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Our increasing awareness of climate change is catalyzing new imaginaries and, 
by extension, new allegorical forms to address the dynamism of our planet. 
I open this book with the words of Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner, a performance poet 
from the Marshall Islands, who is probably the best-known figure to use 
poetry in the service of climate justice. She received a standing ovation at the 
United Nations Climate Summit in 2014 for her passionate testimony about 
the impact of sea-level rise on the Pacific Islands and for a galvanizing poem 
about the global climate future that she imagines for her infant daughter.1 
“Tell Them” poses a challenge to how we understand and represent the active 
relationship between people and place. More specifically, the poem employs 
allegory to figure the island as a world in ecological crisis, depicts an active, 
nonhuman ocean agent, and articulates the imperative to both witness and 
testify to a dynamic, changing Earth. All three of these allegorical tropes are 
vital to this book’s exploration of the relationship between the Anthropocene 
and empire in an era of accelerating environmental catastrophe.

Introduction
Allegories of the Anthropocene

tell them about the water—how we have seen it rising
flooding across our cemeteries

gushing over the sea walls
and crashing against our homes

Tell them what it’s like
to see the entire ocean __level__ with the land

—Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner, “Tell Them”



The rapid increase in atmospheric carbon; extreme weather events such 
as drought, flooding, fire, and hurricanes; cataclysmic species extinctions; 
sea-level rise; ocean acidification; and a warming planet all testify to a crisis 
of global climate change known as the Anthropocene. This is a twenty-first-
century term that some scholars use to signal that human activity has 
attained the scale of a geological force akin to a volcanic eruption or a mete-
orite, changing the Earth as a system.2 While there has been a virtual cottage 
industry of new journals and publications exploring the Anthropocene in 
recent years, the conversation has been dominated by the geophysical and 
social sciences, which tend to privilege positivist methods and have little 
to say about the vitality of the arts and humanities. Scholarship that does 
turn to the role of the Anthropocene cultural imaginary is focused almost 
exclusively on the viewpoints of the global north. This body of work has 
tended to favor literary forms such as the novel and white (settler) cultural 
production from the United States, Australia, and Europe. 

The lack of engagement with postcolonial and Indigenous perspectives 
has shaped Anthropocene discourse to claim the novelty of crisis rather 
than being attentive to the historical continuity of dispossession and disaster 
caused by empire. In this sense Anthropocene scholarship produces a glo-
balization discourse that misses the globe. Thus its cultural geographies and 
methods are still insufficient to address a complex crisis of planetary scale. 
This book argues that in an era of a truly global environmental crisis, An-
thropocene scholarship cannot afford to overlook narratives from the global 
south, particularly from those island regions that have been and continue to 
be at the forefront of ecologically devastating climate change.

Due to their enormous scales and their discursive histories, the figures 
of nonhuman nature, the human, Earth, and now the Anthropocene share 
a universalizing geologic. Allegories of the Anthropocene stages an interdis-
ciplinary dialogue between the (social) sciences and the humanities, with 
particular attention to how the universalizing figure of the Anthropocene 
might be grounded by engaging specific places such as postcolonial islands. 
This demands a multiscalar method of telescoping between space (planet) 
and place (island) in a dialectic or “tidalectic” way to see how they mutually 
inform each other.3 Bringing together the work of postcolonial, Indig-
enous, and Anthropocene discourses, I argue that we must “provincialize” 
the Anthropocene, much as postcolonial studies “provincialized” the univer-
salizing discourse of Europe, to borrow from Dipesh Chakrabarty.4 This is 
not a casual analogue: the “universal and secular vision of the human” that 
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Chakrabarty sought to decenter in European discourse has been regenerated 
in much Anthropocene scholarship of the “Age of Man,” resurrecting a fig-
ure who reigns as a singular (masculine) “species.”5 Both of these discourses 
are inextricably tied to histories and discourses of empire—particularly, as I 
argue here, through the use of narratives of disjunction and rupture.

Turning to literature, film, and the arts, this book asks: what kinds of 
narratives help us navigate an ecological crisis that is understood as local 
and planetary, as historical and anticipatory? Questions about narrative and 
representation are vital to understanding the Anthropocene because, as an 
epoch that reflects a radical break from the past, it poses specific epistemo-
logical and ontological challenges, which Chakrabarty has been the first to 
articulate.6 Of course, the Anthropocene is material in that it concerns what 
can be measured and experienced, and it is representational in that it raises 
vital questions as to how the planet as a system can be signified. While a ca-
cophony of voices are theorizing the Anthropocene, most argue that it reflects 
a moment of disjunction and rupture in geological history and perhaps in 
knowledge-making itself.7 Of course, this discourse of rupture is deeply famil-
iar to postcolonial and Indigenous studies in its theorization of the “irruption 
into modernity” that characterizes the ongoing experience of empire.8

The primary rupture in knowledge constitutive to the Anthropocene 
is that our experience of local weather is not commensurate with under-
standings of global climate. In other words, due to the difficulty of Earth 
systems modeling, Hurricane Maria—which pummeled the Caribbean in 
2017—cannot, on its own, provide evidence of global climate change.9 This 
break between the local experience of extreme weather and its abstraction 
at a global scale is evident in the concluding lines of Jetñil-Kijiner’s poem:

tell them
we are afraid
tell them we don’t know
of the politics
or the science
but tell them we see
what is in our own backyard
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
But most importantly you tell them
we don’t want to leave
we’ve never wanted to leave

﻿Allegories of the Anthropocene  3



and that we

are

nothing

without our islands.10

This claim that “we don’t know”—in a poem that declares the audience must 
“tell them”—is an interesting choice by the author, signaling a rift in knowl-
edge production and circulation. Marshallese diplomats have been some of 
the most influential figures at every climate change summit and have galva-
nized a critical bloc of postcolonial island states to help to lower the targeted 
two-degree limit of global temperature increase. Some have even likened the 
major carbon emitters to contributing to cultural genocide.11 Yet here the 
poet deliberately minimizes their historical participation in the arena of 
politics and science to bring forward an allegorical disjuncture between the 
experience of place (“we see/what is in our own backyard”) and the abstract 
realm that “we don’t know” (the politics and science). While theorists have 
called attention to the challenges posed by this break between experience 
and knowledge, Jetñil-Kijiner’s poem allegorizes Marshallese experience to 
make a claim for a cultural geologic that is not reducible to a universalized 
climate science of the Anthropocene. As such, culture, climate, experience, 
knowledge, and the Anthropocene are all placed in disjunctive relation. Yet 
these ruptures and disjunctions in narrative and in knowledge do not col-
lapse neatly into one another. Moreover, the repeated imperative to “tell 
them” enlists allegory’s pedagogical incentives and its incitement to action.12

This book claims that allegory has been revitalized and reinvented to rep-
resent this perceived disjunction between humans and the planet, between 
our “species” and a dynamic external “nature.” This is a spatial as well as 
temporal rupture. Engaging with the Anthropocene means that we must 
simultaneously consider the deep geological time of the planet—in com-
parison with previous epochs—as well as the futurity of the human as a 
species.13 Futurity is marked not just by concerns about human survival, or 
ameliorating species extinctions, but also by the fact that one cannot locate a 
stratigraphic marker for this epoch until a geologically significant period of 
time—such as tens of thousands of years—has passed.14 Thus, the Anthro-
pocene is both forward-looking and a future retrospective, characterized by 
“anticipatory logics” and anticipatory mourning.15 The Anthropocene epoch 
is constituted by a deep geological sense of the longue durée, as well as dis-
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junctive spatial relations between the enormity of the planet and the experi-
ence of local place. Due to its ability to represent both historical and scalar 
relations, allegory has arisen as a notable form for this moment of planetary 
climate crisis. Perhaps this is not surprising because allegory is known for its 
embeddedness in history (time), its construction of a world system (space), 
and its signification practices in which the particular figures for the general 
and the local for the global.

In fact, environmental discourse is rife with allegorical modes. For example, 
the popular rallying cry “Save the Planet” employs a metonymic or substitutive 
component of allegory in which “Planet” stands in for a particular species—
most notably, the human. The synecdochical, or part-for-whole, function of 
allegory is evident in claims that we are in an era of “anthropogenic” climate 
change when the crisis actually derives from the activities of a powerful mi-
nority of human beings.16 Following Sylvia Wynter’s postcolonial critique, 
we know that a particular bourgeois “ethnoclass” that calls itself Man “over-
represents itself as if it were human.”17 Yet, as Joni Adamson and other have 
argued from Indigenous, postcolonial, and feminist perspectives, “we have 
never been Anthropos.”18 Allegory is more than the use of rhetorical tropes. It 
is the animation of universalizing figures such as planet, species, nature, and the 
human into narrative—and thereby into space and time.

