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I. The trouble with oneness: the planet of Earth System Science

In One Planet, Many Worlds: The Climate Parallax, Dipesh Chakrabarty
establishes “the fact that the problem of anthropogenic climate change required us to
engage with Earth System Science (ESS).”" Such a requirement to engage, along with
the reiterated deployment of ESS as the authoritative source to grasp the oneness of
the planet, invokes eerily for me the “higher language of science” that Chakrabarty
was once critical of in Provincializing Europe.? Rather than translation between
languages and life-worlds, ESS seems to take the place of the “superior positivity of
H20O" now, an overarching language infused with the ideal of objectivity and the status
of transparency.® Although Chakrabarty acknowledges that the Earth system is a
constructed “hyper-object” and that ESS is a product of the Cold War, historicizing the
science does not provincialize the knowledge for him.*

It is important to inquire into how ESS has been not simply science but also

politics, from the Cold War past to the perpetual war present.® It is part of a regime of
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expertise with specific epistemic borders and knotty political entanglements. The
dominance of ESS, as other scholars have pointed out, involves marginalizing and
displacing other ways of “studying the Earth as a system,” other conceptions of the
“complex assemblage of animal-micro-biome interactions,” and other frameworks of
collaboration across plural ways of knowing.® The knowledge that ESS produces is far
from neutral given its collection, form, and interpretation of data. As Deborah Coen
and Fredrik Jonsson demonstrate, the “geo-epistemology” of ESS relies on “remote
sensing to produce homogenous global data,” externalizes human activity from the
Earth System, and erases subaltern agency “from its ‘natural’ archives.”’” Relatedly, the
computer-based mathematical modeling underlying ESS neglects the complexities of
climate and reduces it to “a purely physical phenomenon.”® Whereas Chakrabarty
counts on ESS sanguinely to capture the unitary planet, the hegemonic modeling
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paradigm made it “an agent ‘of globalizing reductionism’” for others.’

The planet/globe distinction that Chakrabarty presents gets even murkier in the
co-production of science and technocratic governance. With its epistemic lineage in
the Cold War obsession with weaponizing the forces of nature, ESS is embedded in a
“culture of climate modeling” geared toward prediction through simulated
projections.’ Far from decentering the human, it “fabricated ... a system of

management of the Earth.”"" ESS's predictive modeling of the planet is thereby bound

up with managerial spheres of global governance and their domesticating schemes of
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mitigation and adaptation, particularly in UN arenas such as the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change.

“It matters,” Donna Haraway reminds us, “which stories tell stories, which
concepts think concepts ... which systems systematize systems.”"? It matters whether
the concept of the planet stems from a dominant regime of expertise and governance
that inherits its epistemological (infra)structure from the Cold War project of conquering
the Earth in a race for supremacy. Or whether planetary thinking is grounded in
ecological worldviews and relationships that will not register on the homogenous data
and computer modeling of ESS.

It matters from which locus and with which stories we decenter the human.

[l.  The oneness of modernization: can the modern be provincialized?

There is a schism between Chakrabarty's desire to “provincialize the human” as
a humanist historian and the stories he tells about modernity and its emancipatory
visions." Although he carefully distinguishes between Western and postcolonial
projects of modernity and links both to the climate crisis, the one underlying grammar
he seems to take for granted is that modernity is inseparable from questions of (human)
freedom and democracy." Chakrabarty invokes a range of voices in the postcolonial
world—from state leaders to influential intellectuals to subaltern figures such as young
villagers who want city life—in order to demonstrate that emancipatory desires
attached to modernization are ubiquitous and undeniable, even if “unfulfilled or
unfulfillable.”'® Diverse anti-colonial visions and subaltern desires are thus folded into

an astoundingly unitary narrative of liberatory modernization.
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The book repeatedly references the hegemonic discourse about modernization
and economic growth pulling millions out of poverty without critically examining what
Ashis Nandy calls “the undying myth of development.”" As Nandy and other scholars
who investigate the modernization of poverty have emphasized, urbanization and
development have exacerbated, rather than solving, large-scale destitution.'® Their
investigation attends to those made invisible by the powerful myth of modernization:
the millions of people systemically pauperized and displaced by development projects,
including villagers and farmers who were forcibly expelled from their land and their
farming life instead of wanting city life as a matter of course. Along with those millions,
entire “communities, ecosystems, and voices” get submerged by “monumental
modernity,” to use Rob Nixon's term."

