Forest Semiosis: Plant Noesis as Negentropic Potential
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In a significant portion of his later writings, Bernard
Stiegler pursues the expansion of thinking in
an attempt to get beyond the Anthropocene.
Operationalising concepts from Martin Heidegger’s
What is Called Thinking to bring together thinking
(penser) and caring (panser) as paensée, Stiegler
argues that moving beyond the Anthropocene
— towards a Neganthropocene — requires an expan-
sion of what humans think and care about. In his
earlier work, Technics and Time 1: The Fault of
Epimetheus, Stiegler provides a consideration of
memory as sedimentary or, to use his term, ‘epiphy-
logenetic’. Roughly put, human thought develops
through reflexive interaction with technology. Take
writing as an example. Humans write something.
This writing transforms what humans can think.
In turn this transformation of the human makes it
possible for new things to be written. Each trans-
formation builds upon the previous: ‘the technical
inventing the human, the human inventing the tech-
nical’." In positioning thinking as caring, Stiegler
aims to expand what it is possible to care about by
introducing new sedimentary layers in this reflexive
system of thought.

Given his emphasis on care, it would seem
useful to place Stiegler’s later work alongside the
scholarship of someone like Maria Puig De La
Bellacasa. Bellacasa stresses an ‘ethics and politics
of care’ that rests on a notion of interdependence
and entanglement.? Alongside the work of people
like Natasha Myers and Donna Haraway, Bellacasa
stresses care and care thinking as central to trans-
formative thinking in the contemporary condition.
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She locates care as emerging from the intersec-
tions of lived embodiment. Despite its foundation in
a reflexivity with non-human technologies, Stiegler’s
consideration of thinking as care remains foreclosed
to the sort of engagements Bellacasa puts forward
in thinking with(in) messy, ecological terrains.
Epiphylogenesis maintains an anthropo-techne-
centrism unique to the relationship of humans and
technology. Stiegler’'s anthropo-techne-centrism
limits his push towards novel forms of thought in
at least two ways: 1) it limits what kinds of beings
can produce the novel thought — or noesis — Stiegler
aims at while 2) limiting the possibilities of noesis
itself, only humans have noesis and humans
cannot think noesis beyond the human. Stiegler’s
concept of writing persists in a semiotic framework
that centres human signs. As such, there has been
limited engagement in thinking Stiegler within critical
animal or plant studies.

Nevertheless, there is a strength in Stiegler’s
consideration of external memory systems, via
epiphylogenesis, that remains useful despite this
limitation. The aim of this article is to take up his
consideration of the Neganthropocene (as the
promotion of novel thought, or noesis, through an
expansion of care) that broadens the specific kind
of knowing emergent in epiphylogenesis beyond
human-technic interactions. | suggest that plants
(and animals) also have epiphylogenetic, sedimen-
tary memory. As such, this article aims to add to
the growing field of literature dedicated to consid-
erations of plant epistemologies. What is novel
about my approach is its attempt to bring Stiegler’s
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epiphylogenesis into this conversation. Stiegler
has been critiqued on the grounds of his anthropo-
centrism (which is likely rooted in his Heideggerian
tendencies).* My aim is less a critique than an
attempt to infiltrate and co-opt the use of epiphy-
logenesis and the Neganthropocene, while leaving
aside the anthropocentric commitments. This devel-
opment of epiphylogenesis beyond human-technic
relations remains aimed at the Neganthropocene,
through an increase of not only what it is possible
to think, but the conditions of the possibilities of
thinking. Care moves beyond a unilateral commit-
ment of the human, to a reflexive interaction.

This article consists of four sections. The
first explores Stiegler's consideration of thinking
through his promotion of paensée. Here, the limits
of Stiegler’'s epiphylogenesis are understood as
grounded in a linguistic-centric semiosis. To provide
an alternative, the second section offers a more
expansive semiotics that is developed in the schol-
arship of C.S. Peirce and Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari. To introduce this semiotics, | focus on a
study of semiotic chains in response to forest fires in
coastal redwood (Sequoia sempervirens) forests. In
the third section | argue that these semiotic chains
operate as epiphylogenetic memory systems: that
each stage of the chain, each sign, operates as sedi-
ment that builds upon previous sediment or signs.
Finally, | focus on the way that this alternative notion
of epiphylogenesis intersects with the more inter-
dependent ethics of care provided in the work of
Myers and Bellacasa: the expansion of noesis goes
beyond expanding what thought is about in epiphy-
logenesis to an expanded concept of what thought
is in epiphylogenesis. At the core of this position is
the claim that plants (and animals) have complex
epiphylogenetic, sedimentary memory systems that
are not extensively different from the human-tech-
nology assemblages described by Stiegler.

Pansée in the Neganthropocene
Near the end of his life, Bernard Stiegler published
a number of texts focused on care. Among these

are a short series, Qu’apelle-t-on panser? (What is
called caring?), and various elucidations focused on
the potential of care to usher in a new epoch: the
Neganthropocene.* For Stiegler, the Anthropocene
blocks thinking beyond itself through both techno-
logical and ideological means. Thinking, as noesis,
is grounded in prosthetic memory systems. Humans
use technologies, such as computers, to remember
things. The computer is exosomatic: it stores
memory outside the brain and the soma. Conditions
in the Anthropocene produce what Stiegler terms
de-noetisation: the structures of these memory
systems frame what sort of thoughts can be
produced, limiting the possibility of noesis.® These
technological conditions result in the ideological,
negative protention where ‘we do not believe that
it is possible to change human behavior’.6 Aligning
this de-noetisation with entropy, and naming the
Anthropocene an ‘Entropocene’ that closes off
knowledge in closed entropic, exosomatic systems,
Stiegler locates the overcoming of these conditions
in affirming the power of a noesis generated in the
openness of negative entropy or negentropy in the
Neganthropocene.” Drawing upon Martin Heidegger,
this noesis is aligned with care. For Heidegger, to be
with is to care for.2 To think (penser) about some-
thing is to care (panser) about it.° This care is bound
up with the exosomatic: Stiegler’s hope is that in
expanding care one expands thought and that in
expanding thought one expands care. But the notion
of panser goes beyond the English connotation of
care. While designating ‘care’, panser also can
be translated as bandaging or treatment. Moving
beyond the Anthropocene requires expanding
paensée (thinking+care) in the development of new
noesis that is bound up with action.

Despite this push to expand the limits of thinking,
Stiegler’s philosophical commitments limit the possi-
bilities of noesis. This is particularly evident in his
framing of semiotics and writing. In Technics and
Time 1, Stiegler considers memory through genetic,
epigenetic, and epiphylogenetic systems." Genetic
memory is present in long-term evolutionary history



and is seen in heritable genes. This is present in
living forms: they pass down their genes to their
offspring. Epigenetic memory constitutes heritable
aspects, such as behavioural patterns, that aren’t
determined by genes. Epigenesis describes the way
that a milieu or environment condition one’s being. It
is the third memory system, ‘epi-phylo-genesis’, that
is unique to Stiegler. It is defined as ‘the conserva-
tion, accumulation, and sedimentation of successive
epigeneses, mutually articulated’.'? Epiphylogenesis
is envisioned as a sedimentary progression of tech-
nological epigenesis. Each level of sediment builds
on the others. Stiegler understand this reflexivity as
central to technology. The technical object emerges
through the encounter of an interior and exterior
milieu.™ Stiegler presents this consideration through
the emergence of writing systems as described by
Jacques Derrida and André Leroi-Gourhan. The
grammeé (a technical term for a ‘writing’ that struc-
tures human existence) is not reducible to writing,
because it is both older than human writing and
extends, for Stiegler, to ‘electronic files and reading
machines’." The sedimentation of grammé can
nevertheless be explored through writing. Writing
emerges as an external reference of internal
memory. A reflexive chain develops in the relation
of the human to the exosomatic system. Humans
interact with technology, which shifts their behav-
ioural patterns. These new behavioural patterns
lead to new developments in the technology. Each
epigenetic progression builds on the previous sedi-
ment. Stiegler aligns the history of the grammé with
the history of technics.'®