Concurrent with the recent Anthropocene turn, there has been a rise 
in allegorical representation in literature, film, and visual arts. Allegory 
stages other worlds to draw parallels and disjunctions between the present 
and an often dystopic future. This is particularly evident in the spike in cli-
mate apocalypse films that employ allegory, such as The Day after Tomorrow 
and 2012 (Roland Emmerich), Noah (Darren Aronofsky), and Snowpiercer 
(Bong Joon-ho), to name only a few. This uptick is attributable to the fact 
that allegory appears in moments of acute historical crisis, as Walter Benja
min has demonstrated. In his reading, modern allegory triggered a new re-
lationship with nonhuman nature that recognized it as a historical rather 
than an abstract ideal. When modern allegory engages nature as history 
(what Benjamin termed “nature-history”), then history becomes subject to 
nature and therefore to decline.19 Western philosophy assumes a split be-
tween nonhuman nature and history that other epistemologies do not ac-
cept. Benjamin’s dialectical engagement with nature, history, and allegory 
demarcated a radical shift from a universalized nature to its parochializa-
tion. Thus the split noted by many Anthropocene scholars who are working 
in the context of western philosophical traditions had already been theorized 
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by Benjamin. Analysis of narrative is one of the important labors of the en-
vironmental humanities. Thus engaging the work of allegory—particularly 
the allegoresis of nature-history—opens the possibility of reading the many 
stories of climate change and the Anthropocene.20

We can see how Benjamin has laid the groundwork for theorizing 
Anthropocene discourse in that the latter also remarks on a disjuncture 
between humans (history) and the planet (nature) while suggesting both 
are anticipated to decline. Decline is represented in Benjaminian allegory 
and Anthropocene scholarship as ruins. In the Anthropocene context this 
is quite literal, as our reading of geological epochs is dependent on the leg-
ibility of fossils and radiocarbon decay. As such, both produce allegorical 
speculations on the future as ruins. The recognition of this seemingly new 
disjunctive relationship between the human and the planetary environment 
represents a crisis of ecological modernity in which allegory appears as one 
of its primary narrative records. This is the central argument of Allegories of 
the Anthropocene.

In an age of thinking about the totality of the planet, it is significant that 
of all modes, allegory is best known for constructing a model of the world or 
cosmos. As Bruce Clarke has argued, “Allegory typically models a concept 
of world-space through an articulation of nested structures, universal sys-
tems with a montage of ontological levels.”21 These worlds are always sepa-
rate from the reader/viewer, figured as necessarily disjunctive due to their 
utopian, dystopian, or perhaps subaltern difference from the audience. This 
is why the trope of the isolated island has been such a powerful constellation 
for thinking allegorically. From an early Arabic novel, Hayy ibn Yaqdhan, to 
English literature classics such as Utopia, Robinson Crusoe, and Lord of the 
Flies, allegory has long relied on the figure of the island to engage the scalar 
telescoping between local and global, island and Earth. The island’s simulta-
neous boundedness and its permeability to travelers—and therefore its sus-
ceptibility to radical change—have made it a useful analogue for the globe 
as a whole.22 Of course, the island also represents finitude, a cautionary 
concept for the Anthropocene epoch of planetary boundaries that include 
threats to biodiversity and mass extinctions.23 This part-for-whole analogy 
is discernible in island extinction stories, such as the history of the dodo of 
Mauritius, the ecological cautionary tales of Rapa Nui (Easter Island), and, 
more recently, the example of the Marshall Islands.

The island has long been a figure for radical “climate change,” a term 
I use here as it is more generally understood as an upheaval of an ecologi-
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cal system. In keeping with work in feminist, postcolonial, and Indigenous 
studies that does not bifurcate nature and culture, the concept of ecology 
as it is used here always includes the human. Thus, I turn to contemporary 
postcolonial island texts and contexts as a means of allegorizing the Anthro-
pocene, arguing that it is vital to bring the theoretical discourse of the global 
north into dialogue with communities that both are at the forefront of pre
sent climate change and its historical survivors. In grounding the abstract 
discourse of the Anthropocene by tying it to specific histories and places we 
can learn much about the contextual nuances of narrativizing the relation-
ship between human and more-than-human nature. Moreover, we might 
historicize a long history of rupture in small-scale climate systems such as 
islands. Of course, the galvanizing tendency of allegory to elicit action may 
also help to produce more effective modes of bringing about ecological and 
political change.

Some may rightly question whether the claim of Anthropocene dis-
course that we have an entirely new ecological crisis is, in fact, belated. 
Turning to Indigenous and postcolonial island writers and artists, we can 
see that catastrophic ruptures to social and ecological systems have al-
ready been experienced through the violent processes of empire. In other 
words, the apocalypse has already happened; it continues because empire 
is a process.24 For writers and artists engaging the history of plantation 
slavery or nuclearization, the apocalyptic or declensionist narrative of 
the Anthropocene is not only a future anticipation of the “end of na-
ture” but also a remembrance of a violent historical past with ongoing 
repercussions for the present.25 As Heather Davis and Zoe Todd observe, 
“the Anthropocene—or at least all of the anxiety produced around these 
realities for those in Euro-western contexts—is really the arrival of the 
reverberations of that seismic shockwave into the nations who introduced 
colonial, capitalist processes across the globe in the last half-millennium 
in the first place.”26

Thus, my definition of “climate change” throughout this book refers to a 
world-changing rupture in a social and ecological system that might be read 
as colonization in one context or sea-level rise in another. While many of the 
texts examined here could be categorized under the popular neologism “cli-fi” 
(climate fiction, or climate film), they engage climate in ways that deepen 
our geographic and historical understandings of adaptation and resistance 
to world-shattering change. These works often revitalize and reformulate al-
legorical modes that are integral to mitigating our ecological futures. In an 
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era of crisis about our “Earth Island,” island writers and artists provide a 
prescient perspective about the part’s relationship to the whole.

A humanities-based approach to the concept of the Anthropocene calls 
attention to the ways in which stories are told and to how crises are narrated 
or visualized. Allegory is a form that is particularly noted for how it stages 
the present’s relationship to the past; this is often articulated in terms of 
an engagement with tradition and a search for origins. A flurry of debates 
has arisen in the past few years alone about to how to pinpoint the strati-
graphic (sedimentary) origin of the Anthropocene, generally understood 
as a moment when (some) humans exceeded their “natural” limits and 
boundaries—what Anna Tsing terms “inflection points”—and impacted the 
planet’s geology in ways that will leave isotopic traces for millennia.27 These 
are narratives of a rupture in the human relationship to the planet, a way 
of reckoning ecological modernity. Kathryn Yusoff has called attention to 
a heightening of “anthropogenesis” narratives of the Anthropocene, stories 
that are as much about beginnings as they are about an “imagined ending” for 
the human.28 To date, many anthropogenesis narratives are being proposed, 
without any consensus or attempt to link them in a chronology. Possible 
markers include the global rise of agriculture thousands of years ago; trans-
atlantic European colonization, genocide, and ecological imperialism; the 
rise of capitalism, industrial modernity, and its legacies of fossil fuel; the 
radioactive isotopes from Cold War nuclear testing; and the “Great Accel-
eration,” a term for the advent of globalization, in which expansion of agri-
business, urbanization, manufacturing, technology, and waste are now part 
of the planetary fossil record.29

I organize this book around these moments of rupture, of perceived 
turning points in the human relationship to the planet, following Benja-
min’s work on the “flash” of understanding in which “thought comes to a 
standstill in a constellation saturated with tensions.”30 These constellations 
of the Anthropocene are thought to signal planetary turning points and 
shape the structure of this book. Allegories of the Anthropocene engages lit-
erary and visual cultures of the Caribbean and Pacific Islands through five 
constellations that are thought to either originate or encapsulate global 
climate change: the plantation (agriculture); radiation (militarism); waste 
(globalization); ocean (sea-level rise); and island (world). While I engage 
with anthropogenesis narratives, I am not interested in fixing an origin for 
the Anthropocene or in posing a chronology. Postcolonial studies has long 
criticized the unilinear narratives of progress that are constitutive to em-
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pire, and substituting one homogenizing telos with a narrative of decline 
still takes a model of “single, homogenous, and secular historical time for 
granted.”31 Instead, I adopt an allegorical frame of engaging constellations 
in which “paradox has the last word,” to paraphrase Benjamin. Drawing 
from the work of Benjamin and Indigenous and postcolonial studies, I use a 
more dialectical method that foregrounds rupture as an analytic to explore a 
constellation of different allegorical forms that comment on this perceived 
human disjunction from our earthly place. Thus, the structure of the book 
itself uses allegorical techniques of disjunction within and between chap-
ters. Each chapter is written for different types of audiences, with a particu
lar resistance to telos or narrative development.

