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What, if anything, is to be made of 
these worlds of ours? This cultural moment of planetary 

visions and global systems, worlds upon worlds, often 

contrasts and complements situated knowledge and geographic 

particularity. The expansive and intimate, spectacular and 

quotidian, intersect again and again in moments of noticing, 

nodes of understanding worlds in flux. In the context of this 

piece, I am intrigued by the ways in which people construct 

their own notions of self in relation to their 

positionalities among environmental, planetary, and cosmic 

scales. At the intersections of multiple routes of 

storytelling, cultural contexts, and epistemological 

formations, the particular framework of one’s perceptions of 

cosmic order inform one’s approach to human subjectivity, 

and yet the idea of the human as a miniscule yet discrete 

data point among a sublime assemblage of grand processes 

reinforces our assumptions of cosmic separation. In this 

piece, I want to work through multiple scales of human, 

environmental, planetary, and cosmic subjectivity in order 

to explore spaces of speculation and alterity for their 

creative but also political potential. After dipping into 

the cosmic logics of Western modernity, I explore the 

structuring of environmental and planetary systems, and their 

implications for mainstream visions of impeding 

environmental crises. From there, I engage in a 

deconstruction of the narrative of singular global 

catastrophe and turn to critical eco-speculation with an 

analysis of Alexis Pauline Gumbs’s M Archive. By engaging 

with postcolonial speculative thought, specifically through 
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Afrofuturist and Afrosurrealist critiques, this paper seeks 

to trouble the structures of mainstream cosmic logic and look 

toward the implications of imaginative world-building. 

 

 

Comparative Cosmologies 

 

The unfolding of popular conceptions of the Universe in 

the West, precipitated by the breakdown of epistemologies of 

cosmic order, was marked by a struggle to understand a new 

spatiality that was suddenly beyond comprehension. Pascal’s 

“new abyss” functioned as an “infinite sphere whose center 

is everywhere and circumference nowhere” (Pascal, 2004). This 

geometric motif is reminiscent of the rationalization of 

cosmic ontologies brought about by the Copernican Revolution. 

Copernicus’s intervention brought about a cosmos that was 

systemic, standardized, and quantifiably sensible; the 

“splendid orderliness” from which sprung his fascination with 

the circular motions of perfectly spherical celestial bodies 

(Koyre, 1973). Consequently, Pascal’s “abyss” takes on a 

complex new form. To envision a sphere with center and 

circumference implies a boundedness and discrete geometry 

that is immediately troubled by its abyssal and infinite 

nature. The center being everywhere and circumference being 

nowhere points to the universalizing of a set of geometric 

characteristics that are suddenly unknowable and 

ungraspable. Traditional epistemologies of spatial 

rationalization and sense-making break down in the face of a 

new cosmic condition that is incomprehensibly expansive. The 

human, however, is situated between two complementary 

incomprehensible scales, “a midpoint between nothing and 
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everything, infinitely removed from understanding the 

extremes” (Pascal, 2004).  

Discursively, we’re faced with a struggle over the need 

to maintain a human-centered cosmos in contrast with Kant’s 

unbounded “true infinity” of “worlds upon worlds and systems 

of systems” (Kant, 1999). This new universe is ungraspable, 

yet human situatedness is still acknowledged and prioritized 

in our encounters with it. What results is a set of 

metaphysical anxieties over “eternal silence” of the Universe 

(Pascal, 2004). In Eugene Thacker’s theorization around 

cosmic pessimism, the insignificance and impossibility that 

comes about from “unhuman orientation of deep space and deep 

time” sets up an alienation from spatial presence as well as 

the structures that frame our approaches to sense-making and 

selfhood. Instead of leaning into the affect of the 

powerlessness of cosmic sublimity, Thacker instead creates 

space for a re-thinking of the need for significance and 

order in situated human encounters with the Universe by 

pointing out the “great lie of Western culture – the 

preference for existence over non-existence” (Thacker, 

2012). Struggles over cosmic sense-making and their 

subsequent metaphysical pitfalls were constructed 

discursively as global human conditions, yet this obsession 

with specific forms and conditions of existence is part of a 

much more heterogeneous and dynamic landscape of realities 

and actualities. Thacker’s piece asks us to start re-

imagining the ontology and utility of hegemonic Western 

notions of existence. To start unpacking those colonial 

logics that structure these ideas of being and becoming, we 

can look to spaces of radical alterity and deconstruction 

that are already working to build new cosmic orders. 
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Western ideas of cosmic sensibility are often focused 

on the Sun and structured through starscapes, and 

alternatives to these solar discourses are often articulated 

through Russian cosmism. Pavel Pepperstein’s The Cold Center 

of the Sun makes an ontological intervention in solar and 

celestial bodies that contrasts with Pepperstein’s own deeply 

racist constructions of the Black bodies of his characters. 