Francesco Vitale has argued that Stiegler’s posi-
tion is grounded in his disagreement with Derrida.
Where Derridean semiotics open to a ‘differential
process of biological life’, Stiegler remains bound to
the human-techne duality as limit of noesis.'® Unlike
genetic and epigenetic memory, Stiegler considers
epiphylogenesis uniquely human.” The chain of
sedimentation in epiphylogenesis is entirely a rela-
tion of humans to their own writing. To be fair, Stiegler
does not limit plants and animals from having certain

types of knowledge, as both have genetic and epige-
netic memory. It is only epiphylogenesis, as a ‘new
type of grammeé and/or program'’ that is foreclosed to
the non-human.'® Stiegler announces ‘the epiphylo-
genesis of man’ as a break from life that produces
a history." As such, there is no history for the plant,
no history for the animal. Furthermore, this way of
thinking suggests that non-humans do not build
complex, sedimentary memory systems. There is
no noesis beyond the human.

Forest memory: a collective response to fire

But what if noesis doesn’t need to be limited in this
manner? An alternative consideration of something
like the grammé would open noesis beyond the
human. Rather than framing this in terms of writing, |
prefer to consider it as a semiotic system. To develop
an understanding of semiotic memory inspired by
Peirce and Deleuze and Guattari, the remainder
of the article concentrates on a study of coastal
redwood (Sequoia sempervirens) forest response to
forest fire. This semiotics works to develop a collec-
tive noesis in forests that evolves both external to
and alongside humans.

The distribution of signs in the Sequoia semper-
virens ecosystem might be drawn out in how the
forest responds to fire. Given their position along
the west coast, with immense fog cover and relative
lack of lightning, fire tends to be rare in old-growth
redwood forests.?® Past examples of fire, such as
a 1945 fire in Humboldt County, suggest that the
redwood trees are largely unaffected by fire when
compared to other trees in the region.?' Historically,
the Yurok people have used this to their advantage
by engaging in low-intensity burning that is benefi-
cial to the tanoak (Lithocarpus deniflorus) and helps
suppress the spread of larger fires.?? Evidence does
suggest that an increase in fire in the region due to
climate change could be detrimental to the coastal
redwood.? Increased fire and dryness would likely
be detrimental to seedling success.? In August
2009, fire erupted in the Swanton area of Santa
Cruz, CA for the first time since 1948. Because



it affected a number of landholders, including
Lockheed Properties, the fire has been referred to
as the Lockheed Fire. It burned 3 163 hectares.?
The area had been logged around the turn of the
twentieth century and clear-cut from 1907-1923.2¢
The land currently houses even-aged redwood and
Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) due to these
clear cut practices, though attempts are being made
to produce an even aged forest through selective
harvesting.?” After the fire, roughly 48.5 per cent
of trees in the Lockheed area are redwood with
tanoak and Douglas fir also featuring prominently in
the area.”® Redwoods had the highest survival rate
among the trees; significantly higher than Douglas
fir and tanoak.?® Among the trees, coastal redwoods
were found to have the highest mean of crown
survival, the highest percentage of residual canopy,
and the highest percentage of post-fire regenera-
tion.%® Nevertheless, among trees surveyed in the
Lockheed area, redwoods had more scorch patterns
than other trees. As such, redwoods were found to
be the species most resilient to fire. Among basal
sprouts that rooted after the fire, redwoods were
also found to have the most offspring.®!

