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I’m a geographer who writes mainly about risk 
governance, specifically about what is called ‘invisible risk’ 
– natural and human-made risks that are difficult to 
immediately perceive such as radiation, nanotechnology 
or climate change. 
  
This paper grew partly out of a struggle with some 
theoretical problems around matter or materiality and 
ideology, and partly out of a reaction to a conference 
session on the Anthropocene at an American geography 
conference that I took part in a couple of years ago.  
  
The Anthropocene is a proposed geological epoch in 
which humans are the dominant ecological force. [explain 
more] 
  
Pretty much all of the speakers talked essentially about 
the coming apocalypse and the kind of melancholia it 
produces. And some claimed that there was no literature 
or theory which deals with extreme climate or weather… 
As usual, all of the other speakers were white men who 
cited more white men, especially from Europe, which 
really is the best place to look when you want to think 
about cataclysmic weather events… Perhaps this is 
actually a fitting image of the Anthropocene apocalypse.  
 



Anyway, at that conference, I said to myself that I would never write a paper on the 
apocalypse, because it felt so counter-productive and affirmative of an unhelpful 
cultural trope. Obviously, I have changed my mind, and I will try to explain why.  
  
So, at  that conference session where everyone became melancholic about the 
apocalypse, I gave a paper drawing on Simone Weil and on French Caribbean 
authors including Frantz Fanon and Aimé & Suzanne Césaire. After my 
presentation, the only comment I received, actually by pretty much the only other 
woman in the room, was: ‘wow – you were only citing women and black people! 
Was that on purpose?’  
 
At the time, this was not on purpose, as I just wanted to get a message across 
about the depoliticisation of the Anthropocene, and these interwar or wartime 
authors offered an appropriate call to arms rather than a depressing resignation.  
So, in a sense, the paper that I’m presenting today is the paper I would have given, 
had I known that everyone was going to be framing the Anthropocene as an 
apocalypse.  
  
In my endeavour, I’m guided by this quote by the Guadeloupean author Daniel 
Maximin:  
 
‘Apostrophant l’apocalypse, misant sur le déluge prêt à remodeler ton île avec le secours de ton 
volcan, tu as failli te faire toi aussi prendre au piège du terrorisme par procuration. Et tu cherches 
encore à préserver ton style pour le suivi de ta dérive sans oser rester seul en l’ayant dépassé. 
Mais ne va rien déchirer encore…’  
 
Daniel Maximin, Soufrières, 1987, p.188 



To me, this quote by Maximin encapsulates a lot of the problems in climate change 
and risk discourse that we need to address if we are still invested in a different kind 
of future.  
  
What strikes me about this quote is the many nuances that the word ‘apostropher’ 
invokes. As you will see, the structure of this paper is entirely based on my struggle 
to translate these sentences, and especially the word ‘apostropher’, hence the lack 
of a translation for now…  
  
I found that, while trying out different possibilities with the translation – to get across 
the different meanings that resonate with not only the term ‘apostropher’, but with 
many of the other words as well – I ended up circling several issues that enrage me 
about the discourse on the future in my field. 
  
In this sense, the paper speaks mainly to the question of what the future might look 
like if we imagine it through the Caribbean – is the Caribbean a space through which 
we can imagine the future differently?  
  
‘Or, put it in other words, is the Caribbean ‘not an apocalyptic world’, as it has been 
claimed by authors such as Antonio Benìtez-Rojo. 
  
Obviously, I cannot go into all of Caribbean literary discourse, so decided to I 
orientate this paper around examples from my reading so far that, for me, sum up 
and speak to particular problems in Anthropocene discourse. I hope they make 
sense to everyone else. 
  
So what do we do when we ‘apostrophise’ the apocalypse? 
 



1. Calling out the apocalypse 
 
2. Shouting (at the) apocalypse 
 
3. Putting the ‘apocalypse’ into inverted commas 
 
4. Apostroph’apocalypse: Arresting the apocalypse 



Calling	  out	  the	  apocalypse	  

  
What are we doing when we call out the apocalypse?  
And when we equate anthropogenic climate change with this 
apocalypse? 
  
Technically, the apocalypse is supposed to be a revelation.  
That is how it translates. 
But is there anything new that we have gained from recent 
Anthropocene discourse?  
Is it not more of an affirmation? 
Was planetary scale human impact on the environment 
previously unthinkable?  
  
The world-as-it-is is being portrayed as a ruin-in-the-making, or 
rather a fossil-in-the making. And it’s all our fault.  
  
We have done too much, gone too far.  
  
Perhaps, then, to call out the apocalypse is supposed to act as 
an emergency brake. 
  
We are stating henceforth that our world as it is,  
is being remodelled by us for worse,  
but there is an opportunity to make it better.  
 



When we call out the apocalypse, we seek to 
mobilise forces, people, institutions. 
We want to see an intervention – or rather, 
different callers want to see different kinds of 
interventions: geo-engineering, fortification, 
carbon capture, carbon tax, species corridors, 
seed banks, leaving cities, abandon earth, 
write to your MP. 
  
When we call out the apocalypse, we not only 
build a catalogue of measures, but also an 
acceptance of measures. These measures are 
there to protect us from… effectively ourselves. 
But these measures may also do the opposite, 
because we always pay insufficient attention to 
the we. 
  
When we call out the apocalypse, we often 
continue this ignorance 
and the Anthropocene as perhaps its result. 
How did ‘we’ become a geophysical force?  
 

UN	  interven<on,	  Hai<	  



Here, we may draw on the next part of the 
translation, which provisionally goes as follows:  
 
“banking on the Flood ready to remodel your 
island with the help of your volcano,  
you have almost fallen into the trap of terrorism 
by proxy” 
  
Maximin reminds us that some revolutions did not 
happen, because nature apparently withheld its 
support.   
  
As one of his characters states: 
 
‘Do you know that we would have been a free 
people at the same time as Haiti if La Soufrière 
had erupted onto Basse-Terre in 1802, applauded 
by the joyful insurgents? How many cyclones 
does it have to take to reconcile us with our 
land?’ (p. 88) 
 

Battle at San Domingo  
by January Suchodolski (1845) 

 



This terrorism by proxy is still craved 
In the UK, storms and floods are caused by gay 
marriage  
In the States, Hurricane Sandy was provoked by 
abortion rights 
And now, many people want to see capitalism drown 
in a quasi-biblical flood.  
But the real terrorism does not lie in the yearning for 
super-natural assistance 
But in the terms of protection from this in-human 
intervention 
  
“What follows always brings on what comes before” 
writes Maximin  
Evacuation imminent – choose between safety or 
death.  
The only thing that must die is the idea of freedom. 
  
He draws out the following tension: 
The apocalypse as a ‘luxury anxiety for Westerners’  
versus the luxury of control by Westerners, 
Northerners or whatever meta‑geographical term 
you want to give them/us: 
a very real control of people through the ability to 
deter the harbingers of the apocalypse 



According to historian Dipesh Chakrabarty, there is 
no escape for anyone from what is to come, 
‘there are no lifeboats here for the rich and the 
privileged’, he writes. 
But look who has lifeboats. (1) 
We all may be a geophysical force, we may all be 
geology, but we don’t matter, are matter and own 
matter equally. 
Thus we are held hostage not only by the feared 
natural forces.  
  
At this point, we may begin to think that nature is 
perhaps the better ally 
Certainly Daniel Maximin has thought about it. 
He reckons that at least natural disasters do not 
know class, race or other differences. As in 
Chakrabarty’s vision, everyone is annihilated equally. 
But then who is exposed to the most risk through 
what circumstances? 
  
This situation of course plays out beyond the 
Caribbean. Once again, we witness Aimé Césaire’s 
boomerang effect of colonialism, the nearest 
example taking place in the neighbouring and almost 
equally disaster-prone United States, which arguably 
and perhaps equally never left the colonial era in the 
first place.  
 
(1) This has been pointed out by Maximin through a lifeboat scene in 
Soufrières & recently by  poets Juliana Spahr & Joshua Clover. 



The governors in Florida have voiced the desire for a 
North-South split, because North Florida does not 
support intervention in the South’s climate change 
related problems, despite all the tourism venue it 
brings to the whole state. As South Miami mayor 
Philip Stoddard put it: 
  
“It’s very apparent that the attitude of the northern 
part of the state is that they would just love to saw the 
state in half and just let us float off into the 
Caribbean,”  
“They’ve made that abundantly clear at every 
possible opportunity and I would love to give them the 
opportunity to do that.” 
 



While South Florida feels prompted to separate to 
channel its inner Caribbean – maybe climate change 
is the great leveller after all? - California seems 
inclined to follow a more old skool model of 
segregation. Recently, it made headlines with a 
proposal to split the state, because it is deemed ‘too 
big and diverse’, predictably ending up with a 
proposal that leaves poorer areas of the state to 
fend for themselves and over water rights et cetera.  
  
Hey, was ‘terrorism by proxy’ in the form of 
impending disaster not supposed to bring people 
together rather than split them up? Or are we talking 
new, but not-so-new alliances?  
Maybe the question should be: ‘how many cyclones 
does it take to reconcile us with ourselves?’  
 



In this context, the desire for ‘terrorism by 
proxy’ prompts another question: 
  
What if there was no global warming? If 
nothing, to come back to the ending of the 
Maximin quote, ‘tears up again’? 
Normally, this question is used as an excuse 
to carry on business as usual, 
But I want to suggest that the Caribbean 
situation so far prompts another interpretation. 
Do we need to wait for environmental signs,  
for the scientific confirmation of the 
Anthropocene as our mirror,  
for the helping hand of natural disaster 
to give us a reason for calling out?  
 



Shouting (at the) Apocalypse 

Image:	  Hurricane,	  Jamaica	  

  
Instead of calling out, we may also be 
shouting.  
It sometimes feels like we are less shouting 
the word ‘apocalypse’, but shouting at the 
apocalypse, flailing our arms haplessly 
against its approaching immensity.  
  
In this ungrounding and re-grounding that we 
are currently undergoing in our 
transformation into a geologic force that 
destabilises our present condition,  
we experience considerable vertigo.  
 



Jason	  DeCaires	  Taylor	  ‘Anthropocene’	  (2011)	  

In a way, we feel like we’ve been rendered 
geologically active, but politically rather passive.  
We pass through premature fossilisation in the 
face of nature’s agency that we are suddenly 
able to perceive, apparently through Bruno 
Latour.   
Shouting, flailing, we spew forth a deluge of 
cultural production that portrays us as just that:  
already dead. 
 
This is not the ‘vertigo of extreme possibility’, as 
Edouard Glissant put it, but the vertigo of 
extreme impossibility. Or is it?  
 

Jason	  DeCaires	  Taylor	  ‘Silent	  Evolu<on’	  (2012)	  	  



Here, I want to draw on a different Caribbean author to 
illuminate this seemingly universal paralysis.  
After all, he knows more about the Anthropocene than 
anyone, having identified the condition nearly century ago.  
Showing a few of his poems to one of my colleages, he, too, 
concluded that Aimé Césaire wrote anthropocenic poetry 
‘avant la lettre’.  
And, as I want to argue, he perhaps renders the 
anthropocenic condition and geologic imagery in more 
enlivening ways than perhaps anything that is currently 
circulating. 
 



aimé	  césaire	  –	  lagoonal	  calendar	  	  
from	  ‘i,	  laminaria’,	  1982	  	  
(transl.	  1990	  eshleman/smith)	  
	  
i	  inhabit	  a	  sacred	  wound	  
i	  inhabit	  imaginary	  ancestors	  
i	  inhabit	  an	  obscure	  vision	  
i	  inhabita	  long	  silence	  
i	  inhabit	  an	  irremediable	  thirst	  
i	  inhabit	  a	  one	  thousand	  year	  voyage	  
i	  inhabit	  a	  three-‐hundred	  year	  war	  
i	  inhabit	  an	  isolated	  cult	  
between	  bulb	  and	  bulbil	  I	  inhabit	  the	  unexploited	  space	  
i	  inhabit	  not	  a	  vein	  of	  basalt	  
but	  the	  rising	  <de	  of	  lava	  
which	  runs	  back	  up	  the	  gulch	  at	  full	  speed	  
and	  burns	  all	  the	  mosques	  
i	  make	  the	  most	  of	  this	  avatar	  
to	  an	  absurdly	  botched	  version	  of	  paradise	  
-‐-‐it	  is	  much	  worse	  than	  a	  hell—	  
i	  inhabit	  from	  <me	  to	  <me	  one	  of	  my	  wounds	  
each	  minute	  I	  change	  apartments	  
and	  any	  peace	  frightens	  me	  
	  
whirling	  fire	  
aecidium	  like	  none	  other	  for	  the	  dust	  
of	  strayed	  worlds	  
having	  spat	  out	  of	  my	  fresh-‐water	  entrails	  
a	  volcano	  I	  remain	  with	  my	  loaves	  of	  words	  and	  	  
my	  secret	  minerals	  

	  
i	  inhabit	  thus	  a	  vast	  thought	  
but	  in	  most	  cases	  i	  prefer	  to	  confine	  myself	  	  
to	  the	  smallest	  of	  my	  ideas	  
or	  else	  i	  inhabit	  a	  magical	  formula	  
only	  its	  opening	  words	  
the	  rest	  being	  forgoXen	  
i	  inhabit	  the	  ice	  block	  
i	  inhabit	  the	  debacle	  
i	  inhabit	  the	  face	  of	  a	  great	  disaster	  
i	  inhabit	  in	  most	  cases	  the	  driest	  udder	  
of	  the	  skinniest	  peak-‐-‐	  the	  she-‐wolf	  of	  these	  clouds—	  
i	  inhabit	  the	  halo	  of	  the	  Cactaceae	  
i	  inhabit	  a	  herd	  of	  goats	  pulling	  on	  the	  <t	  
of	  the	  most	  desolate	  argan	  tree	  
to	  tell	  you	  the	  truth	  i	  no	  longer	  know	  my	  correct	  address	  
bathyal	  or	  abyssal	  
i	  inhabit	  in	  the	  octopus	  hole	  
i	  fight	  with	  the	  octopus	  over	  an	  octopus	  hole	  
	  
brother	  lay	  off	  
wrack	  rubbish	  
I	  hook	  on	  like	  devil’s	  guts	  
or	  uncoil	  poranalike	  
it’s	  all	  the	  same	  thing	  
which	  the	  wave	  rolls	  
which	  the	  sun	  cups	  
which	  the	  wind	  flogs	  
sculpture	  in	  the	  round	  of	  my	  nothingness	  
	  
the	  atmospheric	  or	  rather	  historic	  pressure	  
even	  if	  it	  makes	  certain	  of	  my	  words	  sumptuous	  
immeasurably	  increases	  my	  plight	  
	  



What Aimé Césaire, to me, renders in his poems  
is the negotiation we have to undertake  
not just between our human and nonhuman selves, 
but between being or becoming a geological form and 
force 
and being or becoming a thing or object.  
  
In contrast to much current cultural, including academic 
production, 
Césaire’s anthropocenic poetry is not melancholic, 
nostalgic or passive.  
It is violent, sexual and ambiguous. It is not fatalism, but 
a force, an energy.  
A force that, too, seeks to destabilise life as it is, but 
pulls our floating selves to the core of the problem.  
It is a way of taking charge, of taking charge of our 
multiple blindspots surrounding matter and power.  
 

The use of poetry as a force is even more directly 
described in the work of Suzanne Césaire, who, in 1943 
writes:  
  
“And I am also thinking of tomorrow. 
Millions of black hands will hoist their terror across the 
furious skies of world war. Freed from a long benumbing 
slumber, the most disinherited of all peoples will rise up 
from plains of ashes.”  
  
This declaration of war is directed against, as she 
phrases it, ‘sordid antinomies of the present’: “whites/
Blacks, Europeans/Africans, civilized/savages” – 
distinctions that have always helped to bring on the 
apocalypse for some people, or to once again borrow one 
of Glissant’s phrases ‘a debasement more eternal than 
apocalypse’. 
 



What we should also note is that this war is fuelled, according to 
her, by a new poetics. Here she mentions surrealist poetry as a 
means of defamiliarisation, which in turn affects a release from 
ingrained alienation, which is what Aimé Césaire was trying to do.  
  
Following both Suzanne and Aimé Césaire,  
The image of a fossilised humanity can be read both as a sign of 
alienation and an embrace of geophysical communion, of being, as 
Maximin puts it ‘a fruit’ of cyclones and other geophysical forces. 
The choice between force or thing. If we have a choice, this is what 
we need to bear in mind.  
  
Following Suzanne and Aimé Césaire, and other Caribbean 
authors, 
We need to reinscribe matter and our material selves 
And shout out these inscriptions 
In seemingly fossilised spaces 
  
Even when we are politically immobilised,  
we should not be culturally immobilised.  
 



It maybe here where our material selves and the 
material blindspot  
come in useful.  
  
When we write about ourselves as the fruit of 
geophysical forces, 
As natural disasters, as geologic agents,  
We can practice a kind of geo-graphy  
That rewrites. 
That asks how materially determined we are and our 
fate as ‘humanity’. 
  
Evoking ‘mere matter’, our writing may blend into the 
accepted environment  
pass under the radar, but go through, as it did for the 
Martinican journal editors from 1941-1945. The future 
is dependent not only on our ability to uncover and 
address our material and political blindspots, but to 
put them to better use.  
 
While it is said that shouting is better than silence, 
It is also the case that if we shout, but don’t rewrite,  
We just end up shouting at ourselves.  
No wonder no one listens.  



We like putting the apocalypse into inverted 
commas.  
Whatever is going to happen to the planet is 
‘not really’ an apocalypse.  
While things may change, life will go on.  
We cannot imagine the scale anyway. 
And, in a way, we have always been 
governed by disaster:  
nuclear, viral, climatic… there is no shortage 
of threats, tremors and very real loss of life.  
  
In Daniel Maximin’s novels, the apocalypse 
happens all the time.  
The apocalypse seems always local, almost 
personal - and of temporary duration.  
Or just fluctuating in intensity. 
Whether two thirds of people or land are 
wiped out on Martinique or Monserrat,  
Life will go on.  
If we lose two thirds of the planet, life is likely 
to go on, too.   
 

Putting the “apocalypse”  
into inverted commas 



Since the Caribbean islands have been nearly 
completely remodelled over and over by local, or 
rather seemingly local, apocalypses, one could say 
that they are already or permanently post-apocalyptic.  
  
This somewhat ruins the prevalent aesthetic of the 
apocalypse.. 
  
What do we do with a post-apocalyptic place that is 
visited by those who wish to get a ‘taste of paradise’. 
The Caribbean is a place ‘to die for’ (2) rather than a 
place of death. 
Well, at least there is a dinosaur in this picture… 
 

Still, a parallel may be drawn with a recent comment by Franco 
‘Bifo’ Berardi on the subject of extinction: (abbreviated version) 
  
“Extinction won't come with the dark colours of Dostoevsky… 
(…) It will come in the colour of excitement! It is brilliant, 
exciting, glittering, stimulating! Extinction will come in the colour 
of brightness! It is like me! And it is like you." 
  
The apocalypse may thus not just be represented by the bouts 
of extreme weather, epic explosions or the on-coming darkness,  
but reside in the things that feel normal, good or even 
particularly bright.  
  
As Caribbean authors from Suzanne Césaire to Jamaica 
Kincaid have observed: the Caribbean islands are engineered to 
perform like a smoke screen, to stop the ultimate revelation:  
the beauty is overwhelming, distracting, preventing people from 
recognising not only what’s behind, but also from recognising 
themselves and their participation in the everyday apocalypse.  
  
The apocalypse thus emerges as a non-event, performed daily, 
routinely, even happily and with permission.   
  
And now it even has a stratigraphic definition.  
 
(2) See Mimi Sheller (2004) 
 



Recently, media theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff has argued 
that the Anthropocene aesthetic functions as a further 
smokescreen, sometimes literally, in his identification of 
smoke filled industrial revolution paintings as 
anthropocenic imagery. As he writes: 
  
“Like all forms of countervisuality, contesting 
Anthropocene visuality is a decolonial politics that claims 
the right to see what there is to be seen and name it as 
such: a planetary destabilization of the conditions 
supportive of life, requiring a decolonization of the 
biosphere itself in order to create a new sustainable and 
democratic way of life that has been prepared for by 
centuries of resistance.” 
 

What is this ‘new sustainable and democratic way of life that 
has been prepared for by centuries of resistance’? 
  
In my view, what centuries of resistance seem to have 
prepared us for is that  
however much resistance is mounted  
it never seems to shine as bright as the lure of the 
apocalypse  
this may be because big disasters temporarily liberate us 
from overlooking everyday disasters.  
As Georges Perec put it:  
‘What’s scandalous isn’t the pit explosion – it’s working in 
coal mines.’ 
  
Even if the apocalypse comes in the form of a mirror,  
The images may be too bright to see.  
 

Image:	  P.Lotus.	  West	  shore	  of	  Uyak	  Inlet,	  Kodiak	  Island. 



Apostroph’apocalypse:  
Arresting the apocalypse 

Tokelau Islander Protest 

aimé	  césaire	  “lenteur”	  
	  
la	  surac<va<on	  des	  terres	  
qui	  n’est	  pas	  autre	  chose	  que	  la	  compensa<on	  
de	  la	  lenteur	  des	  sangs	  
je	  la	  retrouve	  dieu	  merci	  
dans	  ce	  délire	  compliqué	  des	  roches	  mal	  roulées	  
que	  l’on	  a	  trop	  vite	  fair	  de	  qualifier	  d’infernal	  
comme	  si	  l’enfer	  n’etait	  pas	  
précisé	  par	  ceXe	  foutaise	  solaire	  assez	  peu	  ingénue.	  
	  
arrêtez	  le	  gâchis	  

	  on	  a	  peine	  à	  s’imaginer	  que	  tout	  est	  perdu	  	  
	  puisque	  l’énergie	  des	  cendres	  est	  toujours	  là	  	  
	  et	  souffle	  de	  temps	  en	  temps	  
	   	   	  à	  travers	  les	  décombres.	  

	  

aimé	  césaire	  “slowness”	  
	  
the	  hyperac<va<ng	  of	  the	  lands	  	  
which	  is	  nothing	  else	  than	  a	  compensa<on	  
for	  the	  slowness	  of	  blood	  
i	  find	  it	  again	  thank	  god	  
in	  this	  complicated	  delirium	  of	  weirdly	  shaped	  rocks	  
that	  one	  too	  quickly	  calls	  infernal	  
as	  if	  hell	  were	  not	  	  
revealed	  by	  this	  rather	  disingenuous	  solar	  rubbish.	  
	  
stop	  the	  mess,	  	  

	  it	  is	  hard	  to	  imagine	  all	  is	  lost	  
	  since	  the	  energy	  of	  the	  ashes	  is	  s<ll	  here	  
	  and	  blows	  from	  <me	  to	  <me	  
	   	   	  through	  the	  debris	  

	  
	  

Image:	  Repea<ng	  Islands	  Blog	  



On the other hand, centuries of resistance may indeed be the reason 
why the apocalypse has not already happened  
It has been put on hold, arrested, interrupted. 
  
Celia Britton, reading Daniel Maximin, argues that  
‘resistance is the opposite of apocalypse’.  
  
Indeed, when comparing the 1976 evacuation of Guadeloupe  
with a Chinese evacuation around the same time, 
Maximin finds that the Cold War reporting of the Chinese effort 
emphasised  
that the Chinese government’s information campaign really served two 
ends: 
To help people take ‘desirable’ precautions 
And to use scientific information to remove troubling thoughts about 
repeating disaster, so that the population’s Marxist’s faith would not be 
shaken.  
They did not point this out about Guadeloupe, 
That disaster does not allow a one-way control.  
	  



Ideology must remain intact, coherent,   
Since people who undergo a change of reality 
Either in material or immaterial ways 
Do not accept the apocalypse as the great pacifier. 
More than ever, a political resistance  
must consider the resistance of matter.  
Although human history, like natural history, 
Can seem repetitive and immovable,  
Sometimes, even a mild shaking of the ground  
can erase or at least temporarily suspend the feeling of 
futility. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The message from the Caribbean might thus be 
phrased as follows: 
	  



Dear melancholic anthropocenists,  
  
We know you are feeling sad about the loss of your world. 
This is may be, because you are either too attached to it, or 
not enough. 
We suggest that you come and visit us and our ‘spectacular 
views’… in your thinking. 
In fact, don’t be afraid to be like us, like Martinique, like 
Monserrat, like Haiti,  
Instead, be more like us and our natural disasters - 
The cyclone, the tidal wave, the earthquake, the volcano –  
Instead of relying on them for support. 
If the Anthropocene is about the impact of humanity as a 
whole,  
Make it so.  
The Earth is not going to create change for you!  
 


