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"The immigrants . that their old homes is like Keats's Grecian Urn where 
nothing changes. returning immigrants discover to their utter surprise that 

their dear and near ones have either passed away or changed. The new 

inhabitants in their homeland are unknown. The homeland that is vivid in their 

mind does not exist any longer." 
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"One thing that struck me as I looked on was how looked. This 

picture portrays an actual woman of and blood. She had lustrous almond 

shaped with a watery sheen on them. She had quite visible eyebrows and 

eyelashes. It was so clear a picture that even hair ends forehead 

could be seen. She looks so much alive that she seems to look back at the 
onlooker. Even the shadow of her nose was visible and the fleshy inside of 

nostrils were visible. lips curved into a pleasing smile though her wore 

a melancholy look. Leonardo da Vinci copied every little cletail and little 

line bring the portrait to life." 
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"Mona has a smile like but Mona Lisa does not and she is 

just a painting. But my cousin is a real human Mona Lisa will always 

remam and can never change her expression but my cousin can 

because is capable of all emotions and can them all. I of 

speaking to Mona because it is easy to do so but it is not all easy to dream 

of speaking to Lipi. I wanted to hear Mona voice and I did in my dreams 

but I cannot hear my cousin speak. I would do anything to make her a full 
sentence." 
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THE PLANETARY AGE IN HUMAN HISTORY 

Professor Dr. Dipesh Chakrabarty 

Let me begin by explaining what I mean by "The planetary age in human history". 
I do not mean that the global age is over, but I do wish to suggest that the 
accentuation or intensification of economic and consumerist globalization of the 
last, let's say, 70 years since the war, has now indeed forced us even as historians to 
reckon with something that I think is distinct from the globe, an entity I call the 
planet. I will shortly explain how I distinguish the "planet" from the "globe." By 
globe, I refer to how, over the over the last 500 years, from the expansion of Europe 
and European empires, colonization and take- over of of other people's lands, 
enslavement of people for trans-Atlantic slavery, the development of technology, 
deep sea navigation, then of course air navigation and eventually of space, humans 
have connected the sphere �e live on - literally the globe - into a habitat for 
humans. So, the globe is really a result, at least for the major part of its history, of 
what Heidegger once called "Europeanization of the earth". When did the process 
of Europeanization end? There are different opinions on that. in his "Nomos of the 
earth", Carl Schmitt argued that it was in 1823 with the announcement of the 
Monroe Doctrine and the appearance of America as a regional power, that the 
process of Europeanization ends, but I would argue, that the Europeanization 
process actually went on until the decolonization of the 1950s and 60s and probably 
in some regions, such as South Africa, ends with the fall of the Apartheid regime in 
1994. But we don't need to debate that here. Suffice it to say that the globe is 
something I think of as an entity that was created by humans and therefore humans 
are central to the story of the making of the globe - in the making of global history, 
in other words, humans are the main protagonists. 

By planetary history, I'll mean the much longer history of the ways in which 
geological and biological processes have combined on this planet to help it sustain 
complex and multicellular forms of live for hundreds of millions of year. My point 
is that intensification of extractive capitalist globalization has made this planet 
move from being an object of specialist scientific knowledge to being an item of 
everyday news. That is a point I'm going to come to later in this talk, but I begin 
with a discussion of two assumptions that have underlined the academic discipline 
of history from the 19th century with the recognition and rise of the social sciences 
including the humanistic discipline of history. One of these assumptions entailed a 
separation of non-human history from human history. 

The eighteenth-century Christian histories we see in Europe did not make this 
distinction. For God created both humans and non-humans, as in Buffon's "Seven �chs of Man," and He did not separate the two but over the 19th century social 

� 



sciences become distinct from the physical Clearly, one source of 

was the influential philosophical while 

nature was subject to the necessity of own laws, human history was about the 

relationship between necessity and freedom. became almost an in 

humanist history writing and I can trace a line backwards in European scholarship. 

Beginning with the scholarship, say Trevelyan of 

1961 "What is history?," and going back to the Oxford philosopher Robin 

Collingwood, R. Collingwood, whose The Idea History published 

posthumously in the mid- 1940s, one can see Benedetto Croce as the patron of 

what history in the half of the twentieth century. ideas about 

history, particularly his lectures on of history published towards end or 

immediately the end the Great War, he famously said "All history is 

contemporary history," supplied many of the basic assumptions of history 

which we in the period 1960-2000. 

you traced connection further back y ou'll see that himself was 
influenced by a economist about whom more soon. In an about 

history of nature and history, Croce argued that the history of nature was so only in 

name natural history, he said, was mainly an classification. He 

acknowledged that even in human history existed a natural history, there 

be a history of humans, but one could not convert it back into "history" in a 

sense, because what was natural in the history of humans was mainly a 

matter of describing, classifying, and arranging objects and information whereas 

history clearly had to do with motivations. From another essay Croce 

published we come to know that the idea this distinction between natural 

and human history was triggered for him by the remarks of a German economist, 

Friedrich von Gottl-Ottlilienfeld, made in 1903 at the seventh congress of German 

historians, held in Gottl-Ottlilienfeld's was directed the 

historian Karl Lamprecht. It was later published under the title der 

1904. denied community and even affinity 

with the geologist. said, that the historian has object events -
"das Geschehen" - the their stratifications - Sichtung" 
and this difference caned for the emancipation historical from 
naturalistic. 