Against language-centric semiotic systems
—among which the use of writing in Stiegler’s epiphy-
logenesis can be included — Peirce defines the sign
as ‘something which stands for something in some
respect or capacity’. *2 Linguistics is only one form of
semiotics among many. By distinguishing linguistics
as only one form of semiotics among many, Peirce
allows for non-human semiotic systems. He outlines
three types of signs — indexes, icons, and symbols —
which Deleuze and Guattari reinterpret.*® For Peirce,
an index ‘takes hold of our eyes, as it were, and
forcibly directs them to a particular object’.>* Deleuze
and Guattari name territorial signs as indexes.* Just
as an arrow with the word ‘food’ indexes a restau-
rant, a fire leaves scorch marks upon a redwood
tree’s bark. In this latter example, the territory is
marked through an index — the scorch marks index
the fire. For Peirce, the second type of sign, icons,
are direct representations: the word ‘tofu’ is an icon

of tofu. Where indexes abound in the more than
human world, it can be more difficult to locate icons.
Nevertheless, examples can still be seen. Coastal
redwoods can reproduce both sexually and asexu-
ally. In asexual reproduction, they produce identical
clones.*® These clones are icons of the mother tree.
For Deleuze and Guattari they are signs of reterri-
torialisation. Finally, a third concept, symbols, are
identified as contextual signs. These are aligned with
deterritorialisation. For Peirce, symbols are uniquely
human, consisting in mathematical and grammatical
symbols. Through their re-working, Deleuze and
Guattari aim to move Peircian semiotics beyond
signifier-signified relations by way of a principle of
asignification, where the signifying chain can be
breached at any point by pre-signified intensities.”
Icons, indexes, and symbols, as instances of mate-
rial semiotic chains, work on the levels of material
strata (stratifying, de-stratifying, and re-stratifying).3®
These signs are not signifier-signified relations, but
chains of interpretation.

The Lockheed fire can be grasped as an inter-
section of multiple actors within an ecosystem. It
might be useful to start with the fire. Fire is an inter-
esting ‘actor’ within an ecosystem. It doesn’t quite fit
the typical criteria of interpretant (given by Peirce),
but it does produce signs that are interpreted by the
rest of the ecosystem. Redwoods respond to fire in
several ways. I've already mentioned that scorch
marks index the fire. Given that this fire was able
to burn species other than Sequoia sempervirens,
the response of this species has been to dominate
the terrain in the aftermath. These material significa-
tions —in the emergence of redwoods throughout the
understorey—areinturnread by othertree and animal
species in the region, with the redwood’s remaining
dense canopy cover producing the conditions that
allow certain species to develop at the expense of
others. The persistence of fire as a quasi-actor within
a forest can alter the landscape. The conditions of
fire are varied, with fire operating on different parts
of the forest: fire can be surface fire, understorey fire,
and canopy fire.*® The result of the Lockheed Fire



has produced conditions that allow the redwoods to
dominate the terrain; but a different sort of fire —such
as a canopy fire — might have been more detrimental
to the species.

These chains are what constitute thinking:
selves emerge from these chains (rather than the
inverse).*® For Peirce, semiotic chains contain three
levels of meaning making relating to the ‘real’. The
category of firstness is described as ‘a flash’; it is
a spontaneous, free sensation that is nearly imper-
ceptible.*! Secondness moves this flash towards
permanence as a form of sensation — a sensation
perceived as ‘dynamical connection’ or ‘mere resem-
blance’.*2 Where firstness is a flash and secondness
is a repetition, thirdness is habit and learning.*®
Thirdness is related to Deleuze’s consideration
of the past and memory. Deleuze outlines both an
active and passive synthesis of the past. The passive
synthesis, habit, recognises the past as a ‘problem-
atic source’.** Memory, the active synthesis of the
past, determines itself through the indeterminacy
of habit. Memory emerges in response to a sign: a
‘violent’ interpretation that ‘mobilises the memory’.*
The pure past is not productive. Nevertheless,
memory attempts to awaken and interpret it. This
interpretation is productive insofar as it produces a
new sign in a semiotic chain. As such, the pure past
insists upon the present in a way that determines
the future. Memory is an interpretation in a semiotic
chain.