For Pepperstein, encountering the cold interior of the Sun 

is a “radical descent” into “sheer depth, turned inside-out” 

(Pepperstein, 2016). The radical descent here leads us into 

a breakdown of hegemonic conceptions of the linearity of 

ascent into deep space, hinting at the absurdity of even 

attempting to describe extra-terrestrial encounters with 

traditional notions of verticality and linear perception. 

Even describing the journey as non-linear is insufficient to 

capture the intervention of zero-dimensionality that 

Pepperstein is making. The deconstruction of inside and 

outside is framed by the comparative discursive examination 

of Western and non-Western engagements with space. As 

Pepperstein notes, the American use of astronaut reflects a 

culture “drawn to the stars,” contrasted with the Russian 

cosmonaut, a traveler from a culture that “adored…darkness 

and mystery” (Pepperstein, 2016). The ontological 

implications of the Star and the Interstice build a unified 

cosmic body constituted by the stars and the spaces between. 

Even the phrasing of spaces between implies the prevalence 

of a cosmos structured by constellations of stars, setting 

up interstitial darkness as complementary, yet subaltern. 

According to Pepperstein however, “this astral darkness is 

the condition of light” (Pepperstein, 2016). By re-

constructing the interstice as the framework and condition 
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of cosmic reality, we can gaze more productively into the 

abyss, not with anxious fear, but a depth of curious 

investment. Pepperstein’s duality reflects a comparative 

construction of spatial ontology along geopolitical 

epistemological lines, yet an examination of subaltern spaces 

of postcolonial possibility shows a much messier and more 

granular reality. 

 

 

The End[s] of the World[s] 

 

To begin exploring the shift between the cosmic and the 

human, I’d like to take some space to think with scholarship 

around climatic and Earth systems, the epistemological 

frameworks that often mediate our encounters with 

planetarity. Climatic and planetary sciences can be 

conceptualized as social processes of knowledge production 

and sense-making; sets of scientific and cultural proxies 

that inform one’s impressions of atmospheric flows and Earth 

systems, in addition to one’s sense of environmental and 

cosmic situatedness (Hulme, Dessai, Lorenzoni, & Nelson, 

2009). Tracking their epistemological histories leaves us 

with the classic hits of data accumulation and systems 

thinking. As Kathryn Yusoff points out, if the very 

atmosphere of the Earth can be atomized, encoded, 

accumulated, mobilized, and rearticulated as data through 

increasingly sophisticated technologies of monitoring and 

analysis, then eventually the methods of sense-making meld 

into what is being made sense of. The (human-scale) 

incomprehensibility of global data flows becomes enmeshed 

with the (human-scale) incomprehensibility of global 
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atmospheric flows into the “mathematical sublime” (Yusoff, 

2009). 

The idea of climate in particular shifts from individual 

and cultural realities and timescales to that of Earth 

systems and Earth time, functioning simultaneously in 

contrasting yet deeply entangled timescapes. It’s important 

to not presume that human temporalities and geological 

temporalities function separately. They are mutually 

constitutive ways of interpreting vastly different aspects 

of existing on this planet. Climate can be thought of as a 

human-scale proxy that’s proven useful for projecting into 

geologic time and attempting to establish human-scale 

positionality. It’s a path of sorts that allows us to situate 

ourselves in modes of planetary thinking, as well as project 

environmental conditions and challenges in both the future 

and the past. One can think of this as a form of storytelling 

that becomes interwoven with culturally and individually 

informed environmental histories, with our moments of 

noticing environmental process and change functioning as 

nodes of intersection. Often, when we constellate between 

our own environmental contexts, that of the mathematical 

sublime of global systems, and the (in)graspability of 

hegemonic cosmologies, we may end up with a vision of the 

future in which human and ecological precarities are deeply 

entangled and catastrophe is assured. Which it is. I want to 

see what opens up when we critique these notions of a singular 

systemic end to a singular systemic world and engage with 

cosmic messiness as a generative force. 

