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is responsible for the vast diversity of human
behavior and our species'cultural diversity.

From the standpoint of human origins, the
starting point in thinking about the Anthro-
pocene is that we liye in the world by altering
lr. This is a function of our basic adaptations
enabling us to buffer uncertainty and instabil-
ity by changing how the world is.

Even simple interactions with the sur-
roundings - making of a two million-year-old
tool or a slone handaxe, moving resources
across the landscape, creating fire, building
a shelter, tending a plant to secure food - all
of these basic elements of survival ended up
changing the immediate surroundings.

This way of life became so successful that it
spread worldwide.

THE AGE OF
HUMANS
Now we find ourselves where the planetary
scale of human impact is unquestionable.
Hence the idea of the Anthropocene, the Era
of Humans.

Decreased biodiversity, revised biogeo-
chemical cycles and novel combinations
of climatic and ecological conditions arise
from the existence of people everl,r,vhere. Of
30 AMERICAN tND|AN WINTER 2ot 3

many impressive statistics, one of the more
remarkable is that about six times more water
is controlled by dams or in man-made lakes
than occurs as free-flowing water on the con-
tinents. Regarding the atmosphere, despite
differences in opinion over the exact fr-rture of
rising CO,, what seems to get lost in the noise
of manufactured debate is that ever.r the most
conservative estimates of sea-level rise would
eventually inundate areas occupied by ap-
proximately 10 percent of the human popula-
tion. Given the sharp rise in population dur-
ing our lifetimes, the implications of 700-900
million people dispiaced, or requiring new
livelihoods, have hardly been imagined.

For these reasons, the Althropocene
concept has largely gained traction by drarv-
ing attention to the harm we cause. There is
justifiable hand-wringin g over the unintended
consequefices of human activity - the "dorvn-
stream effects" of human decisions, waste and
emissions, the self-interest in the use of land
and resources that underpin livelihoods and
personal security and comforts.

Thking a different approach, I har.e besun
to imagine what it would be like to have a dit-
ferent starting point in discussing this -\ge oi
Humans - one where we envision intettled t,t,i
purposeful consequences. What wil rt take t.r

shape a world that is positive, meaningful, ben-
eficial to life, in general, and to human welfare?

I've come to see the Anthropocene, there-
fore, not as debate about a new geological era
but rather as a way of thinklng- a way of think-
ing about our identity, and what it will mean to
be human in the future. Arld so, our "thought
experiment" here focuses less on specific prob-
lems, less on piecemeal solutions to the harm
people may induce, and more onthe principles
that may guide meaningful pathways as we
continue to alter the worid and ourselves.

EMBEDDED IN
NATU RE
Critical to imagining life in the Anthro-
pocene is the importance of narrative in
continually reshaping ourselves. Our evolu-
tior.rary history is important in this regard.
The ongoing revision of that narrative shows
that rve - and our altering tendencies - are
embedded in a very dynamic natural world
and fully interconnected with it. Revising the
entu.,ined human-and-nature narrative to
reflect this point is, I believe, essential in how
rue rvill shape the future.

Cultural diversity, in itsell and as a reser-
r oir of human knowledge and ways of life,
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