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Monnin has argued elsewhere to restore, close, and relocate 
the heritage of our planet’s collapsing livelihood and dismantle 

the old: the north. This text discusses the location of ideas of 
civilization, past and present, and claims that the north must 

consider itself as the witness of obsolete futures. It aims for an 
entire ecological redirection, recognizing the negative commons 

of existing infrastructural and technological models. Doing so, 
summons the north, and France, to learn and dismantle these 

models through themselves.

“ It must happen in France.” This is what 
I heard in June 2022 during a meeting 
between a group of executives and the 

representative of an environmental lobby: “It 
must happen in France. The United States will 
not do it. China will not do it. Germany will not 
do it. And the countries of the south do not 
have to be the first ones to do it.” But what is 
this really about? It’s about making a switch. 
To be the first country to take on the measures 
according to the challenges imposed by the 
degradation of the living conditions on Earth. 
Is it a sign of patriotism or nationalism? It is, 
of course, a possible interpretation. On par 
with the famous “make our planet great again” 
of the French president Emmanuel Macron, 
intended to accentuate the contrast with 

Donald Trump – thus revealing the underlying 
risk: that we confuse them. And the future 
would tell: “There were reasons.” 

No, another reading is possible. Like the 
one proposed by Bertrand Méheust (2018) in 
his book La conversion de Guillaume Portail 
(read William Gates). The story of the richest 
man in the world, a multi-billionaire from a 
Breton family. This Bill Gates’ doppelganger 
owes his success to what ‘made’ Jeff Bezos: 
a flawless knowledge of logistics issues. And 
he intends to use it to lead a quasi-military 
operation to impose degrowth by amassing 
his financial means to weigh on the most 
vulnerable point of the system, demonstrating 
by example that degrowth (called 
“detumescence” in the book) is possible and 

dragging in its wake all the countries of the 
world, as dominos – or almost all of them –, as 
the current models base their conatus on the 
absence of a working alternative. Once again, 
the experiment was taking place in France. Is 
this a case when reality meets fiction, five years 
apart? Why France? Degrowth thinking has 
been developing there for several decades. 
The collapse movement found an echo there 
in 2014, like nowhere else in the world. The 
CoP 21 gave birth to the Paris Agreement. Its 
engineers, who occupy such a special place 
in French society, are particularly sensitive 
to environmental – if not ecological – issues. 
We could continue to list the reasons in a 
rhapsodic fashion, but why bother? The 
important point is elsewhere. 
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The fundamental question, in my view, 
is more about the role that the countries of 
the north are likely to play. France here is just 
a synecdoche. They bear an undisputable 
historical responsibility for the advent of the 
Anthropocene. What contribution can these 
countries make then? No more, please! Several 
thinkers explain that it is time to go beyond 
the point of view of the Moderns (Latour), 
or their Naturalism (Descola), and draw 
inspiration from other cosmologies. In other 
words, other practices of the world; a point 
of view on a different trajectory altogether. 
In this configuration, the indigenous peoples 
see themselves recognizing a preeminent 
role. Witnesses of a collapse that has already 
taken place with the conquest of America, 
they remain, nevertheless, the guardians of 
a way of life from which the peoples of the 
north would have much to learn. Examples of 
‘terrestrial’ peoples, neither devoid of culture 
nor of techniques, most of them living in 
primary environments – the Amazonian Forest 
is strongly anthropized, as researchers have 
shown (Balée 2013) –, they would provide a 
source of inspiration to overcome the impasse 
of modernity. 

However, this account leaves out many 
issues. To begin with, it nourishes a dichotomy 
between indigenous peoples and Westerners, 
dismissing the colonized peoples as nothing, 
when their primary aspiration, as the Indian 
historian Dipesh Chakrabarty (2021) rightly 
reminds us, was to reappropriate modernity 
on their own terms. Moreover, this discourse 
lends itself to interpretations that go in the 
direction of an assumed exterminism, seeing 
the indigenous peoples as uncivilized (an 
eminently debatable reading) and the only 
viable example of a way of life tuned to 
nature, therefore, viable if excluding all others, 
which, in turn, means most of humanity. This 
discourse, in other words, says nothing about 
the Technosphere, whose weight is such that it 
can no longer be circumscribed to an anomaly, 
to an artificial environment that would have to  
be liquidated purely and simply. Ecology 
cannot be thought of as a return to nature, 

at the risk of carrying with it a Malthusian or 
exterminist background. Its challenge is now 
to be an ecology of the impure environments 
in which a growing part of humanity evolves, 
which seeks to negotiate a narrow passage 
between two pitfalls: the brutal and immediate 
abandonment of the infrastructures, 
technologies, and models – what I call negative 
commons – on which this growing part of 
humanity depends a little more each day and 
something that cannot be done in the very 
short term; and the maintenance of these 
same realities in the medium term. Between 
a Malthusian exterminism and an exterminist 
carbo-fascism, there is no other choice than to 
keep an equal distance and work to carve out 
a passage between these two hydras. Then, 
what is the role of the countries of the north? 