Initially, this necessitates a reframing away from 

apocalypse as a promise of global doom to a local phenomenon 

that manifests heterogeneously in space and time along lines 
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of systemic social and geopolitical inequality. To suss this 

out, it’s useful to turn to contemporary trends in eco-

speculative thought, specifically attending to black 

feminist eco-critical interventions. One of the tenets of 

black speculative creative and intellectual work has been 

the pre-supposition of Apocalypse as a “celebration of doomed 

difference” (Sinker, 1992). Not only do many Afrofuturist 

narratives engage with the Middle Passage as an 

acknowledgement of a world-ending event that sparked the 

reality in which we now find ourselves, but I would push that 

intervention forward from pre-supposition to deconstruction. 

The Middle Passage was an Apocalyptic moment in a 

conceptually similar way that Manifest Destiny or the AIDS 

crisis were Apocalyptic moments: world-ending events for the 

people whose worlds were ended. Everything after that is 

post-Apocalyptic; every building is re-building; every 

growth is re-growth; every act of love is survival. 

Deconstructing the Apocalypse allows us, primarily, to do 

away with the notion that the Apocalypse is a singular event 

in space or a singular event in time. An all-encompassing 

end to an all-encompassing world is quaintly modernist and 

dependent on sociopolitical constructions of a global 

Anthropocenic milieu. The world ended a while ago for a lot 

of folks, and re-imagining Apocalypse as deeply heterogeneous 

in space and time allows us to acknowledge that and move 

towards more situated forms of justice and accountability. 

We know what comes after because we’re already there. The 

unease that arises from the environmental collapse in which 

we find ourselves is the connective tissue for an 

interlocking multiplicity of catastrophes across an 

interlocking multiplicity of worlds. What if we took this 
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idea of Apocalypse and instead looked at it as something more 

processual; as multiple processes of worlding? 

 

 

Towards a Trouble Cosmology 

   

In critiquing the singularity of our constructions of 

the world, I resist a mainstream environmental ethic in which 

our conceptions of what Nature is and how it functions are 

built on colonial logics and Western delineations of what 

constitutes human subjectivity. This isn’t a tearing away 

from Western ecologies and environmental thought, but an 

opening of epistemic space for a complementary assemblage of 

ways of knowing and working with the planet. As Chelsea 

Frazier reminds us, liberal Western environmental thought is 

woefully insufficient to substantively address the swath of 

dire circumstances at hand. Seeking a “heteromorphic 

understanding” of the world (or worlds), she works from a 

black diasporic framework that resists the otherizing 

structures of the environmental and political logics of 

Western modernity. Frazier stresses the need to “trouble 

ecology” by engaging with the black feminist speculative 

imagination in a way that can destabilize colonial logics 

that structure our ideas of both the human and the world to 

“reconstitute the (un)limits of humanity and construct 

alternative conceptions of ecological ethics” (Frazier, 

2016). Perhaps by troubling ecology we can move towards a 

trouble ecology that embraces messiness and multivalence. 

Alexis Pauline Gumbs gives us such a trouble ecology in 

M Archive. Gumbs’s “dark feminine” intervention in cosmic 

epistemological thought presents the “black simultaneity of 
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the universe” as counter to hegemonic notions of sanity and 

commensurability. Gumbs is not concerned with being 

understood or understandable, metaphysically embracing the 

breakdowns of meaning as well as its blockages. M Archive 

itself is presented as a series of poetic vignettes, moments 

neither in nor outside of time, following the collapse of 

hegemonic temporal structures that came in tandem with the 

Apocalypse. In one of these moments  

 

“it became an abstraction to stand up straight…the 
reality of underground living tilted them forward and 
they could see their path…it hurt at first, but then it 
didn’t anymore. and everything became much less linear. 
and instead of the sun the core of the earth became the 
most studied and attractive resource. they wouldn’t have 
called it enlightenment. let’s call it, return” (61). 
 