A humanities approach to the Anthropocene demands an engagement with 
multiple types of allegories, figured as cultural and historical codes, commen-
taries, genres, thematics, and contingent systems of meaning. Consequently, 
this book, following Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, pursues “allegoric ten-
dency” in literary and visual representations of the Anthropocene rather 
than a singular rigid form that is applied across contexts.32 Interpretation, of 
course, has been described as an “allegorical act,” so in that sense this book 
figures allegory and allegoresis as method, form, and thematic.33 Moreover, 
my approach to allegory, like the Anthropocene, is decidedly ambivalent. 
As a mode, allegory can be utilized to comment effectively on the ways in 
which colonialism has ruptured cultural and ecological relations to the past, 
yet its anachronistic tendencies can also be employed to naturalize colonial 
discourses that depict non-European cultures as outside modern time.34 
I concur with Spivak’s claim that “allegory should be one of the global terms 
in the rhetoric of fiction” and the arts,35 yet I consider it a mode that is adap-
tive and fluid depending on time, space, narrative, and context. Thus one 
must parochialize allegory as much as the Anthropocene. Accordingly, I 
employ different critical frames of allegoresis while engaging with the novel, 
short stories, poetry, visual arts, and documentary film to trace out the con-
stellations that structure Allegories of the Anthropocene.

This book intervenes in debates in the humanities that argue that we 
need to think in localized, “small is beautiful” terms to best mitigate eco-
logical disaster versus another equally prominent body of work that claims 
that we must think at the grand scale of planetarity and hyperobjects.36 
This is why the island is such an important figure for this simultaneous re-
lationship between the part and whole, the local and global. If we have 
learned anything from globalization studies, it is that a planetary scale needs 
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to be placed in a dialectical relation with the local to render their narra-
tives meaningful. This does not mean that these dialectics are transparent 
or even translatable, just as global climate, a planetary phenomenon, is not 
reducible to local weather. This scalar telescoping follows a long tradition 
in postcolonial studies in which universalizing narratives are troubled, con-
tested, and provincialized. Following postcolonial models, the dialectic be-
tween part and whole is also diachronic. This is to say that it is necessarily 
entangled with the longue durée of empire and ecological imperialism, what 
Rob Nixon terms “slow violence,” as well as catastrophic ruptures and ac-
celerations. Island writers and artists have long engaged such questions of 
modernity, rupture, and ecological violence that result from empire. Now at 
the forefront of climate change, they have a complex history of staging para-
doxical relations between the local and global, posing allegorical antinomies 
or paradoxes for figuring the island as a world.

Allegory: Antinomies of (Postcolonial) Modernity

Allegory, literally “other speaking,” is polysemous and may emerge as a mode 
of colonial, political, and systemic critique through the use of irony, subver-
sion, and parody. Like the declensionist narrative of the Anthropocene, mod-
ern allegory often directs our attention to narratives of progress, authority, 
and development as myth. In foregrounding a postcolonial approach to 
allegory and the Anthropocene, I argue that the antinomies or paradoxes 
of modernity are constitutive to both. Ever since Benjamin published his 
work on the Baroque Trauerspiel (mourning play), allegory has been un-
derstood as a paradoxical form that renders often irreconcilable narratives 
about the human relation to the past and to nonhuman nature. As John 
McCole explains, Benjamin’s dialectical “ ̒antinomies of the allegorical’ . . . ​
involve a radical despairing alternation between unbridgeable antipodes; 
the comforting prospect of a harmonious synthesis is denied.”37 Later, the 
work of Hans Robert Jauss and Paul de Man called attention to an aporia 
or discontinuity between the subject and the external world that allegory 
creates at its representational core, exposing the radical disjunction between 
present and past, local and global.38

After Benjamin, it is generally agreed that allegory signals an era of calam-
ity and a way of responding, inadequately but necessarily, to crisis. As Fred-
ric Jameson has written, “If the allegorical is attractive for the present day 
and age it is because it models a relationship of breaks, gaps, discontinuities, 
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and inner distances and incommensurabilities of all kinds. It can therefore 
better serve as a figure for the incommensurabilities of the world today.”39 
This is why allegory is so relevant for reckoning with the Anthropocene, an 
understanding of the human as a geological agent that, as Chakrabarty has 
argued, cannot be understood phenomenologically. He writes, “We humans 
never experience ourselves as a species. We can only intellectually compre-
hend or infer the existence of the human species but never experience it 
as such.”40 It is precisely at this disjuncture between our awareness of the 
planet as a totality and our experience of embedded place that allegory plays 
a vital role. When faced with the rupture between the space of the planet 
and local place, allegory appears as a mode that best engages these antino-
mies. As we see in Jetñil-Kijiner’s opening poem, the island is a world but 
one characterized by opacity—this reflects an aporia in the representational 
capacity of the human ability to reckon the totality of the planet.41

Like allegory, the Anthropocene in this book is also a figure of ambiv-
alence. Geologists are now positioned in an interesting and vexed role as 
historians of the Anthropos, a radical disciplinary shift that has created 
a new genre of geological allegories of the human as a “species.” There is an 
unprecedented production of climate change books written by geologists, 
in which an undifferentiated “man” has a starring role in the history of the 
planet, causing speculation about the behavior of the species in the past and 
dire warnings about its actions in the future.42 These environmental moral-
ity tales are, of course, allegories of a universal masculine subject who is not 
subject to cultural, historical, or sexual difference. When Anthropocene 
journalists insist that the term “man” is gender neutral, it seems as if the 
decades of work about context and difference in the humanities never ex-
isted.43 As Chakrabarty warns, “A crisis that concerns humanity as a whole 
cannot ever be adequately addressed if the issues of justice, power, and in
equality that divide and fragment the same humanity are overlooked in the 
narratives we tell ourselves.”44 The unmarked gendering of the new subject 
of “the Age of Man” has been so relentless that it has spurred a parodic de-
bate about the “Manthropocene.”45 Stacy Alaimo reminds us that “feminist 
theory, long critical of “man,” the disembodied, rational subject; and mate-
rial feminisms, which stress inter- or intra-actions between humans and the 
wider physical world, provide alternatives to accounts that reiterate man as 
a bounded being endowed with unilateral agency.”46 This tension demon-
strates the challenges posed to a kind of interdisciplinary work in which 
positivist, universalist modes of thinking about the human as species come 

﻿Allegories of the Anthropocene  11



up against humanities approaches that are attuned to cultural and historical 
context, and especially human difference.

This Anthropocene discursive flattening of the figure of the human into 
an unmarked masculine species deriving from the global north (homo in-
dustrialis, or homo economicus) means that a humanities approach that en-
gages feminist, postcolonial, and Indigenous methods is essential. While I 
agree that the Anthropocene focalizes the necessity of new modes of fig-
uring the relation between humans and the planet, I cannot fully concur 
with Chakrabarty’s provocative claim that “what scientists have said about 
climate change challenges not only the ideas about the human that usually 
sustain the discipline of history but also the analytic strategies that post-
colonial and postimperial historians have deployed in the last two decades 
in response to the postwar scenario of decolonization and globalization.”47 
Postcolonial methods, incredibly diverse in their own right, have much to 
say about the human relation to the planet in ways that cannot be reduced 
to an analytic of global capital or a concern with climate justice, as vitally 
important as these are.48 In fact, an enormous body of work in the field of 
postcolonial ecologies has been actively engaging these vexed questions 
about the disjunctive relationship between humans and between humans 
and nonhuman nature, politicizing ecological thought in relation to totaliz-
ing regimes of empire, from the colonial past to the neoliberal present.49 So 
this is to say that postcolonial studies has long been engaged with theoriz-
ing the Earth as well as the human—two of the essential figures of the An-
thropocene. Yet postcolonial critiques of the world-making claims of ecol
ogy and empire have been overlooked in the scramble for originary claims 
about the Anthropocene. This suggests a lack of dialogue not just across the 
humanities but between definitions of the human. Postcolonial methods 
figure centrally here and in the chapters to come, particularly in terms of 
theories of disjunctive time and place and in relation to allegorical represen
tations of the human subject.

Modernity and Totality

Postcolonial approaches are essential because they have long been reckoning 
with the concepts of modernity and totality, two figures that underwrite the 
relationship between allegory and the Anthropocene. Scholarship on alle-
gory engages modernity but overlooks how it is constituted by the history 
of European empire and capitalism. After Benjamin, critics argued that the 
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mode is “a response to the sense of perpetual crisis instilled by modernity; 
the awareness of an unbridgeable chasm separating an incomprehensible 
past from an always confusing present moment.”50 Building on the work 
of Jean-François Lyotard, Deborah Madsen suggests that allegory and mo-
dernity function on the premise of an “awareness of an absolute distinction 
between the temporal or human realm and the timeless or divine.”51 This 
observation has provocative implications for the Anthropocene in that if 
we recognize the “Age of Man” as a gendered discourse of secular nature, 
the scientific reckoning of what was perceived as “the divine” is now all too 
human.52 But these assumptions about modernity beg for a postcolonial in-
tervention. In her reading of Jauss and de Man, Madsen observes that their 
theories of allegory point to a break in the Romantic era in the harmony 
expected between the human and more-than-human nature. This is why the 
Romantics eschewed allegory for the harmonizing symbol.53 In this reading 
of European thought, the allegorical mode captures the lack of continuity 
between self and world signaled in the Romantic era.

