

being taken up in the growing number of autonomous regions like Kobane and in 

Kurdistan as a whole, the Zapatista communes of the Mexican southeast, and the Zones à 

Défendre (ZAD), primarily in France. In the ZAD at Notre-Dame-des-Landes for example, 

major clashes in 2012 and 2013 at a protest camp to prevent the construction of the 

Aéroport du Grand Ouest have led to a police-free zone in which people have self-

organized farms and reoccupied abandoned villages.
14

 Once-fallow lands are now home to 

dozens of collectively tended vegetables plots, and once empty buildings now house 

bakeries, barter markets, and meeting spaces for organizing collective life across different 

generations and backgrounds. At one farm, Saint Jean du Tertre, ZADists have planted 

wheat, set up apiaries, and reestablished a vineyard, growing some of the first truly 

indigenous varieties of grapes to be planted in decades. As many ZADists say, they are 

against the airport and its world, meaning that in opposing the construction of this 

particular project, they are also seeking to uproot the way of life from which it emerged. 

But just as important is what they are posing: the nascent, material possibility of not merely 

surviving but living beyond the pale of the Anthropocene itself. Facing up to our epoch 

will require giving ourselves the capacity to make real other ways of life, of pairing our 

sentiments with their necessary material force in process of experimentation and discovery. 

In our humble estimation, this process, already underway in many places, is “the condition 

for a serious, massive return of the revolutionary question.”
15
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