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Shaping Earth in our image
An interdisciplinary interrogation of the Anthropocene
misses the chance to probe broader and deeper
By Erle C. Ellis1 and Mark Maslin2,3
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All this scholarly ferment should surprise no one. At stake is no less than what it
means to change the planet—and even what
it means to be human. Yet these varied proposals are treated here as diversions from a
single, “correct” scientific definition.
Perhaps the most remarkable thing about
this book is what is left out. There are no
archaeologists among the authors, and
some of the most important works ever
published on the subject are not cited. The
early Anthropocene hypothesis, which posits that intense farming activities triggered
considerable anthropogenic changes in
Earth’s climate as long as 8000 years ago,
goes unmentioned. Nor do any of the essays
challenge how the Anthropocene might
eventually be defined by scientists as an epoch of geologic time, despite ongoing efforts
to do so by several of the authors.
One chapter explains the entangling of Indigenous history and sedimentary processes
in Crawford Lake in southern Ontario and
how a “golden spike” in those sediments due
to radionuclide fallout from nuclear tests
might come to mark the start of the Anthropocene in the year 1952. Less clear, however,
is the fact that the working group responsible
for epoch definition had already voted not to
consider any earlier human evidence in these
or any other sediments (1).
More concerning is the book’s failure
to explain why leading stratigraphers and
environmental scientists are increasingly
convinced that defining the Anthropocene
as an epoch of geologic time—1950s or otherwise—is neither useful nor scientifically
accurate (2). Dividing Earth’s history into
two parts at a single point in time seems
arbitrary to them, when it is so clear that
human transformations of this planet represent an ongoing and evolving geological
event that has been spreading and scaling up
for millennia.
Where is the essay on defining the Anthropocene in relation to the wealthiest people
on Earth—those most responsible for climate
change? Where are the billion black Anthropocenes (3) and the communities who suffered as a result of European colonialism?
What of the Indigenous peoples who have
sustained Earth’s biodiversity for millennia?
In Altered Earth, this fertile and important
ground for discussion is left to others. j
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ANTHROPOCENE

Having voted to exclude other evidence prior to the
1950s, a working group may define the Anthropocene
using radionuclide signatures from Crawford Lake.
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