A postcolonialist might ask: in what ways has transatlantic empire con-
tributed to the European realization that there is a break between the subject 
and “his” inhabited world? A postcolonial approach drawing on the work 
of C. L. R. James, Sidney Mintz, Michel-Rolph Trouillot and others might 
suggest that the modernity associated with eighteenth-century Europe was 
belated when compared with the experiences of those in the colonies who 
were displaced by diaspora and genocide, or who experienced the violence 
of modernity in their own home territories due to the reach of empire and 
its universal practices of land alienation.54 The recognition of a break in 
continuity between the subject and the outside world—between sign and 
referent that is constitutive to allegory, according to de Man’s reading of 
Romantic literature—would have been very familiar to the dispossessed 
subjects of empire well before the Romantic (and even Baroque) era. It is 
hardly news that the Romantic writers and philosophers were deeply en-
gaged and informed by contemporaneous events of empire—for instance, 
the influence of the Haitian Revolution on Hegel’s theory of universal 
history—but this has not been connected to the representational rupture 
that has been associated with allegory.55

The reading of modernity and allegory—where the subject experiences 
an epistemological break with language and the experience of place and his-
tory becomes ruins—can be traced back to Benjamin’s observations on the 
German Baroque. Writing from the ruins of World War II, he interpreted 
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the Trauerspiel as it encapsulated the violence and fragmentation of the 
Thirty Years War (1618–48). Benjamin found the war-torn ruins of the pre
sent in his interpretation of the past, rendering a break from Platonic modes 
of truth and transcendent theological thought.56 Through the lens of a frag-
mented modernity, allegory stages what Benjamin referred to as a “natural 
history” (Naturgeschichte) signified by ruins rather than through symbols 
of progress. To Benjamin, the shape of the present is a critical hermeneutic 
for reading the past, even as these historical constellations are never deemed 
continuous. While many have noted the parallels between the wartime vio
lence of modern Europe and the ruins Benjamin located in seventeenth-
century drama, most have overlooked the thematic contents of the esoteric 
works that informed his study. Jenny Sharpe points out that his theories of 
allegory derive from Orientalist plays that “describe the decadent and tyran-
nical rule of the Eastern empires.”57 Thus, the first stitching together of the 
relation between allegory and modernity is in part inspired by a Baroque 
staging of the violence of empire, a concern with a rupture between ma-
terial, economic, and cultural systems that so encapsulates postcolonial 
engagements with modernity.

Overall, this book connects allegory’s propensity to figure rupture, ruins, 
and the destabilization of the signifying potential of language with the his-
tory of empire, building on postcolonial work that has long identified the 
colonies as originary spaces of the violence of modernity. While I engage 
many registers and contexts of allegory in this book, they share a representa
tional and historical relationship to what Édouard Glissant describes as the 
“irruption into modernity, the violent departure from tradition, [and] from 
literary ʻcontinuity.’ ”58 The postcolonial critique of modernity is integral to 
understanding both allegory as a form that signifies rupture and attempts by 
scholars of the Anthropocene to periodize a break in the human relation to 
the planet, a perceived rupture between people and place.

The figure of totality also underlines the relationship between allegory 
and the Anthropocene. A totality, like modernity, has myriad definitions 
and contexts, but in this book I use the term to signal that which represents 
enormous temporal and spatial scale and can be only partially understood. 
Scale is one keyword of the Anthropocene, although scholars are using 
other terms for totality, such as planetarity, enormities, and hyperobjects.59 
The monumental scale of the planet poses a challenge to both climate 
modeling, which is necessary yet always inadequate, and our ability in 
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the humanities and social sciences to theorize the relationship between 
the human and a rapidly changing Earth. This is the major challenge to pre-
viously anthropocentric models of history. Building on Chakrabarty, Bruno 
Latour has written, “Physically insignificant Homo sapiens have emerged 
(through harmful activity towards the environment) as an ecologically de-
structive force with the capacity of a ʻmass meteorite,’ but the disconnect 
between humanity’s own day-to-day mortal existence and apocalyptic rami-
fications of its activity makes it all the more difficult for the species—despite 
extensive rational analysis—to effectively realize its behavior.”60 Expanding 
from Latour, we might add that, in addition to the concept of planet, force 
has become a figure of totality, a universalizing that Ato Quayson has cri-
tiqued from a postcolonial perspective.61 As we know, these totalities neces-
sarily obscure the differences across Anthropos, and many have countered 
Latour’s position with concepts such as the “hybrid” human (Wynter) or the 
multispecies human assemblage (Haraway).62

Clearly the Anthropocene dictates that we need multiscalar theoriz-
ing of the human; allegory provides its disjunctive narrative. Jameson has 
demonstrated that allegory is constitutive to the cartographic drive and 
to “cognitive mapping” as a whole. “The world system is a being of such 
enormous complexity that it can only be mapped and modelled indirectly, 
by way of a simpler object that stands as its allegorical interpretant.”63 Of 
course, his theory of “Third World allegory” was famously debated, but his 
work has demonstrated that once we begin theorizing the whole, we can-
not step outside the concept of totality, which is best explicated by allegory. 
His later scholarship turns to the “geopolitical unconscious,” a way to theorize 
postmodern capital that relies on allegory as a “conceptual instrument for 
grasping our new being-in-the-world.”64 His “geopolitical unconscious” 
represents an engagement with geopolitics, not the Earth as such. Conse-
quently, he is not engaging the “geo-” in ways we have seen proliferate in 
Anthropocene thinking, such as Bruno Latour’s turn to our “common geos-
tory,” Kathryn Yusoff ’s theory of “geologic life,” and Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s 
“geontologies.”65 However, Jameson’s theory of the “geopolitical aesthetic” 
of 1992 is prescient for Anthropocene thinking. He asks “how the local 
items of the present and the here-and-now can be made to express and to 
designate the absent, unrepresentable totality; how individuals can add up 
to more than their sum; what a global or world system might look like after 
the end of cosmology.”66 These are precisely the questions raised by scholars 
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of the Anthropocene—how can we understand our ecological present in re-
lation to the epochal periodization of the geological past and its anticipated 
future? How can the individual human be “scaled up” to the species? How 
might we understand a totality like the Anthropocene as signifying the “end 
of cosmology”? In most Anthropocene discourse, figures of the divine such 
as god and nonhuman nature have become anthropomorphized because 
geological force and the planet are now understood to be anthropogenic. 
This has led to grandiose claims of humans as “the god species.”67 By engag-
ing the relation between modernity and totality, we can more readily see 
Anthropocene discourse (not the epoch) as a secular and in some cases posi-
tivist allegory of the planet, a substitution of the alterity of the nonhuman 
divine with anthropogenic force.68

Jameson’s coupling of allegory with totality was not well received in 
many postcolonial circles, but Imre Szeman’s reflections on this vigorous de-
bate of the 1980s helps us better see the ways in which postcolonial studies 
was already engaged with different modes of totality.69 He points out that 
postcolonialists, committed to the critique of Enlightenment universalisms 
and narratives of progress and development, were rightly suspicious of any 
connections to this form of “ ̒bad’ totality.”70 Interestingly, the debates of 
the 1980s spurred by Jameson’s argument about “Third World” allegory and 
its resistance to the totalizing mechanisms of postmodern capital are being 
reconfigured around the concept of the human as species in the Anthropo-
cene. For instance, Chakrabarty’s claim that postcolonial studies must move 
beyond the logic of the human as a figure of difference in order to theorize 
the human as a species is a conceptual leap that authorizes what some find 
to be a “bad totality.”71 (This parallels a related debate over whether this is 
a “bad Anthropocene” or a “good Anthropocene.”72) While these debates 
about scale and agency will continue, I want to draw from Szeman’s engage-
ment with what he calls Jameson’s “political allegory,” one that brings us to 
a systemic, global critique beyond the frame of the nation-state. He argues 
that as critics we are always entangled with totalities; they reflect “the possi-
bility of metacommentary—not as a secondary step in interpretation, but 
as a condition of interpretation per se.”73 Allegory shapes these conditions 
of analysis. This critical posture toward narratives of “history in its totality” 
is vital to allegory, as Benjamin demonstrated.74 Thus, totality functions as 
both the possibility of critique and a momentary flash of history in a (dis-
continuous) series of constellations.75 Thus, allegoresis is necessarily caught 
up with totalities as the very conditions of possibility for analysis, figuring 
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disjunctive relations between local and global, island and Earth. These are 
the antinomies of allegory in the Anthropocene.