In this vignette, underground life defines the reality of 

quotidian phenomenological experience and standing upright 

is no longer a physical option. This can be considered a 

blunt deconstruction of modernist ideals of embodied 

uprightness and their associations with righteousness, 

knowledge, and linear progress narratives, which have always 

functioned at a disjoint from the embodied reality of the 

human form. The cultural demand of straightness and 

uprightness in all its hegemonic forms is revealed as an 

abstraction and folks, after an adjustment period, can see 

new directions of movement. Linearity breaks down, Sun 

worship no longer has utility or cultural significance, and 

Earth becomes interstice. Gumbs brings Pepperstein’s cold 

center of the Sun to the core of the Earth, the new (and 

timeless) site of dark cosmic mystery. A turning away from 

Enlightenment thought, it’s quite literally a grounding; a 
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return. To what exactly, is unclear and possibly unknowable. 

Throughout M Archive we get hints about the futility of 

masculinist, modernist ascensionist ideals. While 

interpretable as a turn away from the linear progress motif 

of Astronautical thought, it may be more fruitful to view 

this as an embrace of the darkness and its metaphysical 

fulfilment. 

One of Gumbs’s most important interventions is the 

ontological interrogation and deconstruction of the 

assemblages that constitute the Earth, its spatial context, 

and their relation to constructions of the human. Her open 

question for “this particular piece of earth” is a curiosity 

for “the what of it. the whom.” These ontological 

investigations of the Earth dissolve and re-form around 

shifting scales and playful bricolage that confuses and 

enmeshes ideas of the human with ideas of the Earth, allowing 

planetary and cosmic bodies to take on posthuman modes of 

messiness.  

 

“we had known we would have been gentle enough to keep 
the planet together. you know? 
but anyway this is what happened. (and you can take it 
literally or not) one day, all at the same time, the 
continents got up, just stood up right after letting us 
live on their backs all that time. just stood up, 
gorgeous gigantic and brown and naked except for what 
we had built or allowed to remain. they just stood up 
and walked resolutely out into space. and the water 
between fell out of orbit and most of us fell too. 
unless we held on. 
and the planet was gone.” (162) 
 
The planet re-worked itself, dissolved itself, and went 

off in its own multiplicity of directions. The planet is not 
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the world is not the Earth, and it does not need to be as 

stable or reliable as what we expect of it. In contrast to 

the sublime fear of celestial power, this Afro-surrealist 

take on the Planetary embraces a solemn unpredictability and 

incommensurability. The Earth and its constituents may change 

their mind one day, not with malice or violence, but simply 

because it’s time to move on. For humanity, in its many 

forms, there are no bunkers or seed vaults to fall back on, 

only the conscious decision to hold on. The deconstruction 

(and expansion) of the idea of celestial bodies as discrete 

and rationalizable goes hand in hand with Gumbs’s 

deconstruction of popular conceptions of Apocalypse. As 

ecosystems become less coherent and landscapes dissolve into 

the sea, we are faced with the challenge of confronting the 

precarity of the land beneath our feet, and we must decide 

how and why to hold on. M Archive purports itself to take 

place “after the end of the world” but it is not clear what 

the end is or what the world is. Perhaps the point being that 

it never was. 

This investigation of Apocalyptic thought involves a 

gaze toward the flip side of the planetary ontological 

intervention: the deconstruction of the human. As assemblage 

of embodied form and discrete consciousness, the human, as 

modernist construction, stems from a legacy of Enlightenment 

thought that determines personhood and fullness of human 

identity based on a constellation of particular ways of 

being, built at the expense of, and through violence against, 

colonial subjectivity, disabled subjectivity, gendered 

subjectivity, sexual subjectivity, and so much more. Speaking 

specifically to the power of Afrofuturist interventions in 

human embodiment, tobias c. van Veen brings us back to the 
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Middle Passage epistemology by pointing out that the 

narratives that set up and perpetuated slave societies 

attempted to “obliterate the ontological capacity of human 

subjectivity” (van Veen, 2016). The colonial project, in 

building the image of liberal humanist Man against the bodies 

of enslaved and subjugated folks the world over 

simultaneously destroyed any possibility of that humanity 

being realized. As Gumbs stated, “those of us who had been 

called alien. we who had nonconsensually generated the human 

across time” were the bearers of that temporal disjointedness 

and ontological invalidation. The colonial logics that had 

reconstructed the cosmos, structuring the rationalist co-

production of Earth systems and temporal processes, were 

crystallized and shattered in the same moment. Everything 

that follows is a post-human post-Apocalypse for which the 

very dimensions of space and time have the unfamiliar and 

incommensurable texture which M Archive illustrates. 