While Chakrabarty recognizes that the energy extraction for projects of
modernization destroys the environment, he ties this destruction to a rhetoric of
necessity and redemption. His frequent references to population, coupled with his
remark on the Green Revolution, are revealing. Commenting on access to energy and
artificial fertilizers, he writes, “without this environment-destroying technological
innovation, the world would have found it difficult to feed its growing number of
humans. And the India of my adolescent years would have been stranded with massive
food crises, if not famines, in the 1960s if the so-called “green revolution” of the late
1960s had not saved the situation.”?° The feed-the-world rationalization of
environmental destruction is connected to the dominant discourse of food security. Its
misleadingly narrow focus on technology and productivity fails to address the vital role

of food production and distribution in determining which humans would actually be
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fed.?" Furthermore, social movements for food sovereignty and agroecology have been
practicing and advocating for a more sustainable and equitable way of farming and
organizing food systems without falsely pitting humans against ecosystems.?

The Green Revolution has been criticized for the long-term social and ecological
harms resulting from its industrial monocultural model and high-input,
resource-intensive package.”® What | want to highlight here is the logic of oneness
undergirding this project of (agricultural) modernization: it claims to advance the only
desirable and legitimate path of development. Claiming improved seeds and
technological innovations, it set out to remedy Third World and indigenous (agri)culture
as it saw existing peasant practices and knowledge systems hardly as anything other

Ill 1"
1

than “traditiona primitive,” “backward,” and an “obstacle” to economic

development.? This violence of (dis)regarding difference as backward otherness is
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constitutive of modernizing projects. It is enacted—and simultaneously concealed—by
the redemptive narrative of modernization as necessary and emancipatory.
Chakrabarty’s “many worlds” affirm the multiplicity of political differences.?
Nonetheless, the main human subjects he addresses remain unitary in one aspect: they
are modernizing humans.? And modernizing humans, by definition, cannot
provincialize themselves. Beyond this irresolvable contradiction, taking for granted
"worldwide investment in modernity”# leaves many people, voices, and political paths
submerged. Investigating such an investment as hegemonic, on the other hand,
necessitates inquiring into counter-hegemonic visions and practices in the past and

present.

lll. The submerged many: other paths, desires, and ways of flourishing

As alluring as the emancipatory aspirations attached to modernization have
been, its ideology of supremacy has long been contested in multiple locations.
Alternative values and commitments have been articulated and pursued. Noteworthy
are three important loci of dissensus that are either glossed over or missing in One
Planet, Many Worlds.

The first one includes critical interventions from postcolonial, decolonial, and
Indigenous thought which investigate the relationship between European colonialism,
modernity, and ecology. Chakrabarty posits that postcolonial thought of the 1990s,
including his own work, was “environmentally blind” because it “took modernity and
the modernization of the world for granted.”?® Yet there were significant critiques, in
the 1990s and even before, of both modernizing development and ecological

destruction in more than one postcolonial context. Ashis Nandy attended to the nexus

» He avows, “There is no one humanity in politics. Politics stems from what differentiates humans.”
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of modernity, science, development, and violence as early as the 1980s.?” Wary of the
use of “the alibis of Development” to destroy tribal life-system and “the forest as
foundation of life,” Gayatri Spivak underscored “a global movement for
non-Eurocentric ecological justice” as she engaged with Mahasweta Devi's work.*
Ramachandra Guha drew attention to the continuing importance of peasant
movements and “the battle for the forest” in the Third World.*’

Beyond South Asia, Enrique Dussel provided a global account of modernity that
accounted for its genocidal violence.* In Sylvia Wynter's diagnosis, the crisis was the
“globally hegemonic techno-industrial way of life,” wherein “the ongoing degradation
of our human modes of life” is inseparable from the systematic extinction of many
other organic forms of life.** In his “anthropology of modernity,” Arturo Escobar
examined how the development discourse constructed and intervened on both the
“Third World” and “nature,” and how grassroots movements resisted it and articulated
alternatives.** Indigenous scholars and activists such as Winona LaDuke and
Haunani-Kay Trask have been especially vocal about the ecological havoc wrecked by
settler colonial domination, militarism, and developments. Their struggles for land and
life cannot be simply folded into “minority” struggles for more rights.*

