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Some Thoughts on Conversations 

Across Commitments 

The one thing I can confidently say about geoaesthetics is that it is challenging for everyone. 

Theorists are lost in the details of artistic practices from across times and places; artists are 

baffled by the impenetrable verbiage of continental philosophy; scientists grasp for facts about 

the earth that, it becomes clear, just don’t exist. Or at least this is the impression one garners 

from reading across commitments and communities. Indeed, as I will demonstrate in this paper, 

this is also part of what happens when people like Bruno Latour and Cary Wolfe (prominent 

theorists both) try to productively read Toby Tyrrell or Ralph Waldo Emerson. There is another 

impression one could garner, though, one that came through in the generative space created by 

the seminar we shared this semester. In this environment, I think we were able to have 

productive conversations across commitments about issues that we all care deeply about — 

without falling back to a paradigm of “expertise” or common-sensical but vacuous 

generalizations. There were times, in other words, during which we exemplified the generous, 

hospitable, and empathetic spirit that is essential to mutual understanding. 

Intermingling the work of Latour, Tyrrell, Wolfe, and Emerson will make up much of my 

work in this paper. I will clarify what each of these thinkers is arguing and what commitments 

they hold. I will show that there is a structural affinity between the way Latour (mis)reads Tyrrell 

and Wolfe (mis)reads Emerson. This investigation has two key premises. First, I argue that all 

                                                 

This paper draws on our discussions of Latour and Wolfe in class, integrating material from my discussion postings 

for those weeks. Conversations in class and privately with Felipe Rojas, Jan Tullis, and Elana Hausknecht (among 

others) were especially helpful in this process. 
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four thinkers share common ecological concerns — and Latour, Tyrrell, and Wolfe in particular 

are all deeply concerned by climate change and determined to do something about it. Second, I 

believe that all four thinkers fundamentally want to work together to achieve this common goal. 

In other words, I don’t think anyone sets out to misrepresent anyone else. Instead, they all do 

want to draw on each other’s thinking to work towards ends that ultimately serve the same 

ecological goal. Something gets in the way — and I suggest that this something points to a 

structural parallel between Latour’s and Wolfe’s readings. 

In the end, this hermeneutic conversation is a means I use to reflect on what I call 

conversations across commitments. The fundamental question driving this paper is the following: 

What are the grounds for productive, critical, transdisciplinary conversations — especially about 

pivotal issues that we all care deeply about? At its best, I think geoaesthetics is a heuristic that 

aspires to answer this question. The inquiry we engage in under the rubric of geoaesthetics has as 

its goal not truth (in the strong, capital-T sense of the word) but rather, to borrow the words of 

Richard Rorty, “to achieve agreement among human beings about what to do, to bring about 

consensus on the ends to be achieved and the means to be used to achieve those ends.”1 

Geoaesthetic investigations like those carried out in this paper should then aspire to these goals. 

Latour, Tyrrell, and the Gaia hypothesis 

In 1979, James Lovelock published Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth. Stated simply, 

Lovelock argues that the Earth is a “cybernetic system”: that is, “a self-regulating entity with the 

capacity to keep our planet healthy by controlling the chemical and physical environment.”2 

Later on, Lovelock clarifies just what kind of “entity” he is referring to: 

                                                 
1 Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, xxv. 
2 Lovelock, Gaia, xii. 
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We have since defined Gaia as a complex entity involving the Earth’s biosphere, atmosphere, 

oceans, and soil; the totality constituting a feedback or cybernetic system which seeks an optimal 

physical and chemical environment for life on this planet.3 

Over the next forty years, Gaia became quite simply a phenomenon. It was, for one, a popular 

success. There were (as Michael Ruse noted in 2013) Gaia church services, a “Gaia atlas, Gaia 

gardening, Gaia herbs, Gaia retreats, Gaia networking, and much more.”4 At the same time, the 

evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins led a backlash from some members of the scientific 

community. They were concerned about Gaia’s compatibility with natural selection, and more 

generally about the teleology of homeostasis Lovelock implied. 

Much of what Lovelock wrote does seem quite scientistic. Indeed, Lovelock studied 

chemistry as an undergraduate before receiving a PhD in medicine. One kind of interpretation of 

his hypothesis follows this line: scientists who take Lovelock’s argument as a number of 

falsifiable hypotheses to be tested against experimental evidence. This is precisely the approach 

adopted in Toby Tyrrell’s 2013 On Gaia. Tyrrell parses Lovelock’s hypothesis into three simpler 

assertions: (1) Environment is well-suited for life; (2) Biota has shaped the environment; (3) 

Global environment has been stable. Tyrrell does an impressive job of compiling many kinds of 

relevant evidence to test these hypotheses, especially from scientific advances in the forty years 

since Lovelock’s first publication. Tyrrell ultimately rejects two of the three assertions. He 

therefore concludes that only weaker versions of the Gaia hypothesis are acceptable. Tyrrell’s 

verdict is ultimately that “Gaia is a fascinating but flawed hypothesis. … [It] is a dead end.”5 

Another approach to Gaia can broadly be dubbed “humanistic.” One characteristic of this 

paradigm is an attention to language. For instance, many non-scientists have focused on 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 11. 
4 Ruse, “Earth’s Holy Fool?” 
5 Tyrrell, On Gaia, 208–9. 
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Lovelock’s profusion of metaphors. Chief among these is of course the very name “Gaia.” 

Lovelock had formulated most of his theory before giving it the name of a Greek deity, 

suggested in conversation with the Nobel Prize–winning novelist William Golding. Lovelock 

was enthralled by Golding’s “gift of this simple, powerful name.”6 Indeed, a sense of literariness 

indubitably pervades Lovelock’s work. For instance, Lovelock consistently uses the pronoun 

“she” when referring to his “entity” — because Gaia in some sense remains a goddess. 

Lovelock’s anthropomorphizing can become quite colorful, as when he writes that “she acts as a 

mother who is nurturing but ruthlessly cruel towards transgressors, even when they are her 

progeny.” In 2006, Lovelock reflected on this and similar examples of metaphor in his work: 

I know that to personalize the Earth System as Gaia, as I have often done and continue to do in 

this book, irritates the scientifically correct, but I am unrepentant because metaphors are more 

than ever needed for a widespread comprehension of the true nature of the Earth and an 

understanding of the lethal dangers that lie ahead.7 

Lovelock is clearly very conscious both of the power of metaphors and how they can irritate 

scientists like Dawkins and Tyrrell. 

It is in this more humanistic vein that Bruno Latour wrote a review of Tyrrell’s 2013 book 

On Gaia. Latour’s rhetoric throughout the review is particularly pugnacious, as when he asks 

“On which planet does the author live?” or asserts that Tyrrell 

cannot imagine as his opponent any form of organization other than a well-regulated state 

insuring a social security safety net — we now have, in addition to Gaia-Nanny, a Gaia-

Providence-State!8 

                                                 
6 Lovelock, The Revenge of Gaia, 146. 
7 Ibid., 147. 
8 Latour, “Why Gaia Is Not a God of Totality,” 66. 
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But Latour does not set out primarily to criticize Tyrrell; instead, his is a project of critique. In 

other words, Latour reviews Tyrrell’s book because he finds it interesting and valuable, but 

limiting and short-sighted. Latour notes that the book is in many ways excellent: 

Remember that, in spite of what I just said, the book is worth reading. The author has very aptly 

summarized recent research on climate changes, extremophiles, weathering and biochemical 

reactions, even though he has fashioned those summaries into a totally irrelevant argument 

against a Providential God of the Earth.9 

Latour goes on to clarify why he engages with Tyrrell: 

So, if it’s instructive, well written and politically relevant, why pick on this book in particular? 

Well, because there exist books which are so clear headed but so uncomprehending of their own 

subject matter, so nicely obdurate in their thinking, that they render, in the end, a great service in 

clarifying issues by missing the point so relentlessly. That’s the case with Tyrrell’s attempt.10 

Latour thinks On Gaia is an excellent book. It just so happens to clearly reveal a fundamental 

problem with the normal way of formulating thinking about Gaia, which is Latour’s real subject. 

Can we take a step back and understand why Latour chooses to engage Tyrrell in this way? 

In some scientific writing there exists the idea that a critique, if successful, “debunks” the 

work it is criticizing. This is a rough approximation of the scientific method in general: if one 

provides evidence against a hypothesis, then one should discard the original hypothesis and 

move on to new ideas. But Latour’s model of critique very much does not operate on these 

premises. Instead, Latour is engaging with Tyrrell like how Hegel engaged Kant and Marx 

engaged Hegel: with deep, trenchant critique, but with a critique that pushes us to 

engage more (not less) with the original text. This model of critique (not criticism) has three 

steps. First, we attempt to discriminate between insights and errors — to separate the wheat from 

the chaff. Second, we uncover the assumptions that led to the errors. Third, and most important, 

                                                 
9 Ibid., 68. 
10 Ibid., 63. 
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we aim to a better account by correcting these assumptions we have uncovered. This is the 

framework under which Latour engages Tyrrell — not the kind of critique that the scientific 

method prescribes. 

We can get a better sense of Latour’s motivations by looking at his more recent work. For 

example, his forthcoming article in Critical Inquiry avoids mentioning Tyrrell at all, though it is 

still very much interested in Lovelock’s Gaia. Latour describes the relevance of Gaia to broader 

discussions of politics in the humanities: 

The uniqueness of Gaia opens a new definition of what is a polity just at the time when the 

situation summarized by the term Anthropocene reopens the connection between what 

philosophers used to call the domain of necessity — that is, nature — and the domain of freedom 

— namely, politics and morality.11 

On the one hand, we have the specter of things like eugenics and social Darwinism that are 

premised on “natural science” and thereby constrain human freedom. A natural philosophical 

reaction to this is to defend human autonomy and freedom at all costs. But the new climatic 

regime forces us to defend nature at all costs against the excesses of human freedom. Climate 

change is in some sense caused by asserting the supremacy of freedom (especially qua 

deregulation) over nature. Lovelock’s Gaia intimates a way out of this “double bind”: 

Because Lovelock’s and Margulis’s Gaia, in our rendering of their theory, grants agency and 

historicity to all life forms, the situation might now be opened again because it is cracked on both 

sides of the ancient dichotomy between necessity and freedom. That is the novelty to be addressed 

and the chance to be seized. When humans look at Gaia, they do not encounter the inflexible 

domain of necessity but, strangely enough, what is largely a domain of freedom, where life forms 

have, in some extraordinary ways, made their own laws, to the point of generating over eons 

multiple, heterogeneous, intricate and fragile ways of lasting longer in time and extending further 

in space — nothing more, nothing less.12 

                                                 
11 Latour and Lenton, “Extending the Domain of Freedom, or Why Gaia Is So Hard to Understand,” 19. 
12 Ibid., 20. 
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We see in this argument no concern whatsoever with Tyrrell’s book, nor do we have any of 

Latour’s previously bombastic rhetoric. Instead, we have a productive article written in 

collaboration with a professor of earth system science that demonstrates what Latour finds so 

fascinating about Gaia. 

So, what can we conclude from this brief analysis of Latour’s review of Tyrrell? First, both 

thinkers hold ecological commitments, motivated by the “lethal” threat of climate change. 

Second, both want to engage their sources productively. Latour notes how wonderful Tyrrell’s 

work is, and Tyrrell recognizes the significance of the Gaia hypothesis despite its flaws. So, what 

has gone wrong? I suggested that much of the fault lies with Latour. He is not engaging with 

Tyrrell in a real sense; he is using him as a convenient springboard (to be abandoned later) to 

work on his own interests with Gaia and political theory. Latour’s Critical Inquiry article 

provides an alternative model of conversations across commitments, one where Latour works 

with a scientist to advance arguments about common concerns with Gaia. 

Wolfe, Emerson, and posthumanism 

I think we can see some parallels between Latour and Cary Wolfe. Both are, broadly 

speaking, theorists — though Wolfe is a professor of English while Latour is more of a 

philosopher and sociologist. Wolfe is best known for his work on posthumanism. This movement 

coheres in some ways with Latour’s concerns over freedom, in the sense that both Latour and 

Wolfe hope to rethink some of the ways the subject is constituted in Enlightenment humanism. 

Wolfe’s project is best articulated in his 2010 book What is Posthumanism?13 To illustrate what I 

perceive to be a structural parallel between Latour and Wolfe, I will look closely at two chapters 

                                                 
13 Wolfe, What Is Posthumanism? For the following quotations, I will include page numbers in parentheses. 
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from Wolfe’s book: first, his introduction; and second, his engagement with Emerson in chapter 

9. 

One of the first important moves Wolfe makes is to distinguish between two senses of 

posthumanism. The first is the “cyborg” strand. This line of thought, the “transhuman,” is 

dedicated to “the enhancement of human intellectual, physical, and emotional capabilities, the 

elimination of disease and unnecessary suffering, and the dramatic extension of life span” (xiii, 

quoting Joel Garreau). Wolfe explicitly rejects this kind of thought, noting that the “cyborg 

strand” continues to believe that “‘the human’ is achieved by escaping or repressing … its 

animal origins in nature, the biological, and the evolutionary, [and] more generally by 

transcending the bonds of materiality and embodiment altogether.” This is precisely what 

motivates humanism in its original formulation. Wolfe goes on to say that “in this respect, my 

sense of posthumanism is the opposite of transhumanism, and in this light, transhumanism 

should be seen as an intensification of humanism.” (xv) 

So just what is this sense of posthumanism Wolfe adheres to, that is the opposite of 

transhumanism? It is not an -ism (a movement based on) the posthuman; that would be 

equivalent to transhumanism. Instead, it is post- (after, beyond) humanism, a mode of thought 

and an intellectual tradition. Wolfe’s motivation, then, is not to extend one’s life span or become 

a cyborg. So why is Wolfe interested in his posthumanism? To answer, he borrows from 

Foucault: “the point is not to reject humanism tout court — indeed, there are many values and 

aspirations to admire in humanism — but rather to show how those aspirations are undercut by 

the philosophical and ethical frameworks used to conceptualize them” (xvi). To illustrate this 

point, Wolfe gives the examples of animal rights and the treatment of people with disabilities. 

People generally agree that we shouldn’t be cruel to animals and that we shouldn’t treat people 
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badly because of their disabilities. But in both cases, “the philosophical and theoretical 

frameworks used by humanism to try to make good on those commitments [to the rights of 

animals and people with disabilities] reproduce the very kind of normative subjectivity — a 

specific concept of the human — that grounds discrimination against nonhuman animals and the 

disabled in the first place” (xvii). In other words, when we argue for justice under the rubric of 

humanism we inherently use and reinforce a specific idea of what it means to be human. The 

problem is, this idea of what it means to be human is the very reason certain kinds of injustice 

exist. Only by moving beyond a constraining humanism of this sort, Wolfe would say, can we 

begin to really achieve justice for animals and the disabled. In some ways, Wolfe’s project (like 

Latour’s) is of critique: he likes the ideals of Enlightenment humanism, but sees certain kinds of 

injustice as premised on faulty assumptions. We must revise these assumptions (namely the idea 

of the human subject) in order to achieve the goals of the Enlightenment. 

In his book, Wolfe wants to give us a clear idea of what this new set of assumptions would 

look like. I think the clearest statement of this comes through Wolfe’s reference to his previous 

books (xviii–xix). In his first attempt in Critical Environments, Wolfe addressed posthumanism 

as a “mode of thought.” In other words, he engaged the foundations of humanism by addressing 

three different intellectual movements that aim to revise humanism: pragmatism (Richard Rorty, 

Cornel West); systems theory (Niklas Luhmann); and post-structuralism (Michel Foucault). The 

other sense of posthumanism, which Wolfe addressed in Animal Rites, is less theoretical. Instead, 

it cares more about revising anthropocentrism and speciesism in our practices of reading, acting, 

and making art. Animal Rites posthumanism is exemplified in the work of Deep Ecologists and 

also in some kinds of Buddhist and classical Chinese thought. What Wolfe is trying to do in this 

book is to synthesize this sense of posthumanism with the intellectual tradition of post-
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structuralism, pragmatism, and systems theory — all the while making sure to stay far away 

from any kind of transhumanism. So the new set of assumptions Wolfe would have us think 

through are neither purely theoretical (in the way that Foucault might push us to be) but neither 

are they solely concerned with practices. After all, neither revision is sufficient to rectify the 

problems with Enlightenment humanism that have been so roundly critiqued. 

This is an ambitious goal, and a very promising one. In the following chapters, I don’t think 

Wolfe achieved what he laid out for himself in the introduction. I will now try to show how 

Wolfe’s project has failed by making reference to Emerson in particular. Wolfe’s outline of the 

Emerson chapter sounds very interesting: 

If Cavell helps us to understand how Emerson reinvents philosophy by continuing to do philosophy 

after philosophy is, in a very real sense, impossible, then Luhmann helps us articulate more 

precisely how that task must become a posthumanist one, how it is precisely at his most paradoxical 

and illogical that Emerson is at his most systematic and rigorous in obeying a quite different logic, a 

logic inaugurated by modernity as functional differentiation and its unavoidable epistemological 

fallout. (xxxiii) 

One of the first steps Wolfe takes to achieve this is to read Emerson with Cavell. I agree with 

both thinkers that Emerson does a good job of dealing with the “irony of the Kantian settlement 

with skepticism”: namely, that “knowledge secures itself only by losing the world, leaving us 

locked (to borrow Emerson’s phrase in ‘Experience’) in ‘a prison of glass’” (240). For the 

purposes of this paper, I would rather not delve too deep into technical discussions of 

epistemology. Suffice it to say that Kant makes a good argument about what can and cannot be 

known, an argument (a “settlement”) that leaves many people saying “thanks for nothing.” 

Emerson tackles this well: he “inaugurates a rethinking of thinking” (241). Wolfe’s next move is 

to expand on Cavell to resituate “Emerson’s romanticism as a response to the condition of 

modernity [instead of Cavell’s skepticism] and its epistemological and ethical fallout.” Wolfe 

then invokes Rorty to argue that Emerson is antirepresentationalist: i.e. Emerson believes that 
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“words take their meaning from other words rather than by virtue of their representative 

character” (245). Wolfe goes on to tie these two points together: “Cavell’s reading of Emerson 

under the master rubric of skepticism remains tied, one might argue, to the representationalism 

he would otherwise seem to disown” (249). How so? Well, skepticism still has a desire for 

representation, it just recognizes that desire to be unappeasable. To give an example: Cavell 

locates part of Emerson’s project in “Experience,” arguing that therein Emerson mourns the loss 

of the world. But this “loss of the world” is really, as even Cavell admits, the loss of Emerson’s 

son Waldo! Clearly, Waldo stands in for — represents — the world. Wolfe is right in his reading 

of Cavell: he is tied to the very representationalism he otherwise disowns. 

How does this all help Wolfe’s project of constructing posthumanism? This is what Wolfe is 

trying to do in the second half of the Emerson chapter. He’s already shown us how Emerson 

addresses the first kind of posthumanism (theoretical) — essentially, because his pragmatism 

helps us deal with the Kantian epistemology that represents nothing so much as Enlightenment 

humanism. To invoke Emerson in these ways is not particularly new. As Wolfe notes, Rorty and 

even Cavell have demonstrated this same point in their readings of Emerson. What Wolfe is then 

trying to show is that Emerson’s “engine,” the “Method of Nature” (256), is also premised on 

alternative ontology. If this is the case, then Wolfe will have shown that Emerson is not only 

useful to think with as a pragmatist who helps us deal with Kantian epistemology but also a 

thinker that attacks Enlightenment humanism by revising its idea of the human. Reading an 

alternative ontology from Emerson would thus address the Animal Rites posthumanism just like 

the pragmatist reading of Emerson addresses the theoretical posthumanism. To demonstrate this 

point, Wolfe goes on to read Emerson in his essays “Nominalist and Realist,” “Circles,” and 

“Experience” while keeping Luhmann’s systems theory in mind. Wolfe focuses especially on a 
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re-reading of Emerson’s “self-recovery” as a place to push together the two kinds of 

posthumanism he has in mind. Personally, I have not found Wolfe’s argument to be coherent in 

supporting this move. This may be because I don’t have an adequate understanding of Luhmann. 

On the other hand, I think it is quite likely that Wolfe is asking Emerson to do work that just has 

no real basis in his writings. Note again that I am not saying Wolfe is wrong in his interpretation 

of Emerson; rather, I think he has so little material to work with that his text becomes incoherent. 

Interweaving as conclusion 

But my larger point is not judging Wolfe’s success or failure in the project he set himself. 

Instead, I want to analyze the moves Wolfe makes in his analysis in light of my prior discussion 

of Latour. There are many similarities. Like Latour, Wolfe is very invested in the humanistic 

project of critique (as I discussed it earlier). Both thinkers also want to use the resources they 

find in the world to advance towards the goals they hold. Rather than “testing” some other 

thinker’s hypothesis, they are willing to read the work generously to then draw what they need 

from it. But this is also a common stumbling block. In the case of Latour, it was clear that his 

eagerness to find the underlying assumptions behind Tyrrell’s On Gaia made his rhetoric 

unnecessarily pugnacious and ultimately unproductive. In Wolfe’s case, this methodology means 

that he doesn’t really know what to make of Emerson. In particular, I don’t think Wolfe has clear 

enough standards about what constitute good resources for his project. Without such standards, 

Wolfe can’t really conduct his research (his reading of Emerson) and then conclude that Emerson 

is actually not very helpful for constructing posthumanism. 

So, what should we do instead to make sure our projects succeed? After all, there are very 

few people in these conversations who do not agree on the urgent need to address a common 

threat to our survival: climate change. One option for engaging in this work is to make one’s 
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work part of a program. In other words, one could choose to allocate oneself a specific task 

within a framework we all agree on and become an expert in that task. We could say that 

Tyrrell’s job is fundamentally different than Latour’s; the former is to establish scientific facts 

about climate, while the latter’s is to think about ways society and politics can work under such 

conditions. We all agree that we have a common goal and we want to work towards it 

productively by focusing on what we can do best. There is one serious problem with this way of 

conducting conversations across commitments: namely, it encourages a culture of expertise. If 

one has a specific function in a project, then one will become (if one does one’s work well) the 

person that knows the most about that task — this is of course the classic motivation for division 

of labor. Why is this a problem? Because then we don’t question what people tell us enough. 

This is precisely the problem Edward Said articulated so eloquently when he complained of US 

foreign policymakers, who turned to a handful of academics for unquestioned expertise that then 

dictated American decisions about who to kill.14 While we shouldn’t dismiss the opinions of 

people who know a lot about something, we shouldn’t take their words as unquestioned truth. In 

all cases we should aim to understand why people are arguing what they do. 

This points to my conclusion: we should work with each other in a humble, generous, and 

empathetic spirit. We should aim to understand one another: we should neither dismiss other 

people’s work (as Latour does to some extent with Tyrrell) nor should we assume that another 

person is right just because they are an expert in that field. Only in this way can we engage in the 

productive, critical, transdisciplinary conversations that are necessary to address the concerns 

common to us all. 

  

                                                 
14 See, for instance, the essay “Secular Criticism” in Said, The Edward Said Reader, 219–21. 
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