In working through these deconstructions, many 

Afrofuturist and Afrosurrealist artists and thinkers turn to 

an idea of the human that is deeply heterogeneous, unbounded, 

and subject to a shifting constellation of sociopolitical 

and biopolitical contextualizing forces. If we look to 

Alexander Weheliye’s theorization on racializing assemblages 

in Habeas Viscus, we can work through these questions of 

context as something more closely tied to the flesh; a 

negotiation of embodiment, subjection, and humanity. 

Engaging with the intellectual foundations of Hortense 

Spillers and Sylvia Wynter, Weheliye works through race and 

racialization as a set of social and political processes, 

including sites of subjection acting upon the body, placing 

individual bodies onto multi-dimensional spectra of sub- to 
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super-humanity. There is no avoidance of racialization (or 

gendering or sexualization or ableism or on and again) and 

its implications for human-ness. Consequently, scholarship 

around posthumanism has often failed to account for its own 

paradox of (im)possibility. Some posthumanist scholars’ 

reliance on the liberal humanist notion of human as bounded, 

defined, discrete Man evacuates any other potentialities for 

the construction of the human and assumes a universally 

accessed human state that must be overcome in order to become 

something greater, more advanced, and more able (Weheliye, 

2014). 

Radically speculative postcolonial thought often opens 

and searches through spaces of alterity for an engagement 

with human-ness that is more situated and messier than 

currently structured (Weheliye, 2014). But how does creative 

and intellectual labor regarding embodiment intersect with 

interrogations of cosmic logics? Gumbs’s situating of 

subjugated humanity as “those of us who had been called 

alien” is reminiscent of a major Afrofuturist contribution 

to the idea of cosmically contextualized humanity. Not only 

have many Afrofuturist thinkers engaged with speculation 

regarding the potentialities of colonized subjects in outer 

space but have also brought that intervention to the Earth 

system. Sinker’s theorization around the “Alien Nation” of 

post-Middle Passage subjectivity speaks to the ways in which 

Black bodies were de-contextualized and de-familiarized to 

the point of being extra-terrestrial. The figure of the Alien 

is one of the most prominent threads through Afrofuturist 

work, and while being an imaginative engagement of 

speculative fiction, it also serves an ontological purpose 

that could not be accomplished through the traditional modes 
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through which we conceptualize human subjectivity. As Audre 

Lorde taught us, “the master’s tools will never dismantle 

the master’s house,” and as Alexis Gumbs taught us, the 

conception of the “unitary body” was a weapon of “selective 

genocide” on the part of academia. Critique of the violent 

colonial logics that structure the human is insufficient when 

using the intellectual tools formed by those logics 

themselves. In order to more fully reveal the stakes at hand 

and their implications, speculative thinkers have often 

looked beyond traditional intellectual processes. This 

embrace of the alien, as Sinker would have it, is not an 

excursion away from logic, but a move towards ways of knowing 

that more just, fleshy, and situated.  

Loving the alien involves a move beyond an engagement 

with the granular oddities and systemic disjointedness of 

the lived reality of humanity. It points to a re-situating 

in which the human, the Earth, and the cosmos function not 

as a rationalized and systemic Enlightenment set of systems 

of systems, but instead can be conceptualized as variously 

enmeshed, entangled, and mutually constitutive. The 

Afrofuturist figure of the Alien is a bridge, an 

interrogation, and an open question; a necessary space of 

de-spatialized possibility. Furthermore, this enmeshment 

allows us to revisit Weheliye’s theorization and ask what 

happens when we apply the framework of racializing 

assemblages to multi-scalar cosmic ontologies of space and 

time. If the Human is enmeshed with the Terrestrial and the 

Cosmic, then we may also interrogate the ways in which 

sociopolitical and biopolitical legacies structure cosmic 

assemblages of Earth-Space systems.  
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An entry into Afrofuturist ontological assemblages may 

