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in increasingly arid Ladakh; Rosa Maria Ruiz has spent 
much of her life working to create a tapestry of protected 
areas in the rainforest of Bolivia owned and cared for 
by the indigenous people. As well as local activists, she 
meets those seeking technical solutions, such as David 
Okello, working in Uganda with both conventional 
and genetic approaches to develop high yield and virus 
resistant peanuts; Klaus Lackner at Columbia University, 
who has designed an ‘artificial tree’ to soak up carbon 
dioxide in the air; a team of marine biologists seeking to 
restore and rebuild coral reefs. 

There are some very good stories and potential ways 
forward in this book. But can this accumulation of 
stories and observations address the key question of how 
to live in the Anthropocene? Can a book encompass 
everything from the genocide of hunter-gatherers to the 
cyclical economy to the state of rivers to nuclear fission 
and fusion? I don’t think so. But more than this; as I 
read I become increasingly unsure what if anything the 
book stands for.

The book is offered as Adventures in the 
Anthropocene. For some indeed this seems an almost 
glorious challenge: ‘We are as gods and HAVE to get 
good at it,’ asserts Stuart Brand in Whole Earth Discipline. 
For others, like Thomas Berry, the modern world is the 
product of the distorted dream: we set out to create a 
wonder world and have created a waste world; we have 
arrived at a bitter moment, for humans and for the earth 
itself, when our arrogance has become self-evident and 
our assumptions self-defeating.

The Anthropocene is a geological construct based 
on strong empirical evidence. It is also an existential 
challenge to human identity. Given that humans 
are interfering with the ecology of the planet in such 
significant, fundamental and deleterious ways, should 
we now see ourselves as the ‘planet’s gardeners’ and 
caretakers? Who are we, and is it proper and possible 
that we take on the management of the planet, or is this 
another example of human hubris? Vince doesn’t really 
address the question. While describing humans as a 
‘super species’ who ‘must decide what sort of nature we 
want’; she also writes we are ‘just another species’, that 
‘there is only one living Earth’. The reader is never quite 
sure which way she will tumble, although at root her 
view clear: ‘In this post-natural era of the Anthropocene, 
we will have to either preserve nature or master its tricks 
artificially’; we must ‘negotiate a path between competing 
demands of the natural world and the human world’. 

I find this quite unsatisfactory. Humans evolved 
within the planetary ecology: we are part of the whole. 
Systemic thinker Gregory Bateson pointed out long ago 
that in a living system the part cannot encompass the 
whole; and that human purposive action, even with 
the best of intentions, is necessarily destructive of the 
ecosystems of which it is a part. All Vince’s good stories 
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The Anthropocene, Gaia Vince tells us in her 
Introduction, is the ‘Age of Man’. Earth is now a 

‘human planet’. The impact of humans is now of such 
a scale that the planet is crossing a geological boundary. 
Future researchers will be able to identify a stripe in the 
layers of rock on the Earth’s surface that shows evidence 
of lost species, increased carbon in the atmosphere, 
changes to the chemistry of land and sea, artificial 
materials like plastic and aluminium drinks cans, that 
reveal our human fingerprint. 

In a book that won the Royal Society Winton Science 
Book prize in 2015, Vince argues that as we begin to 
understand ourselves as a planetary force we must also 
question our new role. Are we still ‘just another part 
of nature’ subject to environmental constraints; or are 
we the ‘first species capable of self-determination’, able 
to modulate our impacts so that we may maintain the 
habitability of the planet? 

This challenge is doubtlessly real. If humans now 
shift three times more material stuff around the planet 
than rivers, glaciers, wind and rain combined; if it 
is human efforts that will decide which, if any, of the 
remaining large mammal species survive; if the humans 
have radically changed the nature of the atmosphere 
and climate; then, as humans, we are challenged to 
profoundly reflect on who we are and how we are to be 
in the world.