Postcolonial Histories, Island Spaces

Jameson famously claimed that the “Third World” is a politically viable space 
for allegory because the part-for-whole relationship between the individual 
and the community was not shattered by bourgeois individualism. Despite 
the well-known critiques, many postcolonial scholars have found allegory to 
be integral to figuring the power of colonial relations.76 For example, Abdul 
JanMohamed identified what he called “Manichaean allegory” as constitu-
tive to understanding the racial and cultural hierarchies of colonial texts 
such as Heart of Darkness, in which allegory allows a series of exchanges “of 
denigrating images which can be used to maintain a sense of moral differ-
ence; they also allow the writer to transform social and historical dissimi-
larities into universal, metaphysical differences.”77 Sharpe demonstrated 
in her Allegories of Empire that “the Christian allegory of human salvation 
provided a powerful iconography for the social mission of the British rule 
in India” and beyond.78 This is why allegory is both powerful and a figure 
of ambivalence. Because while its tendency to refigure and thus authorize 
authority enabled it to serve the rhetoric of an expanding British empire, 
its flexible modes also produced what Sharpe has called “counterallegories,” 
evident in how the violence of rape could be reconfigured as an allegory of 
colonial exploitation.79 In sum, allegory and allegoresis has been engaged in 
a wide variety of colonial contexts to examine the (gendering) of the world-
ing process and its representations.80 Postcolonial and Indigenous writers 
continue to engage allegorical devices as mutable and vital responses to em-
pire, dictatorship, globalization, settler colonialism, and ecological crisis, 
and a large body of critics have argued, persuasively, that the questioning of 
history and authority that is constitutive to allegory has been integral to the 
critique of empire and systems of totality and dominance.81

While there are many intersections between the history of colonial 
representations and allegory, I focus specifically on the postcolonial island 
because it so clearly engages with allegory’s figuring of both multiscalar 
space and time. In turning to the postcolonial islands of the Caribbean and 
Pacific, I engage with so-called peripheral geographic spaces. We know that 
“mapping the social totality is structurally available to the dominated rather 
than dominating classes.”82 But as M. NourbeSe Philip reminds us, the 
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margins are also a frontier—historically in terms of empire, as well as how 
postcolonial subjects have creatively imagined ways to survive amid a long 
history of ecological violence.83 So while island nations have contributed 
negligible amounts to our current carbon crisis, they have been at the fore-
front if its devastating ecological impact, as the survivors of Hurricane 
Maria in 2017 know all too well. Caribbean novelist Wilson Harris has 
argued that “the truly creative alchemical response to crisis and conflict 
and deprivation . . . ​may well come from the other side of a . . . ​dominant 
civilization, from extremities, from apparently irrelevant imaginations 
and resources.”84 In revitalizing allegorical forms, island writers and artists 
provide prescient perspectives about the part’s relationship to the whole, 
as well as about visions that are integral to mitigating our varied ecological 
futures.

This book argues that allegory is the fundamental rhetorical mode for 
figuring the planet as well as the historical rift between part and whole that 
is symbolized by the Anthropocene. The island is a foundational figure for 
the micro- and macrocosmos; given its long association with ecological im-
perialism, extinction, plantation slavery, and sea-level rise, it has been vital 
to tracking a historical and spatialized narrative of the Anthropocene. The 
subsequent chapters engage with tropes of the Anthropocene that encapsu-
late Benjamin’s dictum that “allegories are, in the realm of thoughts, what 
ruins are in the realm of things.”85 

Challenging the colonial model of history as a narrative of progress, each 
of these chapters engages the ruins of empire.86 This is figured through the 
aftermath of the slave plantation and the challenges of forging a new rela-
tionship to earth/Earth in the Caribbean novel; the fallout of Cold War 
nuclear radiation as carried in the bodies of Indigenous Pacific peoples and 
the challenges of representing these wars of light; and the impact of the 
waste of globalization and its construction of “wasted lives” in Caribbean 
visual arts and in novels about poverty in Jamaican urbanization.87 The final 
two chapters turn to the figure of the ocean in an era of sea-level rise and 
its transmorphic effects on the human and its multispecies companions, 
as well as to how current documentaries about climate change figure the 
sinking tropical island as an “ecological morality tale.”88 This is countered 
by performance poetry that positions the island-in-the-world as an allegory 
of women’s cultural labor, intergenerational care, and climate change jus-
tice. While all of the allegories examined here emphasize not “eternal life so 
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much as that of irresistible decay,”89 they are not dystopic because they make 
no teleological claims and because their allegoresis demands something of 
the audience—at the least, active interpretation and, possibly, the ordinary 
labor of ecological and political engagement.

Constellations of the Anthropocene

The Anthropocene refers to a totality due to its imbrication with deep geo-
logical time and enormous planetary space. Accordingly, there are heated 
debates about its origins and even its relevance. Here I will sketch a brief 
genealogy of constellations of the Anthropocene. Before the coining of the 
term “Anthropocene,” there were flashpoints where “man’s role in changing 
the face of the Earth,” to quote the title of an important interdisciplinary 
symposium of 1955, was being scrutinized.90 Cold War geopolitics created a 
sense of planetary fragility of our “Earth Island,” leading to other collabora-
tive efforts across political and disciplinary divides such as the International 
Geophysical Year (1957–58). There are precedents for recognizing the im-
pact of humans on the planet as a system, although they have not been tied 
specifically to the various colonial contexts in which they have arisen. In 
terms of originary moments cited by geologists and geographers, many date 
the concept back to the late 1700s, when Comte de Buffon imagined the 
Earth’s final epoch to be a human one.91 George Perkins Marsh’s Man and 
Nature; or Physical Geography as Modified by Human Action (1864) has been 
cited as an originary text examining the disjunctive relationship between 
the human and nonhuman world. Marsh, in turn, was in conversation with 
the work of the Italian geologist Antonio Stoppani, credited with coining the 
phrase “Anthropozoic era.”92 Yet the dates for the “origin” of the Anthro-
pocene concept are continually pushed back into the past; at the time of 
writing, scholars attribute it to the Welsh geologist Thomas Jenkyn’s writing 
on “the human epoch” and the “Anthropozoic.”93 Our current epoch, the 
Holocene (“recent” era), already includes the impact of the human, sug-
gesting to some that the neologism “Anthropocene” is not necessary and 
raising questions as to why scholars suddenly contend that our Earth has 
radically changed in ways that can never be fully comprehended.94 Certainly 
the rise of the term’s concurrence with the second millennium and its associ-
ated post-9/11 narratives of apocalypse and extinction are not coincidental, 
as I explore in chapter 5. Some Anthropocene discourse seems to be an elegy 
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for a loss of the fantasy of “western civilization” and the (overrepresented) 
figure of “man.”

The Anthropocene is a story of both novelty (a human rupture into a 
“natural” system) and decay (anthropogenic sedimentary fossils). The past 
decade of work on the Anthropocene has been updating the dismal ecologi-
cal reports of the present while uncovering antecedents of the concept in 
the past. This both authorizes the concept and reiterates the western break 
between nature (read, the planet) and the human (read, pollutant). In turn, 
popular Anthropocene discourse reproduces the “fall from nature” narra-
tive, but this time it is a secular one. In this secular fall, history is “subject to 
nature,” an allegory of “irresistible decay.”95 In the words of Benjamin, “It is 
fallen nature which bears the imprint of the progression of history.”96

Articulating a beginning, Edward Said once noted, “is the first step in the 
intentional production of meaning.”97 These Anthropocene claims to origins 
are significant in their obvious authorizing function, which prioritizes a 
particular kind of European scientific knowledge production. More inter
esting is their implicit claim to make meaning out of moments in which 
the human is theorized in disjunctive relation to the planet, an attempt to 
provide a history of the human’s alienation from “his” home and a break 
between “man” and “nature.” This historicizing process itself is, paradoxi-
cally, a way to render the consciousness of alienation visible. The construc-
tion of beginnings is, Said reminds us, an “activity whose circumstances 
include a sense of loss.”98 In this case, the Anthropocene story is about the 
loss of nonhuman nature at the same time that it is a self-authorizing nar-
rative for the Anthropocene as a concept. Seeking a history of the split be-
tween “man” and “nature” and making a claim to find its narrative origin in 
the global north (Comte de Buffon, Marsh, Jenkyn, Stoppani, Vernadsky, 
and so on) provides an intellectual origin story for contemporary theorists 
of the Anthropocene, who are also located in Euro-American academies. 
Perhaps more interesting is the way in which contemporary Anthropocene 
theorists discover their antecedents who in turn were authorizing a nature-
culture rupture that could be sutured only by theorization. Therefore, 
part of the academic work in defining the Anthropocene is not just the 
stratigraphic claims, but the use of a scientific geologic as a way to autho-
rize specific and select cultural histories. While claiming the scale of the 
planet, they continue to be exceedingly provincial, not to say masculinist 
and ethnocentric. This is one of the many reasons the Anthropocene must 
be provincialized.
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Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer famously historicized the Anthropo-
cene by tying it to the creation of the steam engine (1784), rooting anthro-
pogenesis in a fossil fuel-based industrialism.99 Their argument was based on 
a possible stratigraphic marker of the rise of CO2, which appeared in the fos-
sil record many years later, along with other industrial isotopes such as lead, 
nitrogen, sulfur, and militarized radiation.100 I would argue that the steam 
engine is less of a data point than a geologic for transatlantic modernity, an 
age in which (European, male) humans thought themselves to have been 
separated from nature. Therefore, the steam engine is not just a technology; 
its appearance in this Anthropocene origin story is an allegory for Enlight-
enment tropes such as rationality, secularism, urbanization, individualism, 
property, freedom, rights, masculinity, and wage labor.

The steam engine anthropogenesis story was hardly contested for nearly 
a decade, precisely because it already spoke to a popular allegory of man’s 
break with nature as simultaneous with the rise of modernity and technol-
ogy. This is how the European Enlightenment became re-universalized, au-
thenticated by its appearance in the strata of the Earth. Yet decades of work 
in the humanities and social sciences had already provincialized the Enlight-
enment and European industrialism, tying it specifically to a long history of 
empire. Outside the fields of geology, scholars have established that trans-
oceanic empire and the violent exchange of flora, fauna, and humans made 
both capitalism and industrialism possible. This anthropogenesis narrative 
was largely ahistorical until the geographers Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin 
engaged the work of historians of empire to argue:

Industrialization and extensive fossil fuel use were only made possible 
by the annexing of the Americas. Thus, the agricultural commodities 
from the vast new lands of the Americas allowed Europe to transcend 
its ecological limits and sustain economic growth. In turn, this freed 
labour, allowing Europe to industrialize. That is, the Americas made 
industrialization possible owing to the unprecedented inflow of 
new cheap resources (and profitable new markets for manufactured 
goods). This “Great Divergence” of Europe from the rest of the world 
required access to and exploitation of new lands plus a rich source of 
easily exploitable energy: coal.101

Accordingly, they backdate the Anthropocene to 1610 to recognize the his-
torical process that made the invention of the steam engine—and European 
industrialism—possible. In a similar vein, Andreas Malm (who coined the 
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term “Capitalocene”) and Alf Hornborg argue that the rise of the steam 
engine was “predicated on highly inequitable global processes” and that 
“uneven distribution is a condition for the very existence of modern, fossil-
fuel technology.”102 The geologist Jan Zalasiewicz and his colleagues have 
concurred, remarking that “it is not so much the technology as much as its 
reflection of a long process of global inequities, and to argue that those who 
benefitted from those technologies represent the Anthropos causes a further 
violence in its erasure of the majority of humans on the planet.”103 Thus, a 
decade after the coining of the term “Anthropocene” we begin to see the start 
of a robust dialogue about the origins of our environmental crisis—variously 
attributed to the dominance of capitalism (Capitalocene, Econocene, 
Necrocene), transatlantic empire (Plantationocene), patriarchy (Manthro-
pocene), European/white settler colonialism (Eurocene), twentieth-century 
globalization and its regimes of disposability (Plasticene), or all of the above 
and their engagements with a frightening alterity (Chthulucene).104

In reading the human in the science of the planet, most geologists have 
tended to favor narrow histories of the global north that are not engaged 
with human complexity. As the historian Libby Robin observes, “Anthro-
pocene origin stories follow the deep wheel ruts of northern hemisphere 
history.”105 I frame my chapter summaries with this debate because I want 
to foreground the ways in which allegory is at work in even the most geo-
logical approaches to the Anthropocene and to demonstrate that empire 
is essential to thinking about ecological change to the planet. This debate 
about “anthropogenesis” is loosely adopted to structure the argument of this 
book.106 It is with this sense of figuring the past as a parable for the future 
that I turn to these origin stories and draw them out as constellations, as 
allegories for the Anthropocene. The first three chapters focus on constel-
lations of anthropogenesis, figures of what Benjamin would call “petrified 
unrest”—agriculture (the plantation), radiation (militarism), and waste 
(globalization)—that haunt the Anthropocene. The final two chapters ex-
amine a newly anthropomorphized “geos”—oceans and islands, two spaces 
in which the Anthropocene is rendered most visible—to engage transmor-
phic relations to nonhuman others, sea ontologies, as well as a body of cli-
mate change literature and film that has been termed “cli-fi.” Overall these 
chapters inquire how the perceived rift in the human relationship to the 
planet is articulated in visual and written narratives from the islands of the 
global south, and how this grand narrative of a rift is parochialized through 
postcolonial and Indigenous allegories and ontologies.
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Gendering Earth: Excavating Plantation Soil

While the prehistoric use of fire is probably the earliest claim for the An-
thropocene, a more popular early origin story is the rise of agriculture, 
particularly its associated deforestation, crop irrigation, and production of 
anthropogenic soils.107 The paleoclimatologist William Ruddiman has ar-
gued that the Anthropocene began with the agricultural clearing of forests 
in Europe and Asia nearly eight thousand years ago, which led to an in-
crease in CO2 and methane emissions and a global warming that may have 
prevented a new ice age. This “early Anthropocene” can be identified in the 
stratigraphic records.108 While some have argued that the emission of car-
bon and methane is within the range of natural variability for this era or can 
be attributed to other, nonanthropogenic sources,109 my interest is less in 
the stratigraphic debates than in what the larger disciplinary and narrative 
claims are for understanding the human relationship to the planet.

This is a strange era in which paleoclimatologists, atmospheric chemists, 
and geologists are writing new histories of “man,” producing allegories in 
their scalar telescoping between current and deep time and making univer-
salizing claims about human behavior. In an egregious example, Ruddiman 
traces out an eight-thousand-year history of deforestation but never contex-
tualizes the histories of human violence. Consequently, in explaining those 
eras in which CO2 did not rise due to a significant drop in the production 
of agriculture caused by death, he likens the plague in Medieval Europe to 
the decimation of 90  percent of the Indigenous peoples of the Americas, 
referring to it simply as a “pandemic” rather than genocide.110 Accordingly, 
the unprecedented drop in CO2 levels from 1550 to 1800—due to a population 
collapse of more than fifty million people with causal links to colonization, 
slavery, war, displacement, containment, and outright ethnic cleansing—is 
attributed to smallpox.111 This reflects for me one of the disturbing disciplin-
ary barriers for Anthropocene scholarship, which, in ignoring the historicist 
and contextual contributions of the humanities, makes wildly inaccurate 
truth claims for history under the positivist guise of science.

More recent work in Anthropocene scholarship has started to engage a 
broader interdisciplinary rubric. Lewis and Maslin take what was a foot-
note to Ruddiman’s focus on prehistoric agriculture and link the science 
with scholarship in history and sociology to foreground the violent pro
cess of empire and integrate the beginnings of capitalism, which is consti-
tutive to transatlantic slavery and colonization. They pinpoint the dip in 
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atmospheric carbon to 1610 and refer to their origin story of the Anthro-
pocene as the “Orbis hypothesis,” which foregrounds empire, capitalism, 
the exchange of biota, and the process by which the two hemispheres of 
the world were violently connected.112 They recognize that a focus on 1610 
would foreground the fact that “colonialism, global trade, and coal brought 
about the Anthropocene.”113 In concert with a large body of scholarship on 
ecological imperialism, they argue that “the transoceanic movement of spe-
cies is an unambiguously permanent change to the Earth system.”114 This 
provides a leaping-off point for my first chapter, which turns to the history 
of the representation of the Caribbean plantation system and the violence of 
modernity created by monocrop agricultural systems and slavery. Recently, 
scholars have termed this the “Plantationocene” in an effort to foreground 
the planetary impact of transatlantic colonialism and to pinpoint its opera-
tive national and economic agents. 115

My first chapter takes as its backdrop the global dispersion of flora, fauna, 
and microorganisms due to the expansion of western European empires, a 
process of planetary change in which the diaspora, indenture, and enslave-
ment of poor Europeans, Africans, Asians, and Indigenous people across 
the world was entirely unprecedented. This brought about what Mary Louise 
Pratt has called a new era of “planetary consciousness” that geologists are 
now able to locate in the stratigraphic record. This early phase of global-
ization led to radical changes in landscape, in which the transplantation 
of commodities (such as sugarcane) and food crops (maize, yam, potato) 
altered human diets, changing ecosystems and human bodies. As Alfred 
Crosby has demonstrated, food exports from the Americas contributed to 
the doubling of the size of populations in parts of Asia, Europe, and Africa, 
which, in turn, contributed to development and industrialization.116 Euro
pean colonization facilitated the global exchange of plants, animals, and 
pathogens, creating “new hybrid species, and a global homogenization of 
Earth’s biota.”117 Thus, what began as the Columbian exchange led to a “radi-
cal reorganization of life on Earth without geological precedent.”118

Accordingly, the first chapter turns to plantation slavery as an early 
marker of the Anthropocene and a vital constellation of radical social and 
ecological climate change. This history frames my engagement with Erna 
Brodber’s allegorical “cli-fi” novel The Rainmaker’s Mistake (2007), which 
excavates the plantation history of the Caribbean islands and speculates on 
the ecological future of the human relation to soil. Published to commemo-
rate the bicentennial of the British abolition of the slave trade, Brodber’s 
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novel raises questions about the relationship between narratives of plan-
tation slavery and the more hidden histories of slave provision grounds, 
“plots” of land that provide sustenance to the community and that figure 
in her novel as allegorical emplotments. Reading her novel as an allegory 
of plantation history, in which roots, soil, and rot become visible ruins of 
the past, I argue that her work helps us understand the complexities of the 
colonial rift created between humans and the earth/Earth that is signified 
by the agricultural stratigraphy of the Anthropocene. While she might 
agree with de Man that history is ultimately irretrievable via allegory, her 
work calls attention to the allegorical process of excavating the soil that 
uncovers the decaying corpses of a white slave master and subterranean 
African mothers. While they are not quite the Benjaminian grinning skull 
or death’s head,119 these are corpses that demand allegoresis, that must be 
deciphered to uncover maternal origin narratives, earthly ontologies, as 
well as an unexpected history of African contributions to flooding and 
climate change. Thus, the novel provides a feminist critique of the “Age of 
Man” as an allegory of history and foregrounds the ways in which Anthro-
pocene discourse relies on the excavation of sediment, fossils, and earth to 
articulate an allegory of Earth. In excavating these corpses, figures of “pet-
rified unrest,” the novel poses a challenge to the familiar historical frame 
of reading the Caribbean through the plantation model by uncovering other 
(feminized) “roots” and agents, a challenge we might well pose to the model 
of the Plantationocene.

Planetarity: Militarized Radiations

The violence of transatlantic empire is one recognized marker or con-
stellation of the Anthropocene, but scholars have been slow to engage the 
unprecedented rise in nuclear militarism that marks another. It is not an 
accident that the atmospheric chemist best known for his promotion of the 
term “Anthropocene” was also the coauthor of an important Cold War text 
warning of the dangers of nuclear winter.120 Climate science and nuclear 
weapons testing have an intimate relationship. The rise of Cold War science 
contaminated the planet’s atmosphere with artificial radioisotopes while 
also supplying the means by which to measure their movement through-
out the biosphere. Thus, the tracking of radioactive carbon-14 derived from 
nuclear tests enabled meteorologists to determine that carbon dioxide levels 
were uniform and consistent across the atmosphere, leading to a baseline for 
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monitoring the rise and fall of CO2.121 While there was a concerted effort on 
the part of the Atomic Energy Commission to frame radiation as a product 
that was as “natural” and life-giving as the sun, the transuranium elements, 
which are highly unstable, are all produced in laboratories; nearly thirty ad-
ditional elements were manufactured by Cold War military science.

Even though there is ample evidence of the planetary-wide radioactive 
legacy of atmospheric weapons testing, isotopes that we all carry in our bod-
ies today, it was only in 2014 that militarized radiation was first recognized 
by scientists as a stratigraphic marker of the Anthropocene. This enables us 
to connect legacies of one era of (European) empire after 1492 to a more 
recent militarized one of the Cold War, even if most scientists continue to 
remark on it dispassionately and situate the connections outside of human 
agency, accountability, and ethics.122 This recognition by geologists is be-
lated because the language of climate change has long been formulated in 
relation to narratives of nuclear annihilation, as Spencer R. Weart and many 
others have demonstrated.123 To list just a few examples—the nasa physi-
cist James Hansen’s warnings since the 1980s of what was then called the 
“greenhouse effect” were published in terms of a “climatic bomb” and, later, 
a “time bomb,” drawing from the discourse of nuclear threat.124 Similarly, 
the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists’ “Doomsday Clock,” launched in 1947 to 
signal the worldwide threat of nuclear weapons, added climate change to its 
apocalyptic countdown in 2007.125

Zalasiewicz and his colleagues in the Anthropocene Working Group 
propose the day and time of the world’s first atomic test—Trinity, at Al-
amogordo, New Mexico, on July 16, 1945—to mark the Anthropocene. While 
more than two thousand nuclear tests have been conducted on Earth since 
that date, this team focuses on the legacy of their global distribution of 
cesium-137, strontium-90, plutonium-239, carbon-14, and other artificial 
isotopes.126 Since dating the Anthropocene entails both a stratigraphic 
marker for the present and one that will be detectable into the far future, 
carbon-14 is particularly well suited due to its 5,700 year half-life, which 
will demonstrate a chemostratigraphic “spike” for another fifty thousand 
years.127 Building on this work, Lewis and Maslin have added to the “Orbis 
spike” of 1610 the “bomb spike peak” of 1964.128

In pursuing this complex relationship between Cold War ecology and 
radiation, I examine what I call a “heliotrope,” or turning to the sun and 
radiation as an invisible yet permeable sign of the Anthropocene. This is 
an altogether different kind of universalism in which the figures of light 
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and radiation become material and parochialized. Light and the sun have 
long been essential to allegory as a daemonic or intermediary figure be-
tween the local and the global, Earth and universe.129 Moreover the figure 
of radiation is one of the alterity of the planet—or, in Spivak’s terms, 
“planetarity”—which foregrounds the limits to both knowledge and repre
sentation. Engaging the figure of radiation has important consequences 
for the interpretation of figures of nonhuman nature, as well as implica-
tions for understanding how Indigenous writers of Aotearoa New Zealand 
(Hone Tuwhare, James George) and Tahiti (Chantal Spitz) have configured 
the imbrication between “nature” and militarism. Chapter 2 explores how 
they have inscribed an allegorical poetics of solar ecologies, representing the 
complex and often apocalyptic ways in which radiation permeates both 
the atmosphere and the human body. While I am tempted to term this the 
“Nuclearocene,” I believe we have produced enough awkward neologisms. 
The rise of global consciousness produced by the fallout of Cold War nucle-
arization is an important precursor for our global imaginations of a world 
of ruins, producing a dialectical “flash” of understanding of a militarized 
Anthropocene.

Accelerations: Globalization and States of Waste

The Cold War era of radioactive militarism marks one constellation of the 
Anthropocene, while the rise of globalization and economies of disposabil-
ity mark another. The Great Acceleration, a term proposed by Will Steffen 
and his colleagues,130 has been proposed to encapsulate post-1950s devel-
opments in nation building, agribusiness, manufacturing, shipping, energy 
use, consumption, and disposability. In sum, they refer to the material “fall-
out” of globalization. In fact, their turn to the Great Acceleration helps us 
to see that the Anthropocene is a new constellation of globalization; it is 
a recognition of a “disembedding” of the human from place,131 in relation 
not just to the mobility of circuits of capital and culture, but also to the 
planet itself. Thus, the earlier concerns of globalization—scale, technol-
ogy, politics, acceleration, urbanization, rupture, violence, and time/space 
compression—are finding new idioms, providing them with a new terrain 
in which the anthropocentric thrust of globalization is transformed by the 
recognition of an active, nonhuman nature and planet.132 Read in this ge-
nealogy, we might see the Anthropocene as the latest shift in the “spatial 
turn” that has characterized post–World War II discourse.133 Geographers 
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are claiming that “human activity is now global” in an altogether new and 
different way from the wave of globalization discourse of the 1990s.134

The Great Acceleration reflects an age of speed, causing “a geologically-
paced plasticity” that, Nixon has cogently argued, must be countered by a 
rethinking of speed itself, a recognition of slow violence.135 To turn to slow 
violence is to historicize the discourse of globalization and to recognize that 
the experience of disembedding from place, time/space compression, and 
modernity itself were first experienced in the colonies. Thus, as I explain, is-
land artists and writers have a particularly historical viewpoint of how these 
new forms of globalization are constellated through allegories that condense 
histories of empire, the human, and the more-than-human environment.

The Great Acceleration has been tied specifically to the creation of new 
materials—Cold War products—such as minerals, plastics, pollutants, and 
inorganic compounds.136 This inaugurates the era of the “technofossil,” 
a new stratigraphic signal of the Anthropocene produced by plastics and 
other materials that are globally distributed, such as cds, cell phones, and 
ballpoint pens.137 Some claim that this “emerging technosphere . . . ​may rep-
resent the most fundamental revolution on Earth since the origin of the 
biosphere.”138 This era of disposability and the outsourcing of risk to poor 
communities across the globe has created an epidemic in worldwide waste 
and waste imperialism.

Since the allegorical mode is often communicated through powerful vi-
sual symbols, chapter 3 turns to the Dominican artist Tony Capellán, whose 
work placing recycled waste materials (flip-flops, plastic bottles) into a mon-
tage installation foregrounds Caribbean susceptibility to waste imperialism. 
Moreover, in connecting waste materials to state abuses of the Caribbean 
poor, particularly refugees, he allegorizes the economies of disposability that 
render objects and peoples as “matter out of place,” to borrow from Mary 
Douglas. To render waste visible is to destabilize the hierarchies of social 
order. While Benjamin emphasized allegory’s engagements with figures of 
entropy, Capellán displays plastic materials that are impermeable to decay: 
“hyperobjects,” as Timothy Morton would term them, that foreground the 
new modes of more-than-human temporality of the Anthropocene, but in 
this case they are inseparable from trajectories of human mobility.