Semiotic memory outlines a materialist epis-
temology that aims at something other than
sentience as a criterium of memory. As such, the
coastal redwoods and other plants are understood
as having knowledge. This is by no means a novel
idea. There has been a recent uptick in theoretical
works on plant thinking.“® Though it falls outside
the scope of this article, it is important to note that
this theoretical investigation pales in comparison to
the rich scientific history of plant intelligence which
precedes it.#” Within the theoretical frameworks
of plant theory, my examination comes closest
to that of Natasha Myers, who has gone so far as

articulate the potential of a Planthroposcene defined
as ‘an aspirational episteme and way of doing life
in which people come to recognise their profound
interimplication with plants’.*® Myers stresses the
interdependence of what | term semiotic chains.
More broadly, it would be easy to suggest that this
semiotic framework could be placed alongside the
new materialism of Bruno Latour’s actor-network
theory, Jane Bennett's vital materialism, and Isabelle
Stengers’s cosmopolitics.*® There are further inter-
sections with feminist posthumanists such as Stacey
Alaimo and Donna Haraway by way of notions of
trans-corporeality, embeddedness, and situated-
ness.® While new materialism and posthumanism
hold positions similar to the one I've presented,
my position is that these discourses articulate a
causality of semiotic chains: positioning actors
or actants ontologically prior to semiotic chains.
Within a materialist semiosis, knowledge is indis-
tinguishable from the semiotic chain. Rather than
an internal intelligence, material semiosis, in plant
life, is the production of signs by plant bodies. This
places my notion at a distance from other thinkers
of plant intelligence such as Michael Marder. Here,
| follow Terrence Deacon in thinking about sign-
systems through ‘entention’ rather than intention.
Intention relies on purposiveness and representa-
tion that assumes a hierarchical dependence. For
example, the mind desires some representation and
so the body goes in search of that thing, prioritising
the mind’s act over the body. Deacon’s concept of
‘entention’ provides an alternative wherein these
phenomena can be considered non-hierarchically,
without an assumed determination.®' As such, the
consideration of knowledge is not one of internal
consciousness nor prosthetic consciousness.
Rather, knowledge emerges out of the development
of semiotic-chains.

Semiosis and epiphylogenesis

Semiotic memory allows a return to Stiegler as
long as we bracket his anthropo-techne-centrism.
In the memory systems Stiegler develops both



genetic and epigenetic memory are present beyond
the human. All living things contain both genetic
and epigenetic heritability. Every plant indexes its
ancestors in its physicality as it is passed down
through these genetic and epigenetic chains.
Beyond heritability, trees also provide criteria for
more individual memory in a variety of registers.
The most obvious might be through ring systems,
which index the habitat and thirdness of tree groups
(thirdness insofar as this explains one way that the
redwoods learn to be with their habitat). Coastal
redwoods are dependent on fog for much of their
water. 52 Given the complexities of a tree’s water
intake, the ring patterns will vary on the basis of
root water, fog drip, and evaporative conditions.%
Ring patterns are not only unique to species but are
even specific to habitat. As interpretants, coastal
redwoods interpret the environmental conditions of
water fall through their ring systems. These rings
index the history particular to the region. In exam-
ining rings, humans take part in a semiotic system
that is oriented towards the future: reconstructing
the pure past of habit through the interpretation of
memory. Scientific interpretation introduces new
signs within the semiotic chain.

How does this relate to epiphylogenesis? To
repeat Stiegler’s definition, epiphylogenesis is ‘the
conservation, accumulation, and sedimentation
of successive epigenesis, mutually articulated’.>*
Within his work this can be seen prominently through
the way technologies and humans build upon each
other. Technical objects serve as an externalisation
of cