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Geology, Myth, Media
A.J. Nocek 

This article argues for the relevance of mythical signification in our 
geological epoch. More than this, it contends that we need to revise our 
assumptions about media and communication systems in order to grasp 
the importance of myth in an era where the future of human and nonhu-
man life on the Earth is entirely uncertain. To make this case, I focus on 
the growing consensus in the sciences and theoretical humanities that 
mythical stories about geological and planetary processes cannot simply 
be disqualified or disregarded because they do not conform to the norms 
of modern scientific epistemology (e.g., Vitaliano; Piccardi and Masse). 
Whether these stories come to us from pre-modern civilizations and at-
tempt to give sense and meaning to geological events such as natural 
disasters, or they have more contemporary roots in neo-pagan activism 
and feminist healing practices (e.g., Stengers; Salomonsen; Keller), there 
is a mounting need to account for the important ways in which myth has 
facilitated, and could still facilitate, meaningful engagements with the 
Earth’s complex material transformations. There is little doubt that this 
urgency stems in large part from our shared anxiety over what is to come 
of the human species in our geological epoch (e.g., Lee; Scranton; Thacker), 
and the attendant need to piece together knowledge about the Earth before 
the advent of sophisticated modeling, as well as a more general desire to 
develop alternative (i.e., non-modern) material and epistemic practices 
in collaboration with the Earth’s surface environments.1

This article addresses the varied and complex challenges that con-
front theories of planetary history and transformation that incorporate 
mythical storytelling into their epistemologies. The difficulties facing such 
efforts could not be more pronounced than they are in today’s rancorous 
political climate, which has, and not unproblematically, been dubbed, 
“post-truth,” and which has also mobilized various kinds of “fiction” 
to the detriment of the planet (e.g., Klein). In this context, I discuss how 
Roland Barthes was all too familiar with the myriad ways in which mythi-
cal signification in particular could be wedded to exploitative systems 
of power. In what follows, I address these and other challenges in what 
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I consider to be mutually informing “layers of complication” that give 
shape to the problem of incorporating mythic signification into our epis-
temologies of planetary and geological phenomena. For instance, I trace 
the limitations of modern science’s attempt to integrate geological myths 
into its epistemic practices in the quickly emerging field of geomythology. 
I also consider the importance of expunging dangerous myths from our 
theories of planetary evolution. Along the way, I expose how media and 
communication theory is an invaluable resource for unpacking these layers 
of complication, mainly because it brings into sharp relief the communi-
cative essentialisms underwriting our various theories of geomythology. 
In the end, I insist that it is actually our limited understanding of media 
and communication in the context of planetary and geological processes 
that stands in the way developing a robust theoretical framework for 
mythical signification in our current geological epoch. The work of Isabelle 
Stengers, Alfred North Whitehead, and contemporary media theory will 
prove especially useful for framing this argument. 

Layer 1: Geomythology as Geocommunication
Unusual topography has often inspired myths about the formation 

and purpose of the Earth’s surface. The island of Mangaia in the Cook 
Islands is a good example of this. At the center of the island is an eroded 
volcano surrounded by a “moat-like depression.” According to one myth, 
the once “smooth and regular” island was formed as a result of a com-
petition between the rain god and the sea god that caused tremendous 
erosion and mudslides (see Vitaliano, “Geomythology”). Another good 
example of the intersection of topography and myth is the Devil’s Tower 
in Wyoming. Two Native American tribes living nearby tell a slightly 
different story about the tower’s formation, but both accounts reference 
how they were able to flee the deadly grip of a very large bear because 
their deity answered their desperate plea and raised the Earth under their 
feet. To this day, the bear’s claws are still visible in the rock formation. 
Myths also have been frequently invoked to account for violent geological 
events, such as floods, earthquakes, and storms. In Japanese mythology, 
for example, Namazu is often depicted as a giant catfish that brings about 
various kinds of natural disasters. Kashima is the only deity who can hold 
Namazu back by pinning him down to the Earth with a capstone. On the 
occasions when Kashima is distracted or becomes tired, Namazu squirms 
and wiggles free, which causes earthquakes in the human world. Greek 
mythology is also full of geological myths: Poseidon, for example, is the 
god of sea and water and is known as the “Earth shaker.” The same is 
true for Judeo-Christian mythology: the parting of the Red Sea in the 
Book of Exodus and Noah’s Flood in the Book of Genesis are other clear 
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examples of geological myth. Countless other myths have been used to 
account for floods and other major geological processes, such as volcanic 
eruptions, storms, and so on. 

It may seem surprising that these and other myths are now the topic 
of serious science. In fact, most of the above myths were taken from the 
2007 Special Publication of the Geological Society, titled Geology and Myth. 
The entire volume is dedicated to addressing the crucial intersection 
of myth-making and geological processes in the growing discipline of 
“geomythology.” While the term geomythology was first introduced by 
Dorothy Vitaliano in her exceptional work, Legends of the Earth: The Geologic 
Origins (1973), it is only within the last decade or so that geomythology 
has become a legitimate field of research in the Earth sciences.2  According 
to Vitaliano, geomythology “is the study of the actual geologic origins 
of natural phenomena which were long explained in terms of myth and 
folklore” (qtd. in Piccardi, “Preface” vii). And since the publication of 
Vitaliano’s groundbreaking study, the bourgeoning field has made great 
strides in unlocking the geological origins of many of the geological myths, 
legends, and folklore that helped give sense and meaning to geological 
process in pre-scientific eras. 

Of course, the trouble with myth is that its structure and function 
are notoriously difficult to define. As W. Bruce Masse and his colleagues 
explain in one of the central essays included in the 2007 collection, “… 
the study of myth is beset by a tangled web of contradictions. Although 
there are some generally accepted notions of what constitutes a myth, 
most scholars note that there is no universally accepted definition of 
the term, nor is there a consensus view of its nature and how it should 
be studied” (Masse et al. 9). Despite this inherent difficulty, the authors 
provide a helpful overview of some of the major developments in theories 
of myth, including its formulation by the ancient Greeks as mythologia 
(mythos and logos) in Plato, Aristotle, and Herodotus; by Enlightenment 
thinkers such as Hume, Voltaire, and Fontenelle, who considered it to be 
“primitive” and “savage”; by the German, English, French, and American 
Romantics throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; by modern 
social scientists, such Tylor, Mauss, and Durkheim; and by twentieth-
century theorists who brought out its psychological (Jung, Campbell) and 
structural (Lévi-Strauss) dimensions (Masse et al. 11-13). They end their 
overview with a discussion of what they call myths in our current era of 
“semiotics, hermeneutics, deconstruction, and postmodernism” (13). They 
conclude, however, that all of “these [theories] have one fundamental 
shared characteristic—none is seemingly willing to suggest that a real 
observed natural process or event may lie at the core of myth storylines” 
(13). The strange twist in their argument is that scientists, instead of hu-
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manists and social scientists, are the only ones (with a few exceptions) 
who take myth seriously: they are willing to grant that myths are (often) 
historical records of natural processes. 

Since its inception, geomythology has isolated two ways that myths 
function as records of geophysical phenomena: they are either stories in 
which “some geologic feature or the occurrence of some geologic phe-
nomena has inspired a folklore explanation,” or they are those tales that 
are “garbled explanation of some actual geologic event, usually a natural 
catastrophe” (Piccardi, “Preface,” vii; see Vitaliano, “Geomythology”). 
For instance, the claw marks on the Devil’s Tower are really just examples 
of columnar jointing (first kind); scientists have also seemed to come up 
with a viable geological explanation for Noah’s Flood (second kind): 
“postglacial melting elevated sea levels to the extent that the Mediter-
ranean broke through into the Black Sea depression, drowning out so 
many settlements that a universal flood legend resulted” (Vitaliano, 
“Geomythology” 4; see also Ryan and Pitman). Many other well-known 
myths and legends, including the parting of the Red Sea, the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, the Oracle at Delphi, and Atlantis are still waiting 
for their sound scientific explanation (Vitaliano, “Geomythology” 4-5).3  
Nevertheless, scientists have made great strides in extracting verifiable 
scientific explanations from out of many of the “fanciful stories” dreamed 
up by those civilizations without the benefit of modern science aiding 
their comprehension of geophysical systems. For this reason, scientists 
conclude that geological myths are not to be discounted: they are prov-
ing to be a tremendous storehouse of information about the Earth’s pre-
modern history. 

Despite these achievements, it’s hard to deny that this work sounds 
a bit like it should be featured on a bad National Geographic special where 
scientists with questionable credibility are filmed trying to find evidence 
for the historical Jesus or the lost city of Atlantis. There is, no doubt, a side 
to this work that fits the pop-science bill rather well, and some geologists 
even admit that it is good for generating a wider interest in the Earth’s 
geologic history. Other experts insist that drawing attention to geomyths 
might even be able to reawaken popular interest in narrativizing our feel-
ings and sympathies for planetary processes (see Lanza and Negrete). But 
on the other side of this public relations campaign is the very difficult and 
time-consuming work of extracting facts from out of the lithic stories told 
by pre-modern peoples. As Luigi Piccardi insists, the “interpretation of 
geological folklore, to be correctly and exhaustively carried out, requires 
the integration of knowledge in the fields of geology, archeology, history, 
comparative mythology, and anthropology” (Piccardi, “Preface” vii). For 
this reason, “the process of extracting from myth such records of natural 
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events and processes in most cases will not be easy” (Masse et al. 25). But 
it is the hope that these transdisciplinary efforts will be able to decode 
the “encoded memories of past geological events” in order to add to the 
sum total of planetary memory and ultimately help us comprehend the 
kinds of geological transformation that we are now facing in the era often 
dubbed the “Anthropocene” (Piccardi, “Preface” vii). 

The language many of these scientists deploy to describe the process 
of extracting fact from myth is crucial. There is a very clear tendency to use 
communication and information theory as a conceptual anchor: verifiable 
facts are encoded within these narratives and it is the job of careful scien-
tists to decode them. According to Masse and his colleagues, “mythology 
is the function of oral transmission of linguistically encoded data,” which 
means that “myths are not just silly ‘cultural fiction,’ they are carriers of 
information…” even though “[r]ecovering that information is not always 
easy or even possible” (18). 

This approach to information has a clear debt to the classical infor-
mation theory formulated by Claude E. Shannon and Warren Weaver. 
Shannon’s seminal 1948 paper, “A Mathematical Theory of Communica-
tion,” attempted to resolve an engineering problem in telecommunica-
tions: namely, how to send a message from one point (sender) to another 
(receiver) with as little error as possible. In Shannon’s diagram of a general 
communications system, a sender encodes a message into a signal so that 
it can be transmitted across a channel and decoded by a receiver. “The 
fundamental problem of communication,” Shannon explains, “is that 
of reproducing at one point, either exactly or approximately, a message 
selected at another point” (Shannon 1). What Shannon demonstrates 
mathematically, however, is that the information a message carries has 
nothing to do with its meaning or content. Information is a purely math-
ematical unit (or bit) measured by the probability that it will be selected. 
This is why “the . . . semantic aspects of communication are irrelevant to 
the engineering problem” (1).4

A crucial part of this communication system is “noise,” which refers 
to any physical disturbance to the transmission of information. And while 
noise is essentially what assaults the communicative act, it is nonetheless 
included within the overall Shannon-Weaver communicative system. 
Noise is therefore not outside of the communicative model, however: 
communication is a noisy business and so it must be monitored and 
hopefully controlled. In fact, what Shannon was able to demonstrate is 
that each channel has a maximum capacity to transmit error-free (or reli-
able) messages. And even when dealing with incredibly noisy channels, 
which is to say, channels with low bandwidth, error-free communication 
is achievable so long as the maximum rate is not exceeded (determined 
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by “noisy channel coding theory”).5  In these cases, error detection and 
correction techniques—which Shannon describes in his landmark paper, 
and which were first introduced by Richard W. Hamming—may also 
be used in order to recover original data that may have been corrupted 
during transmission.6 

There are very clear resonances between the Shannon-Weaver com-
munication model and the sciences of geomythology: not only does the 
latter presuppose a classical communicative framework, but it also utilizes 
error detection and correction techniques to restore the original message. 
Think of mythical stories as channels for communicating geological events 
that have a high (or even built in) susceptibility for error. What scientists 
provide are the means for detecting and restoring what has been “garbled” 
in these noisy channels (Piccardi, “Preface” vii). In short, scientists aim to 
cleanse the message of those elements that prevent it from standing up 
to the scrutiny of objective science: namely, all those culturally situated 
modes of feeling and making sense of geological events. The wager, then, 
is that mythical channels can be purified of mere beliefs and situated 
knowledges (noise) so that an error-free communicative channel may 
be established between the pre-modern history of the Earth and modern 
scientific thought. In just this way, geomythology aspires to be a fully 
modern science: it puts full confidence in the idea that the history of the 
material world can be transparent to thought.

To say that the geological record could somehow be cleansed of its 
subjective and cultural mediations has clear affinities with the problem of 
“ancestrality” that Quentin Meillassoux famously poses for post-Kantian 
philosophy. In its most general formulation, ancestral statements are 
those that index a reality prior to the emergence of the human species on 
Earth. These statements are a challenge for humanists, if not for scientists, 
precisely because in the wake of Kant’s Copernican Revolution thought 
and Being/the Real are always correlated, we never have access “to ei-
ther term considered apart from the other” (Meillassoux 5). Meillassoux 
dubs the constant conjunction of thought and being “correlationism,” 
and then zeros in on the attendant problem of not being able to make 
(ancestral) claims about a reality anterior to the emergence of thought. 
Ancestrality illustrates a much more general problem for post-Kantian 
thought, however: namely, the inability to think the world as it is in-itself 
apart from how it is for-us. In other words, the world is always filtered 
through the lens of human phenomena such as language, subjectivity 
culture, power, economics, and so on. The Earth outside of its givenness 
is the outside of post-Kantian thought. This formulation has proven to 
be a rallying cry for many contemporary philosophers and theorists mo-
tivated by the urgent need to think a world outside the stranglehold of 
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anthropocentrism. The challenge, according to Meillassoux, is to be able 
to think “the great outdoors, the absolute outside of pre-critical thinkers: 
that outside which was not relative to us, and which was given as indif-
ferent to its own givenness to be what it is, existing in itself regardless of 
whether we are thinking of it or not” (7). For Meillassoux in particular, 
correlationism is only overcome by absolutely de-correlating thought from 
being, by stripping reality of all thought, vitality, and feeling. And such a 
mute and senseless reality is precisely what (post-Cantorian) mathematical 
formalism is able to deliver to thought: the thought of a world completely 
devoid of all thought (see also Shaviro, ch. 6).

This brief excursion into speculative materialism is especially useful 
for characterizing the ontological commitments of the media and com-
munication theory implied by the sciences of geomythology. Myth, much 
like speculative intellection for Meillassoux, can (ideally) be cleansed of all 
traces of subjective and cultural mediation so that the geological past can 
become transparent to thought. Put in other terms, geologists endeavor 
to find messages encoded with myths that can stand up to the careful 
scrutiny of scientists, precisely because they have proven themselves to 
be thought-independent, which is to say they reference geological events 
that exist outside of the interpretations of culturally situated human sub-
jects. Geological myths become the surprising analogues of Meillassoux’s 
mathematical formalism, then, if only in the sense that these myths, like 
set theoretical mathematics, are in the business of communicating “the 
great outdoors” that literary and cultural theorists cannot seem to ap-
preciate (see Masse et al.).

My concern here is that this view of myth ultimately leaves no room 
for what does not conform to a scientific description of a geological event 
or process. The “mythical” elements in geomythology are rendered mute 
and lifeless so that verifiable facts can be extracted from them. Not only 
does this very clearly illustrate how the sciences of geomythology are 
fundamentally ill equipped to celebrate the situated, fictional, and poetic 
modes of sense making, or what makes mythical description distinct from 
scientific description, but it also demonstrates how the mythical message 
must undergo an ethnic cleansing in order to be worthy of the modern 
scientist’s attention. For this reason, the architectures of communication 
that underwrite the various practices of geomythology actually perpetuate 
the colonial violence that has long been attributed to modern scientific 
epistemology.7  As Jonathan Beller notes in his recent article, “Fragment 
From The Message is Murder,” the content indifference of Shannon’s 
information theory, which also manifests itself in geomythology, cannot 
be disassociated from the hegemony and tyranny of signification in the 
West that propagates the “structural exclusion of social difference,” and 
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“the weighted bias against nonnormative, which is to say nonhegemonic, 
signification…” (151).8 

Layer 2: The Semiotics of Myth in the Anthropocene
This account of the geological sciences, and geomythology in par-

ticular, may seem a bit unfair. This is because I have made it seem as if 
they strip away all forms of agency and human context from their de-
scriptions, when this is plainly not true. Indeed there can be little doubt 
that situated human practices are incredibly important to geologists and 
other Earth and planetary scientists who study the Earth’s surface environ-
ments. Anthropos has left its mark on the geological record and scientists 
are struggling to make the consequences of this intelligible. While the 
“Anthropocene” was officially introduced into the scientific vocabulary 
by the atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen in 2002, scientists have been 
wrestling with how to describe the human effects on the Earth’s surface 
for well over a century. As early as 1864, George Perkins Marsh realized 
that humans have a deep and lasting effect on the Earth’s processes: “the 
operation of causes set in action by man,” writes Marsh, “has brought the 
face of the earth to a desolation almost as complete as that of the moon” 
(Marsh 43).9  Similarly, the geologist Antonio Stoppani introduced the 
term “Anthropozoic” in the late nineteenth century to characterize the 
geological epoch in which there is an irreversible transformation of the 
Earth’s surface environments due to human intervention.10

 Fast-forward to the 21st century and there is still little settled about 
the Anthropocene and whether and to what extent it even marks a true 
geological epoch. Such a designation would require the kind of wide-
spread consensus concerning the exact date and nature of the insertion 
of anthropos into the geological record that may not be feasible or even 
desirable.11  The designation is less important than the fact that the geo-
logical and related sciences have long since concerned themselves with 
the activities of humans, from Homo habilis onwards. What this means is 
that piecing together the geological history of the Earth from a variety 
of sources, including myths, necessarily entails taking account of a wide 
range of human practices. And what’s more, these practices now include 
social, cultural, economic, and political spheres of activity.

For example, there is a growing body of scientific research devoted 
to measuring how specific human activities—social, economic, urban, 
political, etc.—have real effects on the Earth’s surface and its continued 
habitability for human and nonhuman life. Important research conducted 
by Richard York, Eugene A. Rosa, and Thomas Dietz, for example, adapts 
the I=PAT equation developed in the 1970s (environmental Impact is the 
product of Population, Affluence, and Technology) to a stochastic form 
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(STIRPAT) in order to measure how population and affluence in particu-
lar affect the production of “greenhouse gasses (GHGs) methane (CH4), 
carbon dioxide (CO2),” and the global warming potential (GWP) (York 
et al. 31).12  What they determine is “that population is a consistent force 
behind GHG emissions, that affluence also drives emissions, that urban-
ization and industrialization increase emissions, and that tropical nations 
have lower emissions than non-tropical nations, controlling for other fac-
tors” (31, 44). In related research, Owen Kellie-Smith and Peter M. Cox 
home in on the various kinds of feedback that exist between wealth and 
climate change, and develop a mathematical model that shows the nega-
tive feedback between climate change and human wealth: “an increase in 
human wealth causes an increase in emissions and global warming, but 
the warming damages human wealth, slowing its rise or even making 
it fall” (868). The significance of this and related work is that it doesn’t 
only contribute to the growing body of research on anthropogenic climate 
change, but it also, and much more specifically, frames human-induced 
climate change in terms of specific human activities, and it devises math-
ematical models to measure their effects (York et al. 32; and Rosa and 
Dietz; Kellie-Smith and Cox).

What’s noteworthy for us about this work is that it provides the 
ingredients for a slightly different, if surprising, take on the relevance of 
myth for Earth, atmospheric, and planetary sciences. Indeed, one could 
frame their research on the human activities responsible for anthropogenic 
climate change in the following way: these scientists are using mathemati-
cal models to measure the planetary effects of the dominant systems of 
power that ensure the production of wealth at the expense of all else, 
including the planet (which is indicative of what some call the Capitalo-
cene13). York and his colleagues make just this argument:  “[d]ue to the 
power of the economic elite and the benefits they receive from economic 
growth and the externalization of costs, there is an intrinsic, reinforcing 
drive to increase production, which in turn increases environmental im-
pacts” (York et al. 35).

From Roland Barthes’s perspective, however, the perpetuation of 
this system of production is invariably connected to the semiotic structure 
of myth itself. Barthes famously analyzes the structure of myth in mass 
media and communication systems in his Mythologies (1957). Myth is a 
second-order semiotic system: it transforms an already extant sign into 
a signifier (223). To do so, the mythical signifier conceals the history of 
the sign: while it requires or feeds off of the original meaning—myth is a 
“parasite” in this way (226)—it disguises the historical contingency of its 
construction and makes it appear “natural” (243). Myth, therefore, covers 
up the context of the sign, empties it of its history, and then transforms 
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it into to a signifier of what is natural, eternal, and absolute.14  Ideologies 
of capitalism work in just this way for Barthes: “practiced at a national 
scale,” he continues, “bourgeois norms are experienced as evident laws 
of nature—the further the bourgeois class propagates its representations, 
the more naturalized it becomes” (252). With mythic signification, homo 
economicus becomes the true image of the “Man”; and in neoliberal capi-
talism, technological innovation becomes the only viable way to inter-
vene in anthropogenic climate change, and so on. These are all signifiers 
(economic man, innovation, etc.) taken to be natural and eternal instead 
of having historically contingent and socially constructed meanings. On 
this reading, myth is at the root of the pervasive modern (ideological) 
tendency to naturalize privatization, economic rationality, competition, 
etc., as well as the attendant problem of being unable to construct viable 
alternatives to them.

Using this framework, we now have a very different way to think 
about the (dangerous) function of myth within our geological epoch. While 
its relevance goes unacknowledged, and certainly does not fall under 
the auspices of “geomythology” in any strict sense, geologists and other 
scientists are nonetheless modeling the very real effects of mythic produc-
tion on the Earth’s surface environments. Myths are a part of the very 
fabric of human earthly habitation; and they are in large part responsible 
for the naturalization of a system of capitalist accumulation that is only 
concerned with its own perpetuation. And so what we now confront as a 
human species are the very real consequences of these mythical produc-
tions—namely, the possibility of extinction. One could then respond to 
Masse and his colleagues’ claim (above) that literary and cultural theorists 
do not appreciate the reality encoded within mythic production by point-
ing out that geologists tend to be indebted to a naïve understanding of 
how the reality of something is measured: according to what it represents 
instead of what it does.

The clear advantage of this idiosyncratic reading of geomythol-
ogy is that myths are shown to have a deep and lasting impact on the 
Earth’s surface environments. And what’s more, mythic production is 
no longer a relic of our pre-modern past: it is very much a part of our 
present ideological condition. Framed in terms of the Shannon-Weaver 
model of communication, myths are no longer noisy interferences to the 
communication of the Earth’s history, but they are a part of the original 
message that needs to be communicated. What scientists are doing then, 
albeit implicitly and without recognizing it, is modeling the real and 
catastrophic consequences of mythic production as a part of the Earth’s 
geological record. These scientists are not Marxists, of course, working 
to de-naturalize mythic production (à la Barthes), but their models are 
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ultimately registering the detrimental effects of mythic signification on the 
planet in order that we may (hopefully) devise a way to mitigate them.

And while this proposal offers a very different reading of myth and 
geological history, it is still indebted to a classical media and communica-
tion model; only now, the signal includes the material effects of mythical 
signifying practices. But it is still of the utmost importance to manage the 
signal-to-noise ratio in its mathematical models. This is precisely how the 
IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) frames the communi-
cative dimensions of “climate scenario development” in their 2001 Report: 

The treatment of “signal” and “noise” in constructing climate scenarios 
is of great importance in interpreting the results of impact assess-
ments that make use of these scenarios. If climate scenarios contain an 
unspecified combination of signal plus noise, then it is important to 
recognise that the impact response to such scenarios will only partly be 
a response to anthropogenic climate change; an unspecified part of the 
impact response will be related to natural internal climate variability. 
However, if the objective is to specify the impacts of the anthropogenic 
climate signal alone, then there are two possible strategies for climate 
scenario construction: attempt to maximise the signal and minimise the 
noise; do not try to disentangle signal from noise, but supply impact 
assessments with climate scenarios containing both elements and also 
companion descriptions of future climate that contain only noise, thus 
allowing impact assessors to generate their own impact signal-to-noise 
ratios. (Mearns et al.)15

Scientists put their confidence in the mathematical models of anthro-
pogenic climate change precisely because they can (ideally) distinguish 
between the information and the noise in them. The implication here is 
that the decoded message functions as a kind of meta- or master-message, 
protected from the various and complex social, cultural, and economic 
factors that it includes within its model. The wager is that communicative 
transparency can be forged between the data collected about the Earth’s 
deep history and (probable) future, on the one hand, and scientific thought 
on the other. Once again, mathematics secures thought’s access to a past 
and future of the Earth (as in Meillassoux) that has been cleansed of the 
seductive powers of mythic productions, which serve to naturalize homo 
economicus and other neoliberal and/or religious signifiers. For this reason, 
we could say that the mathematical model functions as a kind of “pro-
phylactic media” that protects the message from the dangerous antigens 
that it aims to model. 16 

 And yet from Barthes’s perspective, the irony is that mathematical 
models are able to have this communicative, or even prophylactic, func-
tion precisely because they are abstracted from the material histories of 
their production, from the many and varied contingencies that led to 
their construction. These are the material histories that STS scholars have 
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studied for decades and that demonstrate how modeling is a situated 
activity that can offer no “master discourse.”17  What this means is that 
the presumed sufficiency of the mathematical model in the era of extreme 
climate change is ultimately the consequence of the mythical status of the 
model itself. The mathematical model has become a mythical signifier.

It should be clear that Barthes’ theory of myth offers a very dif-
ferent itinerary through geomythology. Myths are not remnants of a 
pre-modern past; on the contrary, they are very much a part of human 
signifying practices in the modern world whose effects can be felt at the 
scales of geological space and time. By recasting Barthes’s work in terms 
of these geological scales, the materiality of myth comes into sharp focus 
for us. And what’s more, although science tries to immunize itself from 
mythic signification, it ends up reproducing the very thing that it wishes 
to protect itself from. 

There are nonetheless some serious limitations to this reading of 
myth as well. For one thing, Barthes’ Mythologies has often been criticized 
for not leaving enough room for critical reception among non-specialists; 
it has also been charged with naïvely assuming that a critical analysis of 
myth is sufficient for depriving myth of its efficacy. And yet, I think the 
more serious challenge here is that myth becomes a mode of signification 
that demands critique. Myth is parasitical and can be dangerous, and 
for this reason, it needs to be demystified through Marxist analysis. So 
although we may acquire a way to talk about the ubiquity, danger, and 
materiality of myth in Barthes, my concern is that this is fundamentally 
insufficient for our purposes. Myths are framed as a parasitical, illusory, 
and destructive, and for this reason require a new (master) discourse to 
replace them. Of course there can be little doubt that myths can easily 
be exploited and used to promote mass deception and prop up fascistic 
regimes (see Ricoeur, below); and this danger could not be more evident 
than it is today, as Naomi Klein and others have illustrated so forcefully 
(see Klein). But the risk is that myth is, once again, subject to another 
tyrannical regime: the regime of truth and ethnic cleansing (see Beller). 

Layer 3: Critical Mythopoetics
Given this very clear and persistent tendency to strip myth of its 

capacity to make us think and feel our world in ways that do not conform 
to modern scientific epistemology, we might ask whether and to what 
extent it is possible to have a positive theory of the myth in a geological 
era marked by the potential of extinction? And what does it matter in any 
case? Can it even offer us a way to make sense of, or even mitigate the 
effects of, a planet that may no longer be habitable for humans and other 
forms of life? I want to address these questions obliquely at first by paying 
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special attention to Paul Ricoeur’s early work on myth in The Symbolism 
of Evil (1960). Working on the semiotics and phenomenology of myth at 
roughly the same time as Barthes (Symbolism was published three years 
after Mythologies), Ricoeur comes to a very different conclusion about the 
signifying power of myth in our modern era. I want use Ricoeur’s work 
as a jumping off point to engage what it might mean to have a positive 
theory of mythopoesis today.

In some key sections from The Symbolism of Evil, Ricoeur attempts 
to determine the symbolic function of myth, zeroing in on those ancient 
myths that concern the origin and end of evil. While he resists the tempta-
tion to say that there are universal laws governing the structure of myths 
(à la Lévi-Strauss), Ricoeur nevertheless seems to think that myths about 
evil in particular, which include many geological myths (Noah’s Flood, 
etc.), “give us access to the dramatic structure of the world of myths” 
in general (170). Crucially, he asserts that myths cannot be reduced to a 
transparency of causes. Myth needs to be divorced from all etiological 
functions, as if it were “happening in a definite time and place,” and 
meant to function as a kind of derivative or pseudo-history, a simulacrum 
of history (164-165). This latter interpretation of myth is definitive of the 
modern era (as we witness in both geomythology and Barthes), since 
this is when “history and myth become separate”; they are “dissociated” 
(161). And precisely because mythic time and space cannot be correlated 
to the linear time of history and the spatial logics of geography, modern 
thought undergoes a profound “demythologization.” Ricoeur critiques 
this understanding of myth and insists that the meaning and significance 
of myth cannot be judged according to modern criteria, according to what 
is utterly external to it. Within this modern framework, we lose the capac-
ity to understand how and what myth is capable of signifying for other 
civilizations. We lose any and all grasp on its efficacy for others. The aim 
is for myth to reveal “its exploratory significance and its contribution to 
understanding, which we shall … call its symbolic function—that is to 
say, its power of discovering and revealing the bond between man and 
what he considers sacred” (5). 

Myth, for Ricoeur, as for Barthes, has a second-order symbolic func-
tion. But where Barthes leans on structural Marxism, Ricoeur draws heav-
ily on the phenomenology of religion, especially work by Gerardus van der 
Leeuw and Maurice Leenhardt. Leveraging this work, Ricoeur contends 
that myth “adds a new stage of meaning to that of the primary symbols” 
by opening up non-causal (non-etiological) modes of signification (166). 
Looking primarily to ancient myths from the Hebrews, Babylonians, and 
the Greeks, he insists that the structure of myth is such that it “signifies 
an indivisible plenitude, in which the supernatural, the natural, and the 
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psychological are not yet torn apart…” He adds, however, that “[t]he 
essential fact is that this intuition of a cosmic whole, from which man 
is not separated, and this undivided plenitude, anterior to the division 
into supernatural, natural, and human, are not given, but simply aimed 
at. It is only in intention that the myth restores some wholeness…” (167). 

The myth gives narrative form to this aim for cosmic plentitude that 
is not given or experienced in the present: “Ritual action and mythical 
language,” Ricoeur explains, “taken together, point beyond themselves, 
to a model, an archetype, which they imitate or repeat” (167). But to sig-
nify this striving, the mythical narrative has to take on a dramatic form 
where “the plentitude that the myth points to symbolically is established, 
lost and re-established dangerously, painfully” (169-170). This structure 
is then actualized in various and diverse myths: “although the primitive 
civilizations,” he continues, “have in common almost the same mythical 
structure, this undifferentiated structure exists nowhere without a diver-
sity of myths” (169). For Ricoeur, mythic signification is an “antidote” to 
the experienced divisions of the world: it aims at what is not experienced 
in the present and works to restore the “Sacred” plenitude through a 
multiplicity of myths and ritual action. “The Sacred takes contingent 
forms precisely because it is ‘floating’; and so it cannot be divined except 
through the indefinite diversity of mythologies and rituals” (168-169). 

Ricoeur then uses this understanding of ancient mythic symbolism 
as the basis for addressing the relevance of myth in the modern era. He 
writes that, “myth relates to events that happened at the beginning of 
time which have the purpose of providing grounds for the ritual actions 
of today” (5). And it is only when myth is “elevated to the dignity of a 
symbol” that “it is a dimension of modern thought” (5). Ricoeur deepens 
this provocative, if abstract, insight in an interview with Richard Kear-
ney. There, he notes that there is an “imaginary nucleus” at the center 
of every culture, and this nucleus is the culture’s “opaque kernel” that 
exceeds all self-understanding and is irreducible to any set of “explicit 
functions—political, economic legal, etc.” (Ricoeur and Kearney 236). And 
it is only when we “try to grasp that kernel,” Ricoeur explains, “that we 
may discover the foundational mytho-poetic nucleus of a society,” which 
can only be grasped indirectly (236). By “indirectly,” Ricoeur means to 
say that we cannot naively return to this nucleus. We are “Moderns” who 

no longer live at the immediate level of myth. Myth for us is always 
mediated and opaque. This is so not only because it expresses itself 
through a particular apportioning of power-functions…but also because 
several of its recurrent forms have become deviant and dangerous, e.g., 
the myth of absolute power (fascism) and the myth of the sacrificial 
scapegoat (anti-Semitism and racism). We are no longer justified in 
speaking of ‘myth in general.’ We must critically assess the content of 
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each myth and the intentions which animate it. Modern man can neither 
get rid of myth or take it at face value. Myth will always be with us, 
but we must always approach it critically.” (239)

This notion of a critical reception of myth is crucial. In particular, it 
brings into sharp relief how we cannot simply return to our mythic past 
and experience the efficacy these myths once had. We cannot simply go 
back to the way in which myths about Poseidon helped ancient civili-
zations make sense of geological events. This is a situation, as Isabelle 
Stengers would say, for which we do not have the capacity to speak on 
behalf of (see Stengers, “Reclaiming Animism”). Any return to this “mythic 
kernel” must be done cautiously, critically. This is especially true because 
of the dangerous tendency to presume the relevance of a mythic signifier 
outside of the very precise context in which it was used. In this regard, 
Kearney speaks about the danger of the “mythic glorification of blood 
sacrifice and the hero-saviour” in the context of contemporary Europe. 
Ricoeur himself worries about the potential for fascism and structural 
racism due to an uncritical reception of myth. My sense is that it is pre-
cisely this perversion of myth through the circulation of power in modern 
capitalism that worried Barthes. Of course, Barthes does not offer the same 
kind of robust history of mythic symbolism that Ricoeur does, but he does 
have a clear sense of modern power’s tendency to abuse mythic significa-
tion. But where for Barthes this calls for a vigilant critique of myth, for 
Ricoeur this calls for a critical engagement with how we use myth today.

In what follows, I want to use Ricoeur’s insights about a critical 
reception of myth to anchor my final provocation in this article, which 
is that myth can indeed find secure footing in our ongoing struggle to 
live with a planet that may one day soon no longer be inhabitable for 
human and nonhuman life. In contrast to the idea that myth is either 
the bearer of verifiable data about the Earth’s past (geomythology) or 
one of the cultural instigators responsible for the continued destruction 
of the Earth’s surface environments (Barthes), I want to frame myth as 
an especially important ingredient in the continued struggle to dwell on 
this planet. And so, in response to those who would claim that this is an 
especially dangerous proposition, namely, to call for mythic creation and 
fictive world-building in an era that has been dubbed “post-fact,” I would 
insist that it is even more dangerous not to. To make this claim, however, 
I want to insist that it requires a very different communication ontology 
than the one we have been working with so far. To see the necessity of 
this reframing, and how it opens up the possibility for a very different 
understanding of myth today, I turn to the work of Isabelle Stengers and 
Alfred North Whitehead.
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Layer 4: Beyond Communication with the Earth 
In her 2014 talk titled, “Gaia: The Urgency to Think (and Feel),” 

Stengers addresses, among other things, the very specific sense in which 
the powerful mathematical models that climate scientists present in Work-
ing Group 1 of the IPCC are relevant to us today (2). She is hesitant to 
indulge, at least right away, in the typical objections heard “from grum-
bling anthropologists and frustrated cultural deconstructionists,” which 
suggest that these models reduce all feelings and senses of the Earth (Gaia) 
to one “objective” Earth that “verif[ies] the one nature/many cultures 
divide” (2-3). In other words, this is the familiar critique (not unrelated 
to what we been discussed above) that the “thousand names for Gaia,” 
pronounced across a multiplicity of cultural settings, are merely cultural 
interpretations “of one and the same natural, scientifically deciphered 
phenomenon” (2).18 

While Stengers is sympathetic to this objection, she is also sensitive 
to the fact that these models, which announce a “global threat,” are in 
some, fundamental sense “reliable.” Or more precisely, they are reliable 
in the context of the abstractions that the scientists are working with: 
“Their leading and very specific questions, rather concern the reliability 
of their working abstractions, given all what these abstractions abstract 
from” (3). The idea that we must not disregard or disqualify abstractions 
(scientific, religious, poetic, etc.), but instead pay due attention to the con-
text (or milieu) in which they are framed, is something that Stengers has 
insisted on for decades now, and resonates very clearly with Whitehead’s 
work.19  For Whitehead, the failure to pay due attention to the context of 
our abstractions results in the “fallacy of misplaced concreteness,” which 
is what happens when modern thought overestimates the value of its 
abstractions (Whitehead, Science 59). In these instances, thought indulges 
in “privileged cases” and uses them as the basis to reduce, explain away, 
or disqualify others (See Whitehead, Process 19). 

With the IPCC models, Stengers insists the scientists are right to 
“sound the alarm” that “Gaia is a global threat, but ‘global’ in their case 
is no triumph: it is simply the only scale at which their models have a 
meaning and it does not give them the power to derive local consequences” 
(Stengers, “Gaia” 3). What this means is that the threat announced by 
scientists “has no face”; rather, “it is a complex interrelated set of models 
and data” (2). And what’s more, we cannot hope that these faceless models 
would be capable of prescribing a course of action to mitigate the threat 
that they warn us of: “their Gaia [the scientists’] is definitively mute for 
what concerns the answer to be given to the question she imposes on us. 
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She has no unifying power other than to authorize sounding the alarm” 
(3). These models abstract from individual lives, from the hopes and fears 
of human subjects who must live with the very real threat that Gaia poses 
to life, and they remain silent about how individuals would go about 
solving this threat. Put another way, to use these mathematical abstrac-
tions as the basis for determining how individuals would intervene in 
what Gaia threatens is to commit the fallacy of misplaced concreteness 
that Whitehead warns us about.

Stengers pays special attention to Gaia’s silence regarding our human 
concerns in her 2009 work In Catastrophic Times (English translation 2015). 
As I have written elsewhere, Stengers resists the temptation to believe 
that there could ever be a model capable of communicating the nature of 
Gaia’s intrusion in our lives and what our response to her should be.20  In 
her words, what distinguishes our epoch from all others is the fact that we 
will never again be able to disregard or forget about Gaia’s intrusion, and 
the Earth is named Gaia precisely in order to signify that ancient sense of 
an Earth Mother “who intrudes.”21  And so, all that we can be confident 
in—instead of all of the models that we hide behind—is the fact that her 
intrusion is not threatened by us, “unlike the considerable number of 
living species who will be swept away with unprecedented speed by the 
change in their milieu that is on the horizon” (Stengers, In Catastrophic 
Times 46). This is why Stengers writes that Gaia is “blind to the damage 
she causes” (43). She is an “indifferent Mother” (like in Hesiod22) who 
cares nothing about our responses to her, as they do not affect the fact of 
her intrusion.  She provides no answers to the questions we pose to her 
and to the models we construct of her. Gaia is “mute” (Stengers, “Gaia” 3). 

What this means is that the planetary milieu in which humans dwell 
offers no clear answers, no ready-made solutions for understanding and 
communicating with it. There are no methods, tools, or technologies pre-
disposed to this job. We must therefore resist the (modern) temptation to 
think that there is, or ever could be, a sufficient method for establishing 
communication between the Earth’s surface environments and human 
thought; this form of communitas, in Roberto Esposito’s sense of the 
term, is forever deferred. What this also means is that there can be no 
presumption of a “common ground” between human thought and the 
Earth. This is something that contemporary theorists are as guilty of as 
scientists when they posit duration, materiality, vitality, or whatever, as 
the medium through which all thought and materiality communicate. 
Stengers critiques just this tendency to assume a common, communica-
tive ground in her work on cosmopolitics. She warns us against treating 
the “cosmos” in cosmopolitics as “allowing a… ‘good common world’ to 
exist”; rather, “in the term cosmopolitical, cosmos refers to the unknown 
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constituted by these multiple, divergent worlds, and to the articulations 
of which they could eventually be capable, as opposed to the temptation 
of a peace…” (Stengers, “The Cosmopolitical Proposal” 995). 

What this implies, I want to suggest, is a very different commu-
nication model than we have been dealing with so far; it is one where 
the various and diverse models, discourses, and signifying systems are 
always already insufficient for establishing a ground for communication 
between human thought and the Earth, between subject and object. This 
is not unrelated to what François Laruelle claims in a little-known article 
from 1987 (translated by Alexander Galloway in 2010) titled, “The Truth 
According to Hermes: Theorems on the Secret and Communication.” 
Laruelle begins the piece by asserting that, “[t]he unitary or dominant 
way of thinking is that of a generalized hermeneutics, a hermetology. The 
economy of hermetology and its most general structure are both those 
of a “difference.” Hermetological Difference is the indissoluble correla-
tion, the undecidable coupling of truth and its communication” (19). To 
decouple truth and its communication is precisely the task that Galloway, 
Eugene Thacker, and McKenzie Wark set themselves in their co-authored 
work, Excommunication: Three Inquires in Media and Mediation. Communi-
cation, they write, is always already an excommunication; but this “does 
not simply destroy communication, but evokes the impossibility of com-
munication, the insufficiency of communication as a model. In this way, 
excommunication is prior to the very possibility of communication” (16).

But for Stengers in particular, the communicational impossibility 
that haunts all communication does not spell defeat. This would be sui-
cidal.23  Rather, and perhaps most crucially, we are challenged to fabricate 
responses to the threat the Earth poses knowing full well that no response 
will ever be sufficient, as each one is always pervaded by the impossibil-
ity of its own adequacy. And yet for Stengers this provides an opening: 
it means that we are called to evaluate each response according to what 
it does, according to what it makes possible, and how it challenges us 
to feel, think, and act within a specific milieu, instead of according to 
whether it adheres to an already established framework of communica-
tional adequacy. Where mathematical models of anthropogenic climate 
change have certain affordances, they foreclose others, and are often 
blind to their own modes of production. This is precisely why Stengers 
is keen to introduce non-modern practices and rituals into conversation 
with the scientific knowledge production, and even allude to the idea we 
need new myths in the era of extreme climate change (Stengers, “Gaia” 
8). And what’s more, her frequent invocation of neo-paganism, magic, 
and animism brings our own modern inclination to disqualify them into 
sharp focus.24 
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In conclusion, I want to insist upon the fact that I’m not advocating 
a direct rehabilitation of myth, which is to say, an unmediated return to 
the “mytho-poetic nucleus” of our culture. As Ricoeur reminds us, we 
“no longer live at the immediate level of myth,” and so do not have the 
privilege of speaking on behalf of the efficacy that myth once had for a 
culture. Myths about Poseidon, Namazu or Sodom and Gomorrah cer-
tainly do not have the capacity to induce the same feelings as they once 
did. We live in a modern culture whose very existence is predicated on 
the fact that it has been “demythologized.” And in some ways the field 
of geomythology and Barthes’s critique of myth are a testament to this 
demythologization of modern culture. Instead, Stengers gives us permis-
sion to ask the following: What might mytho-poetic creation lure us into 
thinking, feeling, and acting on today, within our earthly milieu? In short, 
what are the pragmatics of mytho-poetic creation today?

For Ricoeur, myths concerning the origin and end of evil restore a 
plenitude that has been lost. These myths, which include many myths 
about natural disasters and the material transformations of the planet 
(Noah’s Flood, etc.), signify by pointing beyond present experience to 
what does not exist, or to what no longer exists, and to what one strives 
to bring into existence through significant intention. Myth gives an object 
to experience in the form of narrative, and this object functions as “an 
antidote to distress” (Ricoeur 167). In keeping with this understanding of 
myth, I want to ask whether and to what extend this symbolic structure 
might find a foothold in a geological epoch marked by the looming pos-
sibility of extinction? Can we imagine conditions under which this form 
of mythical symbolism might offer a meaningful way to make sense of 
what humans face today? This very question primes us to wonder whether 
Stengers’s own work on the mythical figure of Gaia is not itself a rehabili-
tation of mythical symbolism in a careful and critical mode. Clearly, what 
has been lost is a feeling for the efficacy of geological myths, and what 
Stengers’s narrative about Gaia proposes (or intends for in the mode of a 
“proposition”) is that we may once again feel the efficacy of myth making 
after modern demythologization. Stengers’s Gaia myth does not purport 
to be true; nor does it aim to be a solution to climate change. This is why 
Gaia is only a “proposition.” But what it does is lure us into the (mythi-
cal) possibility of healing from modern suffering (demythologization), 
and in so doing, it opens up new potentials for responding to the threat 
the Earth poses to life.

Arizona State University
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Notes
1. In recent years, critical theorists have become interested in non-modern practices such as 

mysticism, magic, myth, and the occult. See for instance, Eugene Thacker’s In the Dust of 
this Planet: Horror of Philosophy Vol. 1; Philippe Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers’s Capitalist 
Sorcery: Breaking the Spell; and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s Cannibal Metaphysics. 

2. See Preface to Geology and Myth.
3. See also Murray Gray’s Geodiversity: Valuing and Conserving Abiotic Nature, especially 

section 4.6.3, “Cultural, Historical, and Spiritual Meanings.” 
4. Shannon continues: “We wish to consider certain general problems involving communi-

cation systems. To do this it is first necessary to represent the various elements involved 
as mathematical entities, suitably idealized from their physical counterparts” (Shannon 
2-3).

5. This is also referred to as Shannon’s Theorem or the Shannon-Hartley Theorem because 
it was based on work of Ralph Hartley. See Hartley, “Transmission of Information,” p. 
535. 

6. See Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” p. 27; as well as Thompson 
M. Thompson’s From Error-Correcting Codes through Sphere Packings to Simple Groups, Vol. 
21, especially, Chapter 1, “The Origin of Error Correcting Codes.”

7. On this topic, see especially Bruno Latour’s We Have Never Been Modern, and Isabelle 
Stengers’s The Invention of Modern Science.

8. This is in sharp contrast, I would add, to the context dependent model of communica-
tion developed by Stuart Hall in his seminal essay “Encoding/decoding,” or even to 
the model of communication formulated by the British scientist Donald MacKay, where 
information is not only based upon its probability, but also its “structural information,” 
which concerns how the message is interpreted. 

9. See also Jan Zalasiewicz et al., “The Anthropocene: A New Epoch of Geological Time?”
10. See Etienne Turpin and Valeria Federighi, “A New Element, A New Force, A New Input: 

Antonio Stoppani’s Anthropozoic.”
11. See for instance, “Twilight of the Anthropocene Idols: A Philosophical Look at Human-

ity’s Potential Transfiguration in a Post-Apocalyptic Future”; and Andreas Malm and 
Alf Hornborg, “The Geology of Mankind? A Critique of the Anthropocene Narrative.”

12. See also Dietz and Rosa’s earlier study, “Effects of Population and Affluence on CO2 
Emissions”

13. See the collection edited by Jason W. Moore, Anthropocene or Capitolocene: Nature, History, 
and the Crisis of Capitalism.

14. Barthes writes that “when it becomes form, the meaning leaves its contingency behind; 
it empties itself, it becomes impoverished, history evaporates, only the letter remains” 
(Barthes 227).

15. See Chapter 13 available online at: www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg1/495.htm
16. On the idea of prophylactic media, see Robert Mitchell, Bioart and the Vitality of Media.
17. See, for instance, Ian Hacking, Representing and Intervening; Donna Haraway, “Situated 

Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective”; 
and Natasha Myers, Rendering Life Molecular. 

18. See Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s Cannibal Metaphysics.
19. See Stengers’s “The Cosmopolitical Proposal” and “”Another Science Is Possible!’ A Plea 

for Slow Science.” 
20. See A.J. Nocek, “On the Risk of Gaia for an Ecology of Practices.” There, I argue that 

Stengers implicitly rehabilitates the notion of Gaia pelore (monstrous mother) from the 
Ancient Greek.
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21. See ibid.
22. See Robert Lamberton’s Hesiod.
23. Stengers writes that “Naming Gaia is naming a question, but emphatically not defining 

the terms of the answer, as such a definition would give us, us again, always us, the 
first and last word. Learning to compose will need many names, not a global one, the 
voices of many peoples, knowledges, and earthly practices. It belongs to a process of 
multifold creation, the terrible difficulty of which it would be foolish and dangerous to 
underestimate but which it would be suicidal to think of as impossible.” (In Catastrophic Times 
50)

24. See especially Stengers’s essay, “Reclaiming Animism.”
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