be through the motif of the Crossroads. For Gumbs, the 

crossroads is another signifier for the intersection, hinting 

at the power of intersectional critique for delving into 

liminality, weirdness, and metaphysical deconstruction. The 

crossroads isn’t simply the place in which the rules break 

down, it’s where “they started digging…started to see the 

layers…started to remember…started to know, as they dug and 

they dug they got closer to home” (57). It’s at the 

crossroads, or the intersection, that one starts doing the 

work and digging down towards geologically deep temporal 

knowledge. Here, the ontology of the human again becomes 

deeply enmeshed with the ontology of the Earth, and we can 

revisit Gumbs earlier intervention to examine the 

posthumanity of the dirt. In these post-Apocalyptic 

vignettes, people make soil from body waste, looking to the 

“dirt under their fingernails, the collected decomposition 

of their skin” (52). The human body becomes the source of 

material, foundational sustenance for botanical life, an 

assemblage that is already known to be part of natural cycles 

as we currently understand them. This enmeshment of the Human 

and the Land can be continued through an investigation of 

Gumbs’s landfill ontology, in which “nothing disintegrated 

but us” and “the blockages and the growths and the ways our 

bodies turned against themselves…were simply reflections of 

the conditions of our storage units. and the conditions of 

our rain forests” (46). If we interpret the landfill as a 

blockage within Earth systems, in which material from various 

natural resources is no longer able to be decomposed and 

recycled into material of new natural resources, then we can 

analogize that blockage to the ontological removal of the 
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Human from the Land, which we see in the form of 

epistemological dialectics between the Natural and Urban, 

and even the material realities of biotic and abiotic 

preservation. As Trevor Paglen notes, the "temporal 

contradiction” of the Anthropocene “freezes time,” allowing 

for landfill materials like Styrofoam cups and (conceptually) 

nuclear waste to act as “historic agents, producing their 

own futures” (Paglen, 2012).  

M Archive has no investment in proving or legitimating 

our ideas of the human, but instead in deconstructing it 

(xi). The body becomes a “technology for remembering” (200), 

a “funhouse or arboretum” (81), expanding out to the 

planetary itself. Shifting focus to the scale of 

microorganisms, the body becomes a landscape, hosting “tiny 

cities in their intestine. the whole surface of their skins 

populated and evolving” to the point at which “they finally 

had to understand themselves as planets” (52). For “all the 

sciences are infinite in the scope of their inquiry” (Pascal, 

2004), collapsing the discreteness of human spatial and 

temporal scale. The human is simultaneously a constituent of 

and constituted by planetary and cosmic assemblages. Moving 

beyond colonial logics that structure our knowledge of and 

existence in the world, we can engage in speculative 

narratives and strategies of world-building that are more 

intellectually exciting; a trouble cosmology in which the 

human is assembled, entangled, enmeshed, deconstructed, 

reconstructed, and read through the planetary. When it comes 

down to it, “there is only all” (Gumbs, 2018). 
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“the what of it. the whom” 

 

I engage with speculation as a praxis of imagining the 

unimaginable to deconstruct or build alternatives within 

structures of hegemonic power and knowledge-making. It has 

long been a creative phenomenon but is being increasingly 

recognized for its political force. Opening up spaces of 

possibility that critique the present and attend to the past 

is a powerful tool in the formation of sustainable political 

formations, offering visions of the kinds of ecological and 

political formations that might be and can be. There is a 

growing energy around the political implications of 

imaginative, radical speculation, which can be seen through 

academic emergences of intersectional eco-critique as well 

as subcultures like Solarpunk, which seeks creative 

prefigurations through “socio-environmental thought and 

creation, rather than merely survival in a decaying world” 

(Wagner & Wieland, 2017).  

In exploring landscapes of comparative cosmologies, 

it’s needful to find ways to attend to what may be lost as 

well as what may be generated. Sometimes, one must make kin 

with incommensurability, constructively and creatively 

minding the gaps. In pushing back against mainstream 

histories of thought around the construction of the human, 

the planetary, and the cosmic, it’s important to reiterate 

that this isn’t a tearing away but a call to radically re-

frame; one which seeks to hold tension between complementary 

modes of knowing and being in the world(s). This urges us to 

take seriously the task of imagining the unimaginable, 

engaging with radical speculation to create spaces of 
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building and organizing through the politics and processes 

of the post-apocalyptic. 
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