After a discussion of the “seametrics” of Kamau Brathwaite, the final part 
of the chapter shifts from the waste-making of the contemporary neoliberal 
state to the nascent nation-state of Jamaica in the 1960s and its segrega-
tion of the urban poor into the “Dungle,” a space of displaced agricultural 
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migrants to the city treated by the pigmentocracy as “matter out of place.” 
It continues a dialogue initiated in the opening chapter of the book about 
the relationship between the Earth, soil, and ruins, examining how allegory 
emerges in moments of social crisis. I examine how Orlando Patterson’s first 
novel, Children of Sisyphus, positions the layering of human waste in the 
Dungle as a space of history. Through an allegory of ruins, Patterson depicts 
the ways in which urbanization transforms animated earth such as agricul-
tural soil, clay, and cemetery dirt into the waste of the masses. In this way, 
Capellán, Brathwaite, and Patterson foreground the role of art and literature 
as allegories of collecting and memorializing the wasted human remains of 
capitalism and globalization.

Oceanic Futures: Interspecies Worldings

While the first section of Allegories of the Anthropocene engages constella-
tions or “flashpoints” of understanding the histories of violence that constitute 
the Anthropocene, the second section of the book turns to the “anticipatory 
logics” of the planet’s futurity. The ocean and the island-as-world are two 
vital allegories for the planetary future. In fact, sea-level rise is perhaps our 
most visible sign of the Anthropocene, causing a radical remapping of our 
terraqueous Earth, and is of particular concern for coastal and island resi-
dents, particularly in the global south. The ocean is integral to our climate 
system and life on the planet; consequently, shifts in ocean acidification, 
warming, currents, and thermal expansion affect all life on Earth. Studies 
of the ocean were first catalyzed by the early naval empires and, more re-
cently, by Cold War science and extractive industries, paradoxically creat-
ing both the knowledge for exploitation and environmental awareness and 
stewardship.139 Like the Cold War atmospheric sciences that mapped the 
militarized irradiation of the atmosphere, oceanography has been critical to 
understanding the Anthropocene.

Chapter 4 engages with an interdisciplinary field that I have been call-
ing “critical ocean studies,” which is focused specifically on the materiality 
of the ocean and its nonhuman others.140 With the increasing warming of 
the oceans and their acidification (due to their absorption of anthropogenic 
carbon) we see a tremendous impact on marine species. Excess anthropo-
genic carbon has created a crisis for the atmospheric and oceanic commons. 
While the ocean is often referred to as a “carbon sink,” an unfortunate term 
that invokes the way it has also been figured (in Latin) as the vastus, or 
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waste, it is not just the water that absorbs carbon but the ocean’s plankton. 
The CO2 that dissolves in the oceans alters the ph levels, thus lowering the 
level of available calcium carbonate that is integral to the shell forming of 
countless marine animals, including coral. Ocean acidity is the highest it has 
been for the past three hundred million years, and there has been an alarm-
ing expansion of marine dead zones due to sea floor anoxia, not to mention 
increasing oil spills.141

I focus here on the more-than-human aspect of sea-level rise because this 
chapter marks a transition from the “geo” of Anthropocene discourse to the 
“bio” of the field of multispecies studies. Anthropocene discourse, as much 
as it is concerned with historicizing the human in “nature,” tends to ren-
der these terms in a binary in which their encounter becomes apocalyptic. 
Thus, each moment that the human alters the Earth, each moment of an-
thropogenesis, is depicted in an allegorical fall from “nature.” Moreover, the 
figuring of the human as a species in geological discourse is contrary to the 
evidence that Homo sapiens incorporated other hominids in their evolution. 
In fact, we know from Donna Haraway and others that the human is in-
herently an interspecies figure when we consider the microbes and bacteria 
that maintain our bodies. This chapter turns to work in feminist and Indig-
enous studies that complicates the human-nature binary that the Anthro-
pocene enacts by turning to relational ontologies, interspecies relations, and 
more-than-human biologies.,142 While Crutzen and the journalist Christian 
Schwägerl have recently discovered that “nature is us,” a whole body of in-
terdisciplinary work has been deconstructing the nature-culture split that 
the term “Anthropocene” has thus far promoted rather than complicated.143 
The humanities and social sciences have long been theorizing and compli-
cating this binary between the human and the nonhuman world. Conse-
quently, the fluidity of the ocean is a space in which authors have made these 
mergers increasingly apparent.144

While the multispecies and ontological turn is new to Anthropocene 
discourse, it has a long history in feminist and Indigenous studies. There-
fore, this chapter 4 turns to Indigenous ontologies of the oceanic, or what 
Povinelli terms “geontologies” that do not recognize a human-nature dis-
juncture and provide a more nuanced allegory of the morphological impact 
of sea-level rise on the human. Indigenous writers of the Pacific have turned 
to the ways in which the history of transoceanic voyaging has contributed 
to a concept of the “sea in the blood,” a merger of biological and genea-
logical histories. I trace out this potential for a dynamic rendering of queer 
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kinship with nonhuman others by turning to the Māori author Keri Hulme’s 
collection Stonefish (2004), which inscribes the ways in which rising sea levels 
generate adaptive mutations in plants, shellfish, and humans. Through experi-
ments in allegorical form, Hulme’s collection makes a vital intervention into 
apocalyptic visions of an oceanic future for the planet. While Amitav Ghosh 
has called attention to the formal challenges of writing climate change fiction 
due to the new recognition of an “uncanny intimacy of our relationship with 
the nonhuman,” Indigenous authors, who have never accepted the western 
nature-culture binary, have long troubled the borders of both the human as 
subject and fiction as form.145 Thus, Hulme parodies heteronormative modes 
of apocalyptic fiction and aquadystopias, lending an important multispecies 
Indigenous framework of “sea ontologies” to complicate discourses of the 
Anthropocene that render a singular ontology of the human species.

An Island Is a World

All of the chapters in this book draw on the production of island writers and 
artists and their engagement with climate change brought about by the vio
lence of empire. In different ways, they offer “counterallegories” to the way 
in which the tropical island has been figured in the western imagination as a 
space for allegorical forms such as utopia and dystopia, a tabula rasa for the 
making and unmaking of worlds. While this is not a new narrative given the 
history of (nuclear) colonialism, one could make a case for the appropriate-
ness of dystopic allegories in the wake of sea-level rise, a challenge posed to 
the survival of millions of Caribbean and Pacific Islanders. The island is all 
the more urgent as a space for addressing climate change because of both 
sea-level rise and the fact that Anthropocene mass extinctions—“estimated 
to be 100 to 1,000 times more than what could be considered natural”146—
are the most evident in island spaces. As such, the island becomes a figure 
of finitude—of spatial as well as temporal earthly limits. Most importantly, 
Caribbean and Pacific Islander writers, artists, and filmmakers have long en-
gaged extinction, apocalypse, and “end of the world” histories and narratives 
that may be instructive for the reconfiguring the dominant discourses of the 
Anthropocene.

Chapter 5 broadens the scope to examine the allegory of the island-as-
world in an age of ruins from the perspectives of western filmmakers and 
Pacific Islanders who configure the island-in-the-world. It examines the re-
cent outpouring of documentaries about the threat to low-lying atolls and 
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islands in the Pacific such as Tuvalu and their reinvocation of the island-
extinction narrative. Their employment of what James Clifford, in another 
context, has referred to as “ethnographic allegory” to raise awareness about 
climate change results in a genre of mourning the loss of both island and 
nonhuman nature that I term “salvage environmentalism.” While a genera-
tion of salvage anthropologists focused on the remains and “ruins” of Indig-
enous culture, I read these contemporary films in light of their attempt to 
salvage “the environment” in an era reconfigured by anthropogenic climate 
change. As documentaries, they are necessarily engaged with the process of 
world-making, particularly through the well-known trope of the island-as-
a-world. I examine how, in mourning the loss of atoll culture to a rising sea, 
the films decouple the Pacific Islander from modernity and suppress the 
causal links between industrialized continents and sinking islands. While 
these films rely on anachronistic allegories of the Pacific, I conclude by 
turning to the poet who opens this book, Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner, examining 
the ways in which she employs an Indigenous allegory of a gifted basket 
to foreground an intimate—and gendered—relationship with her readers/
audience that insists on both labor and accountability. Her poetry allows 
us to engage with a more complex and historically rooted allegory of the 
island-as-a-world that ultimately demands allegoresis—interpretive reflec-
tion, culpability, and action.

Bruno Latour argues that it “will be utterly impossible to tell our com-
mon geostory without all of us—novelists, generals, engineers, scientists, 
politicians, activists, and citizens—getting closer and closer within such a 
common trading zone.”147 In this gathering I would be inclined to reduce 
the presence of generals (who are already overrepresented in their historical 
contribution to the violence of the Anthropocene), and to welcome post-
colonialists, feminists, Indigenous peoples, agriculturalists and gardeners, 
fisher folk and foragers, artists and those who cannot be defined by labor, 
as well as more-than-human creatures, who are all at the periphery of 
Anthropocene scholarship and have compelling “geostories” about the 
complex and disjunctive relationship to place. The Anthropocene suggests 
that we are entering an epoch of anthropogenic fossils, of the “refuse of his-
tory,” of ruins, and of the recognition of nonhuman nature as subject to 
history, which is to say, decay. Allegory allows us to tell that story—partially 
and disjunctively—while insisting on our edification and perhaps offering 
an invitation to enact positive change for our ecological futures.
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