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BOOK REVIEW

Anthropocene Feminism, edited by Richard Grusin, Minneapolis, University of 
Minnesota Press, 2017, 248 pp., £93.00, $112.00 (hardback), ISBN  
978-1-5179-0060-1, £22.99, $28.00 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-5179-0061-8

The basic tenet of the Anthropocene, a material erosion and veritable un-doing of the 
boundaries between humans and an external nature, rests at the heart of conversations 
in feminist science studies and feminist theory. At least since the emergence of Haraway’s 
(1985) cyborg, critical feminist theorists have demonstrated in empirical and theoretical 
work that hard distinctions between humans and other living and non-living things have 
laid the foundation for systemic racism, sexism, and economic inequalities around the world 
justified through the ideological configuration that there exists biological and material 
boundaries between humans and nature. It is only in the past decade, however, that ecol-
ogists, geologists, and other natural scientists have come to dedicate significant attention 
to the interconnections between human and non-human entities, epitomized in the surge 
of attention around the establishment of the Anthropocene (see Steffen, Crutzen, and 
McNeill 2007).

In the recently released edited collection Anthropocene Feminism, contributors channel 
and extend feminist lines of inquiry into critical reflections on the re-definition of ‘human’ 
that the naming of the Anthropocene has brought to the foreground across the humanities 
and social sciences. The predominate theoretical underpinnings of these essays will be 
welcome and familiar for readers steeped in the materialist, ontological, and post-human 
turn(s) that has pushed the boundaries of rigid distinctions between life and non-life and 
the relationship between feminism and humanism. As the editor Richard Grusin describes 
in his introduction to the volume, contributors took the idea of what feminism brings to 
the Anthropocene and, in turn, how the Anthropocene might influence feminist theory 
and ran with it, producing a vibrant collection of diverse essays that, despite their differ-
ences, provoke critical reflections on the possibilities entailed by an increasingly more-
than-human definition of humanity entails and the perils of uncritically relishing a new 
exceptionalism of humans that eradicates the violent conditions of the Anthropocene’s 
emergence. The collection is the result of the Anthropocene Feminism conference held 
at the Center for twenty-first Century Studies as the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee 
in Spring 2014. For writers, scientists, cultural theorists, and others whose work is alter-
natively in awe and terror of the Anthropocene, the feminist scholarship in this volume is 
here to call out uncritical invocations of the ‘meaning’ of the Anthropocene and expand 
our collective thinking towards both the more hopeful and darker sides of this geologic 
and theoretical phenomenon.

Within this context, it is no surprise that many of the contributors to this volume find 
themselves pointing to Haraway’s cyborg, Michel Foucault’s writings on science and 
 biopower (1970, 1978), and Butler (1993) and Grosz’s (2005) respective writings on denat-
uralization and renaturalization of gender and sexuality in feminist philosophy. Their 
works, among others, shape the volume’s shared vocabulary of historicizing the invention 
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2   BOOK REVIEW

of distinctions among life and nonlife, nature and humans, through scientific practices and 
western thought. Authors in the volume probe these texts, among others, charting routes 
between these canonical works and the emerging questions raised by the integration of 
the natural and geologic sciences into the mix of discussing the nebulous boundaries 
between rock, atmosphere, animal, and human. Colebrook’s essay, ‘We have always been 
post Anthropocene’ sets the stage for the collection, arguing that the Anthropocene raises 
a question of scale, suggesting that the world is no longer the ‘abstract matter’ of western 
scientific inquiry wherein we can empirically observe from outside or disconnected from 
our object of inquiry (2). Rather, paraphrasing Latour (2013), this new geologic formation 
demands that we stay ‘earthbound,’ asking how this new (or at least new to some) realization 
of our earthly entanglements compels us to re-imagine the frameworks through which we 
define the human and aspects of social and material difference.

For Braidotti, the Anthropocene signals a marked step away from identity politics hope-
lessly rooted in humanist gender binaries as the non-human life force zoe, as opposed to 
bios, that challenges a ‘anthropocentric habits of thought’ and breaks away from notions of 
human uniqueness (30). This switch from bios to zoe breaks with a framework of ‘naturali-
zation’ to conceptualize difference that is ‘geocentered,’ or distinctly apart from a biologi-
cally-bound, human-centric understanding of the forces of difference which have defined 
thought and practice in the humanities and sciences (ibid). This radical break leads Braidotti 
towards theorizing sexuality as an amalgamation of human and non-human forces that 
constitute a (more or less positive) posthumanist proliferation of difference ushered-in by 
the Anthropocene, pushing critical understandings of difference beyond the realm of bio-
power. Huffer’s chapter, ‘Foucault’s Fossils,’ picks-up this thread by unearthing connections 
between seemingly divergent lines of thought on naturalization and denaturalization in 
feminist philosophy. Elaborating the possibilities of an Anthropocene genealogy, Huffer 
suggests that a Foucaultian approach illuminates and enables an approach to engaging 
the concept of life in historically specific ways that amplifies the powerful relationships 
between life and nonlife within the Anthropocene. For Povinelli, the Anthropocene is an 
extension of Foucault’s figures of biopower - the Malthusian couple, the hysterical woman, 
the masturbating child, the perverse adult–which have provided a framework for many 
critical scholars to understand contemporary formations of power. In the Anthropocene, 
Povinelli suggests we elaborate a geontology, a framework for inquiring into the new 
forms of power signaled by the Anthropocene. Examination of geopower necessitates 
the development, Povinelli contents, of new figures of power for interrogating novel sets 
of relationships between life, nonlife, and death that have emerged alongside the figures 
of biopower in the Anthropocene: the animist, the desert, and the terrorist (58–62). These 
figures work towards developing the capacity to envision the world ‘otherwise,’ recogniz-
ing the proliferation of vitality and extinction heralded by the Anthropocene as the next 
formation of power (see also Povenelli 2016, Povenelli et al. 2017).

As the collection moves forward, many of the essays unleash a feminist critique of the 
Anthropocene’s universalization of humanity and its insinuation of a ‘new human excep-
tionalism.’ Critical approaches to the new humanisms of the Anthropocene, exemplified by 
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s essay ‘The climate of history: Four theses’ (2009), are the direct and 
implied targets of these feminist critiques. Such critiques are not new in feminist writing, but 
rather draw from and extend frameworks for un-doing nature-culture binaries, particularly 
those around gender, that naturalized the reproduction of social inequalities, inequalities 
that do not operate outside or pre-Anthropocene, but are the conditions of its possibility. 
Alaimo articulates these points well throughout her interrogation of writings that suggest 
the Anthropocene signals an affirmation of a singular humanity that transcends human 
difference through the geologic actualization of a human species. Such frameworks, Alaimo 
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suggests, ‘cleanses the term Anthropocene from any entanglements with political gene-
alogies, specifies and identities’ (99). As she goes on to indicate, ‘thinking the human as 
a species does not preclude analysis and critique of economic systems, environmental 
devastation, and social injustice’ (101).

At this point the essays in the collection turn towards reinforcing Alaimo’s argu-
ments, through several case studies that provide examples that engage the concept the 
Anthropocene alongside its historic and political specificities. One essay in the collection 
that stands-out in this regard is Hird and Zahara’s piece ‘The Arctic Wastes’ which, through 
extended fieldwork among indigenous tribes in northeast Canada, demonstrates the neo-
colonial and Eurocentric tinge of the Anthropocene as it is indexed to the proliferation 
of waste in northern Canada. Specifically, Hird and Zahara trace how the contradictory 
nature of the colonizing state that ‘modernized’ Inuit groups through teaching them ‘how 
to waste’ that now holds Inuit groups responsible for the advanced state of environmental 
degradation in the Arctic region. The irony here is that prior to colonization and contact 
with European cosmologies of nature and civilization, Inuit groups lived without the con-
cept of waste or pollution as well as without the concept of an ‘environment’ that could be 
polluted in the first place (136). Rather, it was the separation between nature and humans 
in the pre-Anthropocene instantiated by European colonization, enable the possibility of 
waste, the most enduring neocolonial symptom of the Anthropocene (122–125). Their 
essay broadly suggests that the distinctions between nature/natives and civilization were 
exported from Europe and violently imposed upon indigenous groups like the Inuit in 
direct contradiction to their preexisting cosmologies. As such, this essay reminds readers 
that exploitation, inequality, and colonization are not external to the Anthropocene, but 
the conditions of its possibility and that formulations of the Anthropocene continues to 
exert violence over neocolonial subjects by folding them into the colonial forces respon-
sible for the proliferation extreme environmental degradation. Picking up the thread of 
examining political and historical contests, geologist Jill Schneiderman’s contribution to the 
collections, ‘The Anthropocene Controversy,’ provides a historical archeology of the naming 
of geologic timescales in the natural sciences, situating this ostensibly purely geologic 
phenomenon with the historic and cultural contexts through which systems of geologic 
classifications emerged. This essay also aptly demonstrates the Euro-centric nature of the 
Anthropocene debate and, in doing so, examines the extent to which the Anthropocene 
is as much a political and cultural formation as a materially new geologic epoch.

Overall, the volume inserts a much-needed reflection on the contributions of femi-
nist thought and science studies made to the fundamental questions about humanism 
(anti-humanism) and human/non-human formations at the heart of discussions about the 
Anthropocene. The more theoretical and philosophical essays in the book are pitched to 
readers steeped in post-humanist, neo-materialist feminist theory and might prove to be 
the most interesting to readers of Gender, Place, Culture. These essays provide a rich terrain 
of concepts and provocations that connect the Anthropocene ‘turn’ to recent feminist phi-
losophies attempting to further de-center the normative figure of the human, and move 
towards an expanded theorization of the body, sexuality, materiality, affect, and non-human 
life as a means of focusing more explicitly on life itself as a force of becoming, or becoming 
‘otherwise’ (c.f. Grosz 2011; Povinelli 2012). In addition to these more explicitly philosophical 
contributions to Anthropocene discussions, the essays that work through contemporary 
and historical analyses of the Anthropocene and its, at times, contradictory relationship 
to the examination of social injustice are a refreshing attempt to ground its conceptual 
possibilities and continue the work of interrogating the relationship between the mutual 
imbrication of social injustice and the proliferation of extreme environmental degradation 
around the world. Feminist geographers and theorists interested in finding connections to 
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the Anthropocene literatures as well as readers looking for some applications of is frame-
works to social analysis will find this volume to be a good feminist orientation point within 
critical writings on the Anthropocene.
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