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Environmental crisis



What is a human being?

How have humans impacted life on Earth?

How are humans conditioned by the 
Earth?
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Human agency in modern times
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THE HUMAN 
CONDITION

• In recent decades, the expression ‘The Human 
Condition’ has been strongly associated with the 
political philosopher Hannah Arendt (1906–1975). In 
her book with the same name (Arendt 1958), she 
stresses that “[t]he earth is the very quintessence of 
the human condition”, and yet argues that “the 
“human artifice of the world separates human 
existence from all mere animal environment”.

• In this sense, in her view, human reality is 
distinguished from the reality of any other living 
being on Earth, despite our shared ecological 
circumstances.



WHAT IS THE HUMAN CONDITION?

Human 
condition

Human 
nature



WHAT IS THE HUMAN CONDITION?
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The human 
species´ Sputnik 
moment

• Are we no longer 
Earth-bound 
creatures?

• Can we escape the 
Earth as «the very 
quintessence of the 
human condition»?



Reformulating the human 
condition in light of the
environmental crisis

• As Masatake Shinohara (2020) has 
proposed, “what conditions human beings
in the most fundamental sense includes
not only the world of the human artifact
but also the world of earthly things”, and in 
light of this, “the consideration of the
human condition should be fundamentally
reformulated” by making the human world
“open to the earthly things that vastly
expand outside of the human artifice”.



From «Current Human Ecology in the Amazon and beyond: A Multi-Scale Ecosemiotic Approach»
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Fundamental Umwelt 
relations in human 
ecology

From «Anticipating the 
societal transformation
required to solve the 
environmental crisis
in the 21st century»



• Semiotic causation
“cannot be reduced
to efficient causality, 
but is dependent on 
efficient causality
since interpretative 
activity, even in its
most primitive 
modes, is connected
to possible
anticipatory action, 
and action 
unquestionably
depends on efficient
causality.” (Hoffmeyer 
2015: 10)



What are we made of?



The chemical 
elements 

required for 
life











How have humans impacted 
life on Earth?





Human-induced changes in the atmosphere



Global 
land use



Human appropriation of net primary production



A crisis for nature´s 
semiotic diversity

Figure: From «The 
biomass distribution 

on Earth»



A humbler picture of global biodiversity by biomass

Figure: From «The biomass distribution on Earth»



WHAT IS THE BASIC SITUATION FOR LIFE ON 
EARTH – INCLUDING: THE HUMAN CONDITION?

Natality Mortality Earth

Semiosis Labor



Alternative Umwelt 
trajectories for the 

human species

From «Anticipating the 
societal transformation

required to solve the 
environmental crisis
in the 21st century»
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