To explore these issues, Gaia Vince left her job as a 
science journalist and undertook a long journey to find 
out ‘how people were undertaking nature’s tasks’, to find 
our what kind of world we are creating and ‘what sort of 
Anthropocene we want’. This book is the account of her 
travels, organized around grand themes: Atmosphere, 
Mountains, Rivers, Farmlands, Oceans, Deserts, 
Savannahs, Forests, Rocks, and Cities. She opens each 
chapter with a review of the natural history of the topic, 
and continues to describe the people she meets and the 
projects they are engaged with. Among many, Mahabir 
Pun is providing WiFi connections to villages in remote 
Nepal; Chewang Norphel has found out how to create 
artificial glaciers to provide irrigation water for farmers 
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Andrea Wulf’s new book is published in the US 
with the subtitle ‘Alexander von Humboldt’s 
New World’, a rendering likely expected to 

have special resonance for American readers. Yet while 
the book does indeed chronicle Humboldt’s journeys 
and remarkable discoveries in the geographical New 
World, Wulf intends the term in a wider, philosophical 
sense: she argues that Humboldt’s diligent research and 
keen perception resulted in a unique, organic vision 
of the natural world that helped shape our modern 
understanding of the interdependence of nature and 
what we now call ‘the environment’. Wulf’s titles convey 
the strength of her feeling for Humboldt and her regret 
that this once-celebrated man is so little known today 
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outside academia. One of the many pleasures of this book 
is Wulf’s clearly expressed conviction that Humboldt 
was, and remains, a vitally important and fascinating 
figure. She describes The Invention of Nature as ‘my quest 
to rediscover Humboldt and to restore him to his rightful 
place in the pantheon of nature and science. It’s also a 
quest to understand why we think as we do today about 
the natural world’ (9).While Wulf’s account is thorough, 
this is not a dryly academic study: her research included 
ascending Ecuador’s Mount Chimborazo in Humboldt’s 
footsteps and trailing him through other parts of South 
America, experiences that have resulted in vivid passages 
of description. Wulf is not afraid to admire Humboldt’s 
intelligence, delight in his fearless pursuit of knowledge, 
and marvel at his prescience. Nor does she shrink from 
examining his faults, although she avoids falling into 
what John Ruskin described as ‘that extremest folly of 
thinking that you can know a great man better than he 
knows himself’.  

Born into a privileged Prussian family in 1769, 
Humboldt grew up in a time of great scientific, economic, 
and technological change. Fascinated by the journals of 
Captain Cook and Bougainville, the young Humboldt 
dreamed of travel and exploration, but also made the 
most of his entrée into Berlin’s intellectual circles and 
of his program of study at Gottingen. A 1790 trip to 
England, the Netherlands, and France, during which 

about human creativity stand in the face of problems 
that came about through human creativity: we set out 
to create a wonderful world and are well on the way 
to a wasted world. Vince’s stories do not address the 
underlying challenge: that we think we can act as if 
separate from the Earth from which we evolved. 

I am not one who believes that the problems humans 
have created for the Earth’s ecosystems can be resolved 
without human ingenuity and appropriate technology: 
new political, economic and technological responses 
are all required. But I cannot accept Vince’s assertion 
that ‘we must decide what sort of nature we want’. 
Rather, our responses must be informed and guided 
by what might be called an ethos of ‘deep ecology’. We 
must learn to listen to the voice of the Earth, rediscover 
and reinvent our identity as part of the community of 
life. For without a deeply felt sense of being part of the 
whole, we will not individually or collectively find the 
psychic or spiritual energy to make the changes that are 
demanded of us. 

The challenge is to learn to live within the wisdom 
of the whole. Maybe, as Tim Flannery suggests in 
Here on Earth, the ‘human superorganism’ can redeem 
itself, take part in and even enhance the planet’s 
self-regulation. Maybe by taking a holistic view and 

understanding that planetary capacity is built on mutual 
interdependence, we might be part of a re-wilding of the 
planet, a restoration of the life force and an expansion, 
rather than contraction, of Earth’s biocapacity. But we 
will not do so if we see ourselves in competition with the 
ecology of which we are part.

As TV presenter and naturalist Chris Packham put it 
recently, ‘The biggest handicap that conservation faces 
is that we humans still consider ourselves to be separate 
from the rest of life, and the rest of life is merely there 
to support us.’ We may know intellectually that we are 
animals, but we rarely experience ourselves as part of the 
community of life on Earth. We have difficulty in seeing 
other beings, and indeed the planet as a whole, as having 
identity and value for themselves. Here lies an important 
role for artistic creativity of all kinds – including in 
publications such as EarthLines – that seek to encounter 
and respond to the more-than-human world for its 
own sake and on its own terms rather than for human 
benefit. Here also lies the importance of practices that 
get people, maybe especially young people, back onto 
and into the land. My problem with Gaia Vince’s book 
is that it is astonishingly anthropocentric and so fails 
to address the underlying challenge that the idea of the 
Anthropocene offers.                  �


