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A Multimodal Approach to the Anthropocene 
Jason M. Kelly and Fiona P. McDonald 

The Anthropocene is an urgent topic receiving critical engagement across academic disciplines. 
A concept popularized in the 2000s by Nobel Prize–winning chemist Paul Crutzen and Eugene 
Stoermer, the Anthropocene refers to the notion that humans have become a global geological 
force, transforming a multitude of bio-geo-physical environmental systems (Crutzen and 
Stoermer 2000). The Anthropocene Working Group of the Subcommission on Quaternary 
Stratigraphy proposed in August 2016 that the International Commission on Stratigraphy name 
the Anthropocene as a new geological epoch. 

The Anthropocene is both a concept and a lived reality. As the Anthropocene is unfolding daily, 
we find ourselves as social science and humanities researchers engaging with the concept and 
attempting to contend with the consequences of anthropogenic actions on local and global 
environmental, social, political, and economic systems. Despite an urgency for interdisciplinary 
work to respond to the Anthropocene, much research remains bound to disciplinary conventions 
(Brondízio et al. 2016). In our efforts to respond to the need for more collective and 
interdisciplinary applied research, in May 2017 we brought together practitioners from across the 
disciplines to explore what the Anthropocene means to anthropology (and vice versa) by holding 
a workshop in Indianapolis entitled “Anthropology of the Anthropocene: Structures, Theories, 
Practices” (AoA) (www.anthropologyoftheanthropocene.org)i 

The workshop was part of the larger Rivers of the Anthropocene project 
(https://rivers.iupui.edu/cms/) and brought together leading thinkers in cultural, visual, and 
environmental anthropology; history; public history; sociology; geography; literary studies; 
museum studies; and philanthropy who have been tackling the sociocultural complexities and 
experiences of the Anthropocene in recent years. Their geographical expertise spanned six 
continents. The goal of the workshop was to work collaboratively to address important 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary topics. There were four specific questions that framed the 
meeting: (1) In what ways are anthropological methods, theories, and practices responsive to the 
Anthropocene? (2) How do we bridge disciplinary boundaries to advance critical and timely 
sociocultural research on changing earth systems and the human experience? (3) How are we 
preparing the next generation of researchers with the right tools, frameworks, and language to 
design relevant ethnographies? (4) What should a publicly engaged anthropology of the 
Anthropocene look like? More broadly, these questions encouraged us to think about larger 
structural issues: What is an anthropology in, of, and for the Anthropocene? 

One of the key outputs from the workshop was An Anthropocene Primer, Version 1.0 
(http://anthropoceneprimer.org), which we published digitally on October 23, 2017.ii An 
Anthropocene Primer is a born-digital, open-access, participatory online portal created by all of 
the workshop participants. The primer takes a multimodal approach to the Anthropocene, 
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providing a diverse community of users with an entry point into some of the big concepts and 
debates that dominate interdisciplinary discussions about the Anthropocene. It provides a 
pedagogical framework to guide individual, collaborative, interactive, and open learning in both 
formal and informal learning environments. As a living document, it continues to grow through 
the addition of new content (e.g., learning modules, podcasts, interviews, blog posts), but it also 
grows through the contributions of the user community in the form of interactive marginalia 
(discussed later in this article). As such, the primer aligns with the principles of multimodality 
articulated by Samuel Collins, Matthew Durington, and Harjant Gill (2017). With its emphasis 
on interdisciplinarity, pedagogy, collaboration, critique, and public engagement, the primer is our 
response to the questions that framed the AoA workshop, in particular: How are we preparing the 
next generation of researchers with the right tools, frameworks, and language to design relevant 
ethnographies for the Anthropocene? 

www.anthropoceneprimer.org. 

We are using a somewhat autoethnographic tone in this article as a way to open up a space for 
self-reflexivity about the digital tools we create in order to spark dialogue with the reader. This 
essay is part of a growing assemblage of works that the Rivers of the Anthropocene Network is 
producing.iii The AoA workshop itself has generated a number of outputs, including: (1) An 
Anthropocene Primer (Kelly and McDonald 2017); (2) “How to Do Open Peer Review in the 
Anthropocene” for Anthropology News (McDonald and Kelly, forthcoming); (3) a website 
(anthropologyoftheanthropocene.org); (4) this essay; and (5) an open-access collaborative 
monograph edited by McDonald and Kelly—Scenes from the Anthropocene—which is in 
preparation. These works are strategically written to address the questions posed by the 
workshop and to both analyze and respond to existing theories, structures, and practices and their 
consequences for understanding and responding to the Anthropocene (Figure 1). 

Through their design and implementation, these digital and print outputs embody the strengths, 
weaknesses, and contradictions inherent in multimodal landscapes. Each output responds to 
disciplinary practices and expectations associated with editorial peer review (for example, this 
essay), double-blind peer review (for example, the Scenes from the Anthropocene collective 
volume), and open peer review (the primer). They are shaped by structural limitations, including 
the economics of the twenty-first-century publication landscape, which determines whether an 
article is behind a paywall (such as this essay and the Anthropology News article) or open access 
(the primer, the website, and the collective volume), the extent to which authors might be able to 
find money to fund open-access works, or what the ethical obligations might be for scholars to 
share their work. Likewise, these works operate in a landscape in which formal, academic 
writing is being transformed by new modes of collaborative, participatory, and open writing 
outside of traditional publishing frameworks. 

http://www.anthropologyoftheanthropocene.org/
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Using An Anthropocene Primer as our case study, this essay is organized into three sections. The 
first section introduces the primer as a tool that bridges disciplinary boundaries to advance 
critical and timely sociocultural research examining changing earth systems and the human 
experience. The second section examines the ways that anthropologists might productively 
engage with the dominant interdisciplinary debates and metanarratives about the Anthropocene 
and the role that tools such as the primer might play in this. The final section reflects on how the 
primer is one model of multimodal pedagogy that answers the needs of formal, informal, 
traditional, and continuing education in relation to serious play. In part, then, An Anthropocene 
Primer is one form of anthropological educational practice that might be used to prepare the next 
generation of researchers and partners with frameworks to pursue ethnography in the 
Anthropocene that is truly applied, interdisciplinary, and multimodal at the outset. 

An Anthropocene Primer 

An Anthropocene Primer was initially conceived to provide a document that would introduce 
scholars and students alike to the complicated, interdisciplinary debates around the 
Anthropocene. The need for a work of this nature became apparent to us as we were creating the 
outline for the AoA workshop. We noticed a gap in the literature that would help us frame 
keywords and boundary concepts associated with the Anthropocene that could act as a baseline 
from which all of the workshop attendees could start (Dewulf et al. 2007; Mollinga 2010; 
Williams 1985). We decided to create one ourselves because there was no single source that 
could provide us with an introduction to the multiple metanarratives of the Anthropocene or that 
explored the varieties of approaches to and understandings of the Anthropocene. 

We recognized the need for a resource of this type for two reasons. First, we are an 
interdisciplinary team—a historian and an anthropologist—who, while working together nearly 
every day, often found it necessary to elucidate our different perspectives, frameworks, and 
methods. Second, the Rivers of the Anthropocene Research Network, which is made up of 
dozens of scholars from across disciplines, identified the need for recognizing boundary concepts 
and putting them at the center of our conversations back in 2013. The primer, then, was created 
in collaboration with a range of authors in order to develop and share insights into how scholars 
with different disciplinary expertise framed, imagined, and responded to questions and boundary 
concepts. 

We decided to use the AoA workshop—with participants from different fields and areas of 
expertise—to develop the primer's framework and content. From the beginning, everyone in the 
workshop wanted it to be an open-access text so that people from around the world had free 
access (McDonald and Kelly, forthcoming). Likewise, the group decided that it should not be a 
publication limited to academia. We needed to write something that could be used for 
community conversations and for educating donors and foundations, or used by individuals 
pursuing continuing education on the web. While we would have liked the text to be available in 
multiple languages, we did not have the funds to hire translators at this early stage. That said, we 
expect to have a Spanish translation available in 2019, prepared by Alejandro Camargo. We 
would like to add other languages as the primer continues to grow. Hosting the primer online 
allowed us to make it open access. It also opened up what we could do with media. We could use 
sound, video, and interactive discussions to examine the range of ideas that are simply 
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impossible in a traditional book format. While we made every effort with the resources on the 
WordPress platform to ensure that images and text are accessible for sensory-impaired readers, 
additional work is still needed to provide closed-captioning for videos. Because the primer links 
to external videos and sites, ensuring those platforms are also accessibility compliant is a true 
challenge. 

The primer is divided into several sections. On the landing page (www.anthropoceneprimer.org), 
we introduce users to the concept of the Anthropocene. We also explain to users the design of the 
primer and several of its key features. George Marcus provides the foreword to the primer, which 
is then followed by three short essays: “What is the Anthropocene?,” “Taxonomies of Geological 
Time and the Anthropocene Epoch,” and “Concepts.” These essays are not meant to be 
definitive. Rather, we designed them to provide the most basic entry point for absolute 
beginners—people who may never even have heard of the Anthropocene. 

The next section in the primer is the “Syllabus.” This is a core element of the primer's content 
and is where readers get into the meat of the primer. Currently, it is made up of five modules:  

1. What is the Anthropocene? 
2. Ethics, Justice, and Responsibility 
3. Anthropocene Voices 
4. Scale  
5. Policy 

We will add new sections periodically, and the wider user community can propose additions to 
the editors. As the online tutorial explains, each of these modules has several parts: a summary of 
the module, keywords, learning outcomes, readings, and activities. We were intent that the 
primer be useful to both novices and advanced scholars who already work on issues related to the 
environment. So, we designed each module of the syllabus with three levels. Beginners could 
start by completing only the items in green. When they were finished with those, they could 
move on to the intermediate level of the module in blue, and then the advanced level in red. 
Alternatively, anyone can read across the entire primer at a specific learning level. In this sense, 
each reader can choose their own path in learning about the Anthropocene (Figure 2). 

Each module in the syllabus—whether beginner, intermediate, or advanced—has five parts. 
First, “Beginners/Intermediate/Advanced Questions” frame the readings and activities. Second, 
the “Beginners/Intermediate/Advanced Readings” are divided into “Narrative,” “Theory,” and 
“Practice.” This organization mirrors to some extent the structures, theories, and practices 
framework that we used in the AoA workshop. We designed each of these categories in a 
different font to help readers differentiate them in the same way the colors denote expertise 
levels. “Narratives” focus on the ways that we frame our questions, often through providing case 
studies or instructional texts. “Theory” readings are more conceptual, and in the more advanced 
sections, they can be quite challenging. The “Practice” readings examine how people on the 
ground respond to the module theme. Readings are usually text based, but they can include video 
or audio. For example, “Module 4: Policy” asks users to watch Ludovico Einaudi's performance 
of “Elegy for the Arctic” (2016); the VPRO Documentary film “The Anthropocene: The Age of 
Mankind” (2017); and Ligorano Reese's street interviews for the public art project “Dawn of the 
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Anthropocene” (2014). At the end of each reading section, there is an activity that helps users 
reflect upon and apply what they have learned through the readings. One of the greatest 
challenges in designing the modules was trying to provide as many key readings/videos as 
possible while making sure that the large majority of the readings were open access. This meant 
that several of the readings we would have liked to include in our syllabus were left out of the 
primer in favor of more accessible texts. 

We included a separate “Activities” section in each module that offers users collaborative, active 
learning exercises with tactics for engaging with the Anthropocene. They encourage users to link 
the global phenomena of the Anthropocene to their local contexts and personal experiences. 
These activities flesh out the ideas in the “Readings” section, but they are not dependent on 
them. The current set of exercises ask people to reflect on deep time in order to question the 
assumptions that they have about the environment and to explore the history of the 
anthropogenic landscapes where they live. One of the activities, “Framing the Anthropocene,” 
specifically addresses the problem of framing, boundary concepts, and keywords (Williams 
1985). It is a group activity that would be particularly useful for a research team just starting a 
project together (Figure 3). 

The primer also includes a series of bibliographies about the Anthropocene that cover issues such 
as capitalism and empire, gender and feminism, new materialism, and ethics. Like the other 
sections, these are constantly expanding and transforming, and there are bibliographies for 
beginner, intermediate, and advanced levels. The themed bibliographies are not meant to be 
definitive or exhaustive but rather are provided for users who have worked through the syllabus 
and are interested in exploring specific ideas further. They may also be useful for faculty 
members who want to integrate readings into their syllabi that reflect the current debates about 
the Anthropocene or for museum professionals and curators looking to do preparatory research 
for an exhibition. 

As the paragraphs above show, An Anthropocene Primer can be used in both linear and nonlinear 
approaches to multimodal learning. It is open access and exists in multiple media formats. Taken 
on their own, the sections of the primer provide templates for both formal and informal learning. 
But we wanted to create a multimodal platform that was also interactive—something that could 
perhaps help foster dialogue among the user community and act as the tool for open peer review. 
To do this, we integrated Hypothes.is (https://hypothes.is), a plugin that allows authors to 
highlight and annotate text as well as have conversations with each other in the marginalia 
(Figure 4). 

This system is useful because it allows individuals to keep private notes. It also allows teachers 
and their students to have private group discussions that engage with the primer. In the first 
version of the primer, we have been using Hypothes.is as a tool to facilitate open peer review. It 
allows users to comment on our text and allows us to engage with them through an open 
discussion. We discuss this in detail in “How to Do Open Peer Review in the Anthropocene” in 
Anthropology News (McDonald and Kelly, forthcoming). Insight gained from the open peer-
review process will be incorporated in the additional versions of the primer, and anyone who 
participated in the open peer-review process will be recognized as a contributor to future 
editions. This model ensures that all labor and expertise is accounted for. In a video on the 

https://hypothes.is/
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landing page, we demonstrate how to use this interactive functionality of the primer. 
www.anthropoceneprimer.org/index.php/videotutorials/ 

In sum, the elements that define An Anthropocene Primer are its multimodality, interactivity, and 
extensibility. Considering how quickly the literature on the Anthropocene is growing and how 
significant the concept is becoming to multiple disciplines, these elements are essential. They 
allow authors and users to respond to this changing landscape and to interact with each other in 
meaningful and timely conversations. Unlike a paper-based book, the primer allows us to edit, to 
prune, and to add content. It also allows us to develop new media formats, highlight new works 
for the user base, and keep pace with emerging trends in digital publishing. 

In the next sections of this essay, we turn to explore why this design is significant for 
anthropology—specifically as it relates to the place of anthropology in, of, and for the 
Anthropocene. 

Anthropocene Debates And Anthropology 

The “Anthropocene” has quickly become an important topic receiving critical engagement across 
many disciplines. In its most simplistic form, the Anthropocene designates a moment in the 
planet's history when humans became a geological force, leaving a permanent, measurable mark 
on the planet (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000; Lewis and Maslin 2015; Ruddiman 2003; Steffen 
et al. 2011; Zalasiewicz 2015; Zalasiewicz et al. 2015; Zalasiewicz, Williams, Fortey, et al. 
2011; Zalasiewicz, Williams, Haywood, et al. 2011; Zylinska 2014). Of course, a scientific 
concept such as the Anthropocene—which has been quickly absorbed into the discursive fields 
of the social sciences, humanities, and arts—has much richer connotations and associations. The 
emergence of the Anthropocene has been tied to a range of ideas about humanity's place on the 
planet. It speaks to the ways humans have shifted a range of Earth systems: carbon, nitrogen, 
phosphorous, water, and so on. It encompasses the ways that we imagine political, social, and 
economic systems (Biermann 2014; Guattari 2014; Purdy 2015). It spurs us to examine our own 
ethical positions—our notions of justice, responsibility, and equality (Ghosh 2016; Lövbrand 
et al. 2015; Martinez-Alier 2003; Nixon 2013; Schmidt, Brown, and Orr 2016; Stone 2010; 
Walker 2009; Zalasiewicz et al. 2008). It challenges us to come to terms with the ways we 
conceptualize our ways of being: ideas about humanity and humanness, our relationships with 
each other, and our place in a multispecies world (Bennett 2010; Cohen 2015; Haraway 2007; 
Kohn 2013; Morton 2017; Tsing 2015). 

But to engage with the Anthropocene is to do more than examine a concept. The Anthropocene 
implies a lived experience. It is about the pasts, presents, and futures of humans as well as fauna, 
flora, rocks, and waters. Understanding the Anthropocene is not about defining the moment 
when humanity became a geological force. It is about understanding the history of feedback 
loops and cascades between biogeophysical processes and sociocultural processes. It is about 
excavating histories and understanding the ways that resource extraction, slavery, capitalism, 
imperialism, urbanization, industrialization, and warfare worked together for hundreds of years 
to reshape the planet (Angus 2016; Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016; Chakrabarty 2009; Jonsson 
2012, 2014; Malm 2016; Malm and Hornborg 2014; A. Moore 2015a; J. Moore 2016). It is about 
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understanding how these environmental effects are experienced differently across the globe. It is 
about responding to this context in productive and meaningful ways. 

In the social sciences and humanities, many of us have been answering Bruno Latour's (2014) 
call for anthropologists to recognize the centrality of the discipline in addressing the key 
problems of the Anthropocene. His work has encouraged us to think about how the notion of the 
Anthropocene can be used to think through the futures of anthropology. As he and Philippe 
Descola point out, anthropology is not necessarily a single discipline because all of our subfields 
continue to merge and emerge (Latour and Descola 2013). As we speed through the twenty-first 
century, the discipline shifts even more with the continual emerging and merging of subfields 
beyond the four-field anthropological project. 

Anthropologists have been actively documenting the experience of the Anthropocene through 
their ethnographies since the discipline began (Baer and Singer 2014; Howe and Boyer 2015; A. 
Moore 2018; Tsing 2015). These ethnographies serve as data points. With them, we have refined 
our methods, reframed our approaches in more ethical ways, and built an archive of societies’ 
behaviors, values, and beliefs. These ethnographies underscore the observation that there is no 
homogeneous Anthropos—a generic human force with a single agential quality—to blame for 
the Anthropocene. Moreover, the move to self-reflexivity has revealed our positionality: 
scholarly practitioners living out the Anthropocene's lived realities while simultaneously 
studying its dynamic nature and conceptualizing its meanings beyond just a documentation of the 
catastrophic. This approach is distinct from the vast swathe of scholarship on the Anthropocene 
in which humans are often reduced to a single variable and studied from a realm of ostensible 
objectivity and distance. We believe that anthropology has much to offer in how our knowledge 
of the Anthropocene is constructed and embodied through scientific practices, how it is 
experienced differentially across the globe, and how we respond to it culturally, politically, 
economically, and so on. We believe that anthropology is poised to lead new approaches that 
address some fundamental problems in research associated with the Anthropocene. 

While anthropologists in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries distanced themselves from 
the environmental determinism of their Enlightenment forbearers, their work—explicitly or 
not—was nevertheless often concerned with the relationship between people and their 
environments (Barnes and Dove 2015). As Michael Dove notes, studies of subsistence practices, 
for example, were effectively studies of the interactions between humans and their environments 
(Dove 2013, 2). By the 1950s and 1960s, the work of Julian Steward, Harold Conklin, and 
Richard Netting set a template for contemporary environmental anthropology (Brondízio 2016; 
Conklin 1955; Crate 2011, 177; Dove 2013, 2; Netting 1968; Steward 1955). This interest in the 
environment during the middle decades of the twentieth century mirrored that in other social 
sciences and humanities fields, and it was during these decades that environmental sociology and 
environmental history also emerged. This concern with the environment had numerous causes. 
On the one hand, the post–World War II period was an age of massive state investment in 
research on weapons of mass destruction—nuclear, biological, and otherwise. This work focused 
scientists, social scientists, and critics alike on the potential for humans to cause irreversible 
environmental catastrophes (Hamblin 2013). These were also the decades when the effects of 
industrialization, urbanization, commercial agriculture, and population became an increasing 
concern for governments, most notably demonstrated in Rachel Carson's ([1962] 2002) Silent 



8 
 

Spring and the Club of Rome's Limits of Growth report (Meadows et al. 1972). By the 1990s, the 
Environmental Section of the AAA was formed. 

In many ways, then, anthropology as a discipline was primed for engaging with the concept of 
the Anthropocene when the concept gained traction in the first decade of the twenty-first century. 
This was doubly the case as the discipline was also beginning to tack toward the global, 
increasingly connecting micro studies and locally based ethnographies with broader systemic 
shifts tied to processes associated with “globalization.” By the 2010s, climate change was a key 
concern of environmental anthropologists (Brondízio et al. 2016; Crate 2011), but it was the 
introduction of the Anthropocene into the lexicon that began to capture the imagination of a 
broader range of researchers (Howe 2015; Howe and Pandian 2016; A. Moore 2015a, 2015b). 

What the Anthropocene means for the futures of anthropology remains to be seen, but there 
appear to be five interrelated areas where anthropologist are particularly active: multispecies 
ethnography, interdisciplinary engagement, understanding narratives about the Anthropocene, 
the documentation and narration of environmental change, and connecting local experience to 
global environmental processes, especially relating to migration. Multispecies ethnographies 
have been particularly effective at demonstrating how Western-centric notions of the Anthropos 
are limited conceptual frameworks for understanding the experience of the Anthropocene. They 
have challenged simplistic dualisms (e.g., nature/culture), shown their destructive tendencies, 
and suggested a number of philosophical and political responses (Bennett 2010; Kirksey 2014; 
Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Latour 2004, 2017). The concept is inherently interdisciplinary, so 
it is not surprising that a number of projects have emphasized ways to foster collaborations 
between scientists, social scientists, humanists, and policymakers (e.g., Future Earth and 
IHOPE). One of the greatest challenges in bridging disciplinary divides is sustaining projects in 
which one mode of disciplinary thinking and practice does not subsume the other (Costanza et al. 
2012; Lorimer 2012; Toivanen et al. 2017). Closely related to interdisciplinarity is an attempt to 
understand the metanarratives and discourses of the Anthropocene, an approach that has its 
intellectual roots in science and technology studies (Foucault 1994, 2010; Latour 1988, 2005; 
Latour and Woolgar 1986; Shapin 2010; Shapin and Schaffer 1989). Work in this vein is often a 
critique of the Anthropocene concept and the scientific and political assumptions that underlie it 
(Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016; Malm and Hornborg 2014; J. Moore 2015). The documentation and 
narration of the Anthropocene encompasses a profound number of well-researched case studies 
on the environment (Campbell 2005; Ghosh 2016; Howe and Boyer 2015; Ingold 2000; Wagner 
2013). Ethnographies are critical to documenting the experience of rising sea levels, global 
warming, dying coral reefs, deforestation, and social injustices on Indigenous lands. Connecting 
these ethnographies to global narratives is a key challenge for our understanding of the 
Anthropocene. As Susan Crate (2011, 185) suggests, one way to do this is through what she calls 
“climate ethnography,” or “the development of a new multisided, critical collaborative 
ethnography that integrates a refinement of how we account for human perceptions, 
understandings, and responses by both modifying resilience/adaptation frames and further 
developing cultural models.” A complementary approach might necessitate interdisciplinary 
projects that integrate sophisticated modeling to examine coupled socioecological systems 
(Brondízio and Moran 2013; Brondízio et al. 2016). 
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An anthropology in, of, and for the Anthropocene is complex because we are all living through 
it. The ways in which we can engage with communities, colleagues, and students might rest on 
the idea of embracing more participatory research methods and theoretical analysis that is 
multimodal from the outset. 

Serious Play and the Pedagogy of An Anthropocene Primer 

As a mode for productive dialogue, An Anthropocene Primer is a platform that opens up 
conversations about the Anthropocene as both concept and lived experience. It removes linearity, 
embraces the contradictory attributes of the Anthropocene concept, and recognizes the 
multiplicity of lived realities inherent to Anthropocene environmental change. In this sense, An 
Anthropocene Primer is a technology for participating in a twenty-first-century form of “serious 
play” with the Anthropocene—for academic and nonacademic learners alike. We follow Anna 
Tsing who suggests that serious play with the Anthropocene has the potential to open up new 
ways of thinking, new cross-disciplinary conversations, and new modes of critique (Haraway 
et al. 2016). As Tsing suggests, the Anthropocene concept is “still so multiple and inchoate that 
it maintains potential” (Haraway et al. 2016, 541). This potential, she argues, has the possibility 
of bringing together interdisciplinary collaborations as well as spurring critical thinking across 
disciplinary boundaries (Haraway et al. 2016, 541). We believe that open-access multimodal 
tools that foster serious play, such as An Anthropocene Primer, can be a tangible and potent 
response to the call for interdisciplinary collaboration in Anthropocene research by Brondízio 
et al. (2016) in “Re-Conceptualizing the Anthropocene: A Call for Collaboration” (see also 
Dewulf et al. 2007). To understand this, it is worthwhile exploring what we mean by serious 
play. 

The concept of serious play has become increasingly popular in recent years, especially in the 
fields of organizational management and education. In these realms, serious play is usually 
focused on classroom gamification, digital environments, and team-building exercises to 
accomplish specific goals (Beavis, Dezuanni, and O'Mara 2017; Beech et al. 2004; Bogost 2010; 
Kristiansen and Rasmussen 2014; Statler, Heracleous, and Jacobs 2011; Statler, Roos, and Victor 
2009). What unites these literatures is an emphasis on serious play with directed outcomes. 

But, there is a deeper history of serious play that can be traced to the classical world. In his Ars 
Poetica, Horace writes:  

Aut prodesse volunt aut delectare poetae 

aut simul et jucunda et idonea dicere vitae 

… 

Omne tulit punctum qui miscuit utile dulci 

lectorem delectando pariterque monendo 

Poets aim either to benefit, or to amuse, or to utter words at once both pleasing and helpful to life. 
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… 

He has won every vote who has blended profit and pleasure, at once delighting and instructing the reader. (Horace 
1929, 333–34, 478–79) 

This principle of combining delight and instruction was key to the Renaissance practice of serio 
ludere—serious play. Humanists, inspired by ancient writers such as Apuleius and Lucian, 
developed serio ludere (sometimes seria ludo) as a rhetorical mode full of jokes and stories 
performed in order to discover deeper truths (Collins 2002, 31–37; Findlen 1998). Among the 
form's early modern practitioners were Ariosto, Erasmus, More, Rabelais, and Swift (Kennedy 
and Norton 1989, 199–200). In summarizing the work of Nicolaus Cusanus, Edgar Wind offered 
a classic definition of serio ludere that helps elucidate the concept: “These serious games (serio 
ludere) consisted in finding within common experience an unusual object endowed with the kind 
of contradictory attributes which are difficult to imagine united in the deity” (Wind 1968, 222). 
Wind's definition has echoes in André F. Droogers's notion of “methodological ludism” in which 
“the ludic is the capacity to deal simultaneously and subjunctively with two or more ways of 
classifying reality” (Droogers 1996, 53; 1999; Knibbe and Droogers 2011). To craft his 
definition of “methodological ludism,” Droogers relied on Victor Turner, who wrote that “I 
sometimes talk about the liminal phase being dominantly in the ‘subjunctive mood’ of culture, 
the mood of maybe, might-be, as-if, hypothesis, fantasy, conjecture, desire, depending on which 
of the trinity, cognition, affect, and conation (thought, feeling, or intention) is situationally 
dominant” (Turner 1990, 11–12). 

The Anthropocene is, to use the language of Edgar Wind, “an unusual object endowed with the 
kind of contradictory attributes which are difficult to imagine united” (1968, 222). As such, 
serious play as an approach to the Anthropocene has the potential both to elucidate and to open 
up the concept for contemporary scholarship and practice. We think four traits of serious play are 
particularly apt for engaging with the Anthropocene—and for understanding the principles 
underlying An Anthropocene Primer. First, serious play is not simply a form of amusement; there 
are stakes to serious play. These might be socioeconomic, as in the case of “deep play” described 
by Geertz (1972) and Bentham (1864, 131), or they might be environmental, as they are with the 
Anthropocene. The stakes are never purely intellectual. Serious play with theories about the 
Anthropocene has consequences for politics, policies, pedagogies, and more. Second, serious 
play with the Anthropocene is a nonlinear practice. The goal is not to arrive at a universal or 
universalizable definition or set of responses. Rather, serious play with the Anthropocene 
concept is experimental, contradictory, and generative. It focuses on the liminal “might-be, as-
ifs” suggested by Victor Turner (1990, 11). Reveling in ambiguity, it has the potential to shed 
light on and provoke new responses to our ways of thinking and doing. Third, serious play is an 
intersubjective, sociable experience. It requires collaboration both across the disciplines and 
across structural boundaries, whether disciplinary, institutional, or sociocultural. Finally, serious 
play is a method for generating critique. It is an iterative process of development meant to 
challenge and reshape our theoretical frameworks, our disciplinary structures, and our methods 
and practices. 

Through serious play—both in content and form—An Anthropocene Primer participates in 
overlapping and complementary scholarly practices central to the futures of anthropology. 
Perhaps most significantly, it fulfills a pedagogical role, blending formal, informal, traditional, 
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and continuing learning. The multimodal structure emphasizes and embodies experiment, 
ambiguity, intersubjectivity, and critique. The primer provides a space for collaboration in which 
all participants are learners and have the capacity to create new interpretations and build 
together. Doing so situates the serious play of An Anthropocene Primer within the realm of 
critical pedagogy (Freire 2000; Giroux 2011; hooks 1994), answering a need for a pedagogy of 
the Anthropocene that reimagines what we study, how we analyze it, and how we understand the 
institutions in which we operate (Rousell 2015). When considering potential futures for 
anthropology, we can use the primer to provide a pedagogical model that serves the parallel 
missions of anthropological training and applied practice. An Anthropocene Primer offers 
multiple paths for knowing while providing a model for the ways that critical pedagogy in, of, 
and for the Anthropocene might be practiced from multiple cultural perspectives. 

One of the most pressing concerns of an anthropology of, in, and for the Anthropocene is our 
responsibility to train the next generation of scholars (Stoller 2018). Not only will this generation 
be forced to grapple with the conceptual legacies of the Anthropocene—in particular, the 
embodiment of these legacies in theoretical and methodological models—but this generation is 
living in an age of dramatic environmental transformation. Their worlds and the worlds of the 
communities with which they work will force them to respond to emerging conditions, including 
environmental disasters, massive migrations, and resource shortages. Because of this, we think 
that it is essential that the Anthropocene be placed centrally in anthropological education. In 
order to do this, educators and students alike must be willing to integrate and engage with the 
rapidly expanding set of knowledges around the Anthropocene. The primer provides the tools 
and a model for doing this through the open peer-review functionality. But, its development 
points to some of the structural challenges inherent to shifting current practices. 

Our vision of an anthropology in, of, and for the Anthropocene requires new experiments, 
including multimodal tools that embody interdisciplinary and ethical practices for an engaged 
anthropology. From an ethical position, we think that at the very minimum projects such as the 
primer need to be freely available to the widest audience possible through open access.iv As basic 
as this position might seem, open access exists within the economics of capitalist systems; 
providing information is not free, nor is retrieving it. This limitation maps itself onto a second 
principle we think is important: the democratization of knowledge access (McDonald and Kelly, 
forthcoming). When building the primer, we cocreated it with a team of people from six 
continents whose experience and expertise ranged across multiple sectors, both within and 
beyond academia as well as from various cultural lenses. What resulted was an interdisciplinary, 
participatory tool that can serve multiple purposes and multiple audiences. New elements can be 
codesigned, built, and extended by students, anthropologists, and the communities with which 
we work—all the while facilitating dynamic interactions between them. It is, therefore, a tool 
that not only provides a unique learning experience but also models how a digital platform might 
break down some of the barriers to participation in the realm of knowledge production 
(McDonald and Kelly, forthcoming). Supporting these collaborations, however, required 
significant institutional financial help—to assemble the original team of cocreators as well as 
support the editors as they continue to develop the primer. What we have also found is that 
despite the openness of the primer, participation requires constant coordination, ranging from 
marketing to organizing group reads. In other words, without constant maintenance, research, 
and facilitation, these types of projects do not have a life of their own. 
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Our commitment to knowledge in a pedagogical context brought us to the principle of 
extensibility as a key feature of a multimodal anthropology in, of, and for the Anthropocene. In 
order to achieve this, we needed a dynamic system of publishing that allows for new features and 
welcomes participation by a broad community of participants. This requires two things. First, as 
we have already indicated, it requires editors that have made a commitment to maintaining and 
extending the platform. Second, it requires a new mode for thinking through the process of 
publication. In traditional academic publication, the goal is to complete a finished “work” with a 
set of coherent ideas that build to a single argument. These are recognized by the community of 
scholars through the imprimatur of a press that has put it through peer review and a series of 
editorial processes. At the end of this process, the text is necessarily fixed. Any changes require 
authors to go through this process again in order to create a new edition, with huge investments 
of institutional resources. Because of this, new editions are the exception, not necessarily the 
norm. This mode of operation has slipped into our processes in the digital world as well. The 
vast majority of digital texts follow this same path—especially those that are produced through 
publishers. In a realm that has the potential to be dynamic, ever changing, and interactive, digital 
texts, like their analog predecessors, become fixed—not because of the limits of technology but 
because of the procedures inherent to the institutionalization of knowledge. Making An 
Anthropocene Primer extensible meant that the work would never be fixed—that modules, 
readings, and themes could transform to reflect the changing needs of users and, therefore, there 
would be multiple open-access versions. The consequences of this are twofold. First, this 
approach puts limits on the modes in which the primer can exist; effectively, its core 
functionalities require online publication—even if a portion of the text is developed for an analog 
format. Second, in a world in which academic value is measured by the imprimatur of a well-
respected press, authors must either find a publisher willing to experiment in new formats that 
are unlikely to recoup the costs of publication (Version 1.0 of An Anthropocene Primer is under 
review with Indiana University Press), or they need to work in a university system willing to 
evaluate the scholarly value of digital objects without resort to traditional forms of peer review. 

The challenge posed to anthropology in responding to the Anthropocene is, in part, a pedagogical 
one, an institutional one, and a publishing one. It is also fundamentally an ethical one about 
access and participation. Using the multimodal framework of the primer creates a realm for 
serious play that has great value in anthropological training in, of, and for the Anthropocene. It 
helps inform as well as model practices for interdisciplinary engagement, dialogue, and 
multimodality between numerous users globally, locally, and interculturally. Shifting practices, 
however, also necessitate shifting structures—the institutions with which we work, the scholarly 
practices and expectations with which we have become accustomed, and the financing system in 
which we operate. 

Conclusion 

A multimodal approach to the Anthropocene—one that allows us to interact, engage in open 
dialogue, and offer formal and informal pedagogical tools for diverse communities through 
serious play—is much needed. Using An Anthropocene Primer as our case study points to how 
the key definitions and debates of the Anthropocene span disciplines, communities, and thematic 
foci. An anthropology in, of, and for the Anthropocene requires us to change our pedagogical 
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modes and tools to make them more collaborative, open, participatory, and responsive to both 
emerging scholarship and the contexts in which learning takes place. 

It is safe to say that we need new theories, structures, and practices for the Anthropocene. One 
important way to achieve this is to create multimodal ways to engage in interdisciplinary work. 
We do not necessarily know where anthropology needs to go in the next decade as disciplines 
merge and subfields emerge, but we do believe that future approaches for applied work will need 
to respond to rapidly changing learning contexts and environmental systems that began years 
ago. 

 
i this workshop was generously funded by the Wenner-Gren Foundation and the Indiana University New Frontiers 
Award for Arts and Humanities. www.anthropologyoftheanthropocene.org 
 
ii Editors: Jason M. Kelly (IUPUI, USA), Fiona P. McDonald(University of British Columbia, Canada); Authors: 
Jason M. Kelly (IUPUI, USA), Fiona P. McDonald (University of British Columbia, Canada), Alejandro Camargo 
(University of Montréal, Canada), Amelia Moore (University of Rhode Island, USA), Mark Kesling (The daVinci 
Pursuit, USA), Ananya Ghoshal (Forum on Contemporary Theory, India), George Marcus (University ofCalifornia, 
Irvine, USA), Paul Stoller (West Chester University, USA), Dominic Boyer (Rice University, USA), Serenella 
Iovino (University of Turin, Italy), Rebecca Ballestra (Artist, Monaco/Italy), Eduardo S. Brondízio (IU, 
Bloomington, USA), Jim Enote (A:shiwiw A:wan Museum and Heritage Center, Zuni, USA), Ignatius Gutsa 
(University of Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe), Cymene Howe (Rice University, USA), Sue Jackson (Griffith University, 
Australia), Phil Scarpino (IUPUI, USA). 
 
iii See, for example, Kelly et al. (2017) Rivers of the Anthropocene 
(https://www.luminosoa.org/site/books/10.1525/luminos.43/) and Kelly (2015) Fjord/Glacier/River 
(www.jasonmkelly.com/fjordglacierriver-allan). 
 
ivOver twenty-five years ago, arXiv.org set the model for open-access scholarly repositories. Over the last decade, 
the number of open-access journals has expanded rapidly, especially in the sciences. In our field, Cultural 
Anthropology has set a new benchmark for open access as well. Research universities across the world have 
established dataset and preprint journal repositories. They even host open-access journals on platforms such as Open 
Journal Systems (OJS). More recently, both nonprofit and for-profit scholarly presses have established open-access 
monograph series, such as University of California Press’s Luminos and University of Michigan Press’s 
digitalculturebooks. The reasons for the widespread interest in open access is complex, but it would be fair to say 
that (at least for those in the nonprofit sector) stakeholders would like to see scholarly research available to 
everybody. Of course, the ideal of open knowledge is far from a reality. Scholars are entangled in an institutional 
nexus of universities, professional organizations, and publishers driven by their own logics, professional norms, and 
economic incentives. These bodies delimit our choices. In doing so, they are shaping what open-access practices 
might look like. In many cases, open-access digital publishing to date simply mirrors analog processes and outputs. 
In reflecting on this, it is helpful to distinguish open access—that is, the capacity for the free exchange of knowledge 
in the digital environment—from the infrastructures, principles, and practices that allow this free exchange. These 
infrastructures, principles, and practices are contested domains, constantly in flux. They determine ownership, 
access, and use of knowledge in the digital domain. The recent FCC ruling on “net neutrality” is only the most 
recent demonstration of conflict in this arena. It is a poignant example of the stakes involved and the ways in which 
a public resource—in this case, the Internet—might become privatized. 

http://www.anthropologyoftheanthropocene.org/
http://www.jasonmkelly.com/fjordglacierriver-allan
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Figure One. Anthropology of the Anthropocene digital and textual outputs. 
(Courtesy of authors) 
 

https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/cms/asset/be656abc-fa5a-4422-bce6-fe54486832a8/aman13114-fig-0001-m.jpg
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Figure 2. Module 1: What is the Anthropocene? (Courtesy of authors) 



16 
 

 

 
Figure 3. Framing the Anthropocene. (Courtesy of authors) 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Hypothes.is in use on An Anthropocene Primer. (Courtesy of authors) 
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