This emphasis on the distinction was thus reinforced at the beginning of the 20th 

century and remained strong when the Oxford philosopher Robin 

Collingwood, a disciple a translator of wrote his lectures and notes that 
were posthumously published in 1946 as The Idea the 
Collingwood was arguing thus, there were around him a bunch philosophers, 

including the biologist philosopher, J.B.S. Haldane, who were arguing for a unity of 
human history natural 



There was, of course, Alfred North Whitehead and there was the Australian 
philosopher, Samuel Alexander, a colleague of Collingwood. Collingwood's 
discussion of history is in part a radical argument against these philosophers and 
particularly against Samuel Alexander who in the 1930s published an essay called 
"The Historicity of Things." In that article, Alexander invited historians to join 
hands with philosophers like himself who took a historical view of nature. 
Collingwood quite clearly rejected the invitation. He was ready to grant that that 
astronomy gives us a celestial history, modem biology includes biological history, 
modem geology is a geological history but he claimed that none of these things 
were history in the human sense, because the chronology of developments in nature 
indicated the "timefull-ness" of nature but this was not history , just as history for 
humans was not the same thing as change. Collingwood, as I have said, granted that 
there was a natural side to human history. This meant that, for him, not all human 
actions were the subject matter for history. He argued further that in so far as a 
man's conduct is determined by what we call his animal nature - such as his 
impulses or appetites - it is non-historical, for the processes of those activities are 
natural processes. As a historian, we are not interested in the fact that humans eat, 
and sleep, and make love, and thus satisfy their natural appetites, but - and this was 
his point- the historian was interested in the social side of these activilities, 
human-created thought-frameworks within which these appetites find satisfaction 
in ways sanctioned by convention and morality. 

This was the first assumption, I would argue, of humanist history, the separation of 
natural and human histories. The second assumption was a closely related one that 
has in fact increasingly become important in history-writing, and this is the 
assumption that human histories have to with ideas and practices of freedom and 
emancipation. In fact, from the 1960s on, these have been the driving ideas in 
writing history and in debates about history and memory, history and other forms of 
the past. In Australian Aboriginal history, for instance, - a SUbdiscipline that 
emerged in the 1980s - questions were raised about whether dancing or story-telling 
or other kinds of performances of the past were also legitimate ways of 
history-making. We have had similar debates almost in every country about 
whether the academic discipline of history was that only enterprise that had 
legitimate claims on human past-making or whether there other kinds of 
past-making that are more conducive to emergent and divergent form of 
democracies in the world. But behind the idea of democracy were, of course, the 
ideas of an expanding series of rights, the increased capacity for self-representation, 
and so on. All of these things were somewhat anticipated in what Collingwood 
would call the philosophy of history, which was somewhat different from what 
Voltaire meant by the expression "philosophy of history" even though he coined 
that expression by our reckoning. 



The idea that human history was the story of human search for freedom may find its 
roots going back to Hegel's philosophy of history but it comes into into its 

own in second half of the 19th century, especially in the idea progress. 

Marxism was one variant of and then it re-appears and 

in the 20th century under a variety of names such as Industrialization, 
Modernization, Development, and so on. They are all variants of the of 

Osterhammel has pointed out that many the roots of the 

increasingly popular idea of emancipation and cognates "freedom" and "liberty" 
definitely back to the 19th century, at to the times when we hear of the 
emancipation actually characterizes the 19th century as a 

century of emancipation. This was the he says, when the word "emancipation" 
derived from roman law and emphatically Emopean, came to be applied to the 

world as a whole as the century wore on. When we come into the century, we 

see that this was a word that was up by almost people. the idea of 

emancipation comes closer to the way that Hannah Arendt actually interpreted it in 

one of her posthumously published called "The Freedom to where 
she actually referring to the late 18th and 19th century revolutions, that a 
fundamental relationship within the idea freedom between two 
one was the wish to be free of fear (of the supernatural or of imperial overlords, say) 

and the other was the wish to be free want, we today might call "freedom 

from poverty." It was this dual of a composite freedom from 
having to fear the white man and for freedom from hunger and poverty, that drove 
the anti-colonial and revolutionary movements in Asia and Africa in the mid-20th 

century. of freedom that sense begin a new non-western life in 

1950s and 60s. Somewhat of freedom have had lives in West 

too: remember that by the time consumer like washing machines and 

appeared on scene, they were actually all advertised in the 50s and 
that would women from the of household 

work. This desire for modernization as the realization freedom eventually blends 

later in the century 20th with the idea globalization and remains tinged with an 
earnestness that is still visible. Ever since the time of Deng Xiaoping in China, 
when he announced the fom modernization the late 1970s, and in 
Manmohan time as India's finance minister 1991 when India liberalized 
economy, this has been the rhetoric of appeal - we need to move millions out 
of poverty. is still the ground how China or India would justifY the use of 
coal or would defend their export of coal to these All this, I 
would argue, Is a continuation of that idea of freedom. 

So, if you look at the decolonizing movements that wanted to modernize their 
nations, the project of Europeanization the world or the earth but without direct 
European domination continued. One of best expressions that trend was the 



important 

and postcolonial thinker and 

Discourse on Colonialism that colonial rule was a matter 

IJH .. /UU"UJ./;:. modernity, but not delivering all that promise. 

it were the indigenous peoples and 

factories that colonialist Europe refused 

to move forward and the colonizer, who 

has been a basic assumption in writing 

True, from the 1970s, there have been some other 

environmentalist movement, indigenous people's 

movements H(.4,L'U"'" movement, the feminist movement, and so on. 

were making us aware of what You 

technology HHJUI..,.lllLA ..... 'VU were to the environment, but humans were 

also more 

usually connected 

degradation followed 

Questions of freedom 

Something happens in the 21 st 

global warming, becomes part 

feature scientists explaining 

Surprisingly, scientists of the 

gifted historian John McNeill, 

more freedoms and more emancipation and we 

developments by arguing the environmental 

of inequalities and the lack of social 

and perhaps still do reIgn supreme. 

of climate change, initially called 

the that increasingly 

global warming. 

IJI".U.... ,aided by the 

as they begin to call period -

1950s on, 

book "The 

Great Transformation" the 

Now I will show you some 

scientists via some graphs: 

as told by 

The graphs are showing human history in 

direct investment, Urban consumption, 

the Great Dams, Water use, 

acceleration of all human 

T he next is about the consumptions and carbon dioxide, 

Methane, Stratospheric Ocean 
marine fish capture, Shrimp aquaculture, Nitrogen to coastal zone. 

the planet on humans' action. 

will see the exponential increase of each of the items documented, 

Great Acceleration. 

provided by other researchers are staggering. In 1985 were 



1 billion consumers of gadgets (1 humans in 1900); 21 

consumers (2006); in 2015 3 billion 
consumers are expected to join the in next 

later were 2 

the next billion 

the consumer 

are fast expanding. European and North 

1986 and are 30% now of the total 

numrous, they need more protein, more 

consumers. New consumers are 

lifestyles are 

This has an impact on the 

planet is the broiler chicken. 21 billion 

on the 

bird that comes 

second in number, 1.5 billion. So, that non-human worlds and 

even something as big as the planet res;pona lU.,,«.Uh' do. One of the biggest 

loss of biodiversity and discussed in this context is the 

been a serious scientific discussion about 

a Sixth Great Extinction of life 

Acceleration. A most important 

would be that it would be the 

or not we are the beginnings of 

as a consequence of the 

an extinction, were it to happen, 

history of the planet that a biological 

All the previous extinctions were 

by volcanic phenomena. 

humans' impact on the planet had 

strike. We are capable of changing 

numbers, institutions, technologies. 

Humans are, in on the planet. I end this section 

then by suggesting to you we now have two reigning visions of the 

human. We have the from natural history, the 

human who pursues histOlY was part of the 

givenness of the world. understanding of the 

collectivity of humans, to numbers, the of 

we keep to eat or as a geophysical force. This is a 

that's not available our instruments of perception, 
cognitively become aware of it through what the scientists are 

become a planetary the climate of the whole planet 

biodiversity catastrophic. Faced with this thought, I 

make a distinction in my own thinking between the globe and the 

that while is human-centric, human-made, and 

is different, it is not made by humans 

though humans are a now a part 

"system." 

how the the story of the planet, 

on to my conclusion. 

system", 

to human 

we breathe. Now 
we take for 

one characteristic 

� 
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never goes up so high that forests all get burnt out and it never goes down so low 

that animals - including us - choke to death. Now, who maintains the share 0 
Oxygen in the atmosphere, something we so critically depend on? If you ask tha 

question you will realize, on reading the literature, that humans play no role it 

maintaining Oxygen at that level. It is really forms of life humans consider "low" 

like bacteria, viruses, planktons in the sea, trees and plants, they all play a role if 

maintaining oxygen at that level. The interesting thing about that is, that Oxygen i� 

a very reactive gas. If you want to maintain the share of Oxygen at a partiCUlar leveL 

you have to keep supplying the atmosphere with fresh oxygen and this fresh 

Oxygen is supplied by the so-called lower forms of life. When you ask for how long 

these lower forms of life been doing that, for how long have they maintained this 

so-called modern atmosphere of the planet, the answer is - at least for 375 million 

years! 