These examples from the 1990s and earlier show us that far from being taken for
granted, modernity and the modernization of the world have been interrogated for the

past few decades for its violence against both human and nonhuman beings. Notably,
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these thinkers attributed the ecological crisis to specific modern world-ordering
projects, not to humans in general as the term Anthropocene indicates.* They urge us
to grapple with at least two implications for planetary thinking. First, we cannot redress
climate catastrophe within a social imaginary hinged on the racialized production of
nature as resources to be mined for human progress.*” Second, though not recognized
as emancipatory by modern measures, subalternized ways of relating ecologically hold
reparative possibilities for both nonhumans and humans.

The second locus of dissensus concerns articulations of dissent in the colonized
world that diverged from the historically dominant trajectory of modernizing
nationalism. Instead of equating anticolonial struggles with the dominant model as if it
were a foregone conclusion, it is important to excavate those voices who did not abide
by it as the only legitimate path, or even a desirable one. M. K. Gandhi, often cited as
a fierce critic of modernity, was only one among many others for whom “the
universalist premise of industrial civilization was a hoax.”*® As Amitav Ghosh notes,
from the Chinese educator Zhang Shizhao to the Burmese diplomat U Thant, significant
numbers of people vocalized concerns about models of economic growth based on
the industrial “devouring of the planet.”* Crucially, heterodox proposals for
decentralized and ecologically attuned political and economic systems were
advanced.”® For instance, J. C. Kumarappa, an Indian anticolonial economist, saw

large-scale industrialization as an impediment rather than a pathway to meaningful
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democracy, and advocated “village level self-sufficiency for building an ecologically
regenerative ‘economy of permanence’.”*' Such alternative visions of socio-economic
transformation and ecological regeneration are important to reconsider, for they can
offer political possibilities for the “many worlds” in our present.

This leads me to the third locus of dissensus: contemporary subaltern struggles
against the dominant political economic order and its planet-devouring logics. Notable
among them are global Indigenous and peasant movements. Those who have long
suffered disproportionately from ecological degradation are not merely helpless
victims; they have been at the forefront of demanding structural changes instead of
quick fixes. La Via Campesina, for example, unequivocally rejects the industrial
monocultural model of agriculture along with the corporate trade and food regime in
its fight against neo-colonialism and capitalism.*? It mobilizes for agrarian reform, food
sovereignty, agroecology, and climate justice, among other demands. Peasant
movements emphasize that agroecology is not just an approach to agriculture but a
“way of life”: “We recognize that as humans we are but a part of nature and the
cosmos. We share a spiritual connection with our lands and with the web of life.”*

Such an articulation suggests that the worlds are many not only politically, but
also ontologically. Taking seriously the many ways of being and becoming in this
deeper sense of heterogeneity means refusing their submergence by the reign of
oneness. We cannot engage in planetary thinking without addressing, as the above
movements and thinkers do, planet-devouring forces that annihilate our kin as well as
the possibility of making kin. To re-orient ourselves to the politically and ontologically
many worlds, and to imagine ourselves as “planetary creatures rather than global

entities”*

—as Spivak provoked us to imagine at the very height of the globalization
fever of the 2000s—we have a lot to learn from those who already live this imagination

in their daily existence and struggles for a planet in which many worlds could breathe.

1 lbid., 12.

%2 "La Via Campesina: The Global Voice of Peasants,” La Via Campesina, 2021,
https://viacampesina.org/en/international-peasants-voice/.

* "|nternational Forum for Agroecology, Nyéléni Center, Sélingué, Mali, 24-27 February 2015,” 5, 16.
* Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Planetarity,” in Death of a Discipline (Columbia University Press, 2003),
73.



https://viacampesina.org/en/international-peasants-voice/
https://viacampesina.org/en/international-peasants-voice/