The temptation is great indeed, even beyond 
cosmologies, to draw on the knowledge of the  
south generated by virtue of the crisis that 
the latter encounter, situations that are then 
valued as an anticipation of future crises in 
the north (rising water levels, temperatures, 
tropicalization of the climate, and so on). The 
indigenous peoples or the inhabitants of Haiti 
would thus be the scouts of the peoples of 
the north, taking the risks that the latter intend 
to protect themselves from by observing 
the capacity of the former to adapt (a very 
paradoxical logic when it comes to eliminating 
the causes which, by degrading the conditions 
of view of the countries of the south today, will 
affect and already affect those of the countries of 
the north). Should we then reverse this logic of  
scouting in order to see the changeover 
take place in the north? Is it a question of 
competing for the place of the vanguard in the 
face of a catastrophe that is no longer an event 
but the rapid and continuous degradation 
of the conditions of habitability of the Earth? 
These questions deserve to be asked. 

There is, however, a way to go beyond 
this sterile opposition based on the notion of 
heritage. Those who point to the responsibility 
of the countries of the north tend to reject the 
word ‘Anthropocene’ and to substitute it with 
others: Capitalocene, Anglocene, Androcene, 

etc. There are a thousand and one variations. 
We can accept this historical responsibility 
without giving in to all the arguments of the 
promoters of the Capitalocene concept. 
Nonetheless, one point seems decisive: 
far from being avant-garde, we must think 
of the north as the bearer and witness of 
obsolete futures, which, as Amitav Ghosh 
(2016) points out, were never intended to 
happen on a truly global scale. No artifice 
will allow a generalization of the Californian 
way of life to the entire population – to take 
an archetypal example, undoubtedly one of 
the most marketed on the scale of the globe 
despite its fundamental harmfulness. If these 
futures are obsolete, it is then a question of 
inheriting both their past materializations and 
the projects that still happen every day in their 
name. To inherit from the past as from the 
future, in the same gesture. 

This is the meaning of the work we have 
been doing for the past five years with my 
colleagues Emmanuel Bonnet and Diego 
Landivar, first in the framework of the Closing 
Worlds initiative and then in the ecological 
redirection, we have been teaching for the 
past two years in the MSc in Strategy & Design 
for the Anthropocene.1 Based on the principle 
that no transition can be accomplished 
simply by greening the existing and that not 
everything can be maintained by guaranteeing 
the conditions of habitability on Earth, the 
ecological redirection poses the need to 
proceed to democratic arbitrations and 
explicit renunciations. These will not be the 
same everywhere and for everyone, if we 
collectively inherit the infrastructures of what 
the philosopher Olúfémi O. Táíwò (2022)  
calls the Global Racial Empire. 

Therefore, the current situation can be 
thought of in the following way: how to 
change the trajectory of models (economic, 
distributive, legal, managerial, and so on), 
infrastructures, and technologies that destroy 
the habitability of the world? To do this, we 
need to recognize them for what they are, 
true negative commons whose first task is a 
collective reappropriation at multiple scales. 

The fundamental question [...] is about the role that the countries of the 
north are likely to play. France here is just a synecdoche. They bear an 
undisputable historical responsibility for the advent of the Anthropocene. 
What contribution can these countries make then? No more, please!
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Above all, a major risk must be avoided: 
the populations attached, voluntarily or 
involuntarily, to these realities are increasingly 
numerous, in the north as well as in the 
Global South, and despite the immense 
heterogeneity of situations, they cannot 
extract themselves from them and get rid of 
them overnight. At the same time, business 
as usual is excluded in the medium term. 
The challenge is thus to walk that fine line 
between these two dangers, which are also 
two implicitly exterminist positions. 

It is here that the historical role of the 
nations and peoples of the north must 
be affirmed. Yes, it is indeed a question 
of extending the thread opened by the 
industrial revolutions and the mining 
metabolic regime as the geographer Benoît 
Daviron (2019) calls it. Pulling this thread is 
not tantamount to positioning oneself as 
the vanguard of the world to come (a role 
generally assigned to indigenous populations 
or to nations on the verge of being swallowed 
up by the oceans: populations that are the 
bridgeheads of the changes brought about 
by the Anthropocene, a resilient vanguard 

despite themselves for the nations of 
the north, eager to make the most of the 
lessons thus gleaned (Chandler & Reid, 
2019). Northerners should rather embrace 
becoming a ‘rearguard,’ caught in the past, 
struggling with a heritage that they must 
confront to allow other countries to represent 
the vanguard of tomorrow and negotiate, 
in their own terms, with this impossible 
modernity, drawing inspiration, as they wish, 
from the knowledge of the arts of closure, 
imperative to the north. 

Not to ask others to be our pilot fish, not 
to wait but to allow these bifurcations, at the 
same time political and technical, setting the 
first example without expecting a return on 
investment or a competitive advantage. In the 
north, the good life from now on is the one 
that will take charge of these realities and work 
to dismantle them. No more, no less. 

notes

1. <https://strategy-design-anthropocene.org/> This program is also 
detailed in the book that my colleagues – Emmanuel Bonnet and Diego 
Landivar – and I published last year (Bonnet; Landivar; Monnin 2021).

Far from being avant-garde, we must think of the north as the bearer and 
witness of obsolete futures, which, as Amitav Ghosh (2016) points out, were 
never intended to happen on a truly global scale. No artifice will allow a 
generalization of the Californian way of life to the entire population [...]. If 
these futures are obsolete, it is then a question of inheriting both their past 
materializations and the projects that still happen every day in their name. To 
inherit from the past as from the future, in the same gesture.