So, you can see that this atmosphere on which we critically depend was not made 

with us in view. We come so late in the story, that we are incidental to the 

atmosphere even though we depend on it for life. If global warming goes on to such 

an extent that the average oceanic temperature rises let's say by six degrees Celsius, 

then we will be killing off a lot of the planktons that produce this Oxygen. Thus we 

now have the capacity now to shut off the supply of Oxygen, on which we critically 

depend. This is yet another aspect of the period of the Great Acceleration. Hence I 

argue that the intensification of globalization, intensification and expansion of 

human economic and extractive activities all over the planet, has created a crisis for 

human beings, a planet-wide-crisis. 

One of the best example of this crisis is the current pandemic. Anthony Fauci, the 

main scientist advising the President in the United States on the pandemic wrote an 

essay, an academic article, in a biological journal called "Cell" in September 2020 

that makes for a fascinating reading in the context of this discussion. Fauci argued 

that because of the expansion of the human activities, economic activities which 

results in the cutting down of forests and the loss of habitat for wildlife, humans 

were entering what he called an era of pandemics. Wildlife is being forced to come 

closer to us and bacteria and viruses that may have lived in the guts of wild animals' 

for millions of years are switching hosts. 75% of the newly emerging infectious 

diseases have come from wild animals which is why they are called zoonotic 

diseases. 

To conclude, I leave you with two perspectives: One is the perspective we work 

with while writing global histories, whether you do histories of modern empires or 

of global or world-capitalism. These are the histories in which the two 

philosophical assumptions of separation between human and non-human histories 



and the idea of freedom and emancipation as a goal of human history 

On the other hand, when you look at humans from what I call a planetary 

perspective, not a global perspective, when you decenter human, you 

that globe the we are speaking of are two related but 
distinct - and may I emphasize, non-binary entities. The intensification of 

globalization reveals to us these two perspectival points both in their 

relationship and distinction the two the 
global and the planetary comes out when we think sustainability. 

Sustainability is an extremely human-focused category. When when you read 
earth system scientists' thoughts on what makes the planet friendly to 

complex multicellular for hundreds of millions of years, you will see that 

the category they think through is "habitability." of habitability 
the planet completely de-centers the human for even there no humans to 

think about it, habilibility would remain (for, say, some 

geologists). When we write or think about history 

of humans, the history of complex life and what sustains that 

becomes the most important thing and questions as to whether or not 
the institutional forms and technologies through which we have pursued 

emancipation and freedom have actually produced the of endangering the 

life-support system of the as a whole. 

The systems through which planet supports includes human life. So, it 
seems to me that we're living on cusp of the global and the planetary. We 
have to look at human beings from two perspectives at once. There is the 

globalization which is really the of that 

humans into class, caste, sexuality, race, colonization. 
Those are properly global histories and they are politicized and political 

histories as they ought to and they're actually by certain 

of political philosophy. And the perspective, which so 

out-scales and so decenters the that it by raising question of human 
it brings into vision a politics that could easily become for us 

humans, if we are watchful, the politics of survival. 

me give you one example from the Australian of 2019-2020 of 

this politics of survivaL It was during that 

Australia decided to kill deliberately- or as word "cull" - ten 

thousand feral camels simply because the camels were competing with 

human beings in a particular part of Australia for water. The story illustrates 

that when you are actually with a planetary event destrution, 

like a gigantic forest fire, a huge earthquake, fire storms like those that 

we see increasingly in California or in Australia, the planet reduces you to 

being a creature just any other creature on the world and then you 



compete with other for survival. The planet thus produces the politics 
survival which is what why, ideally, you would not want to push extractive 

global capitalism to the where it the The 

the mind, 
earth," world," as human-oriented. introduced 
the category "earth" Frankfurt as a philosophical category. 

said the always us with produce even though projects 
of worlding the earth are perennially marked by humans being in strife with the 

Heidegger the idea "rocky as being no 
.interest to philosophers while astronomers, he could be interested in 

One could take that the globe, the earth world are 

human-centric conceptions, planet is but it seems to me humans 

have become planetary, we now need to look at from both of these 

perspectives because they're both relevant. 
/ 

Thank you your patience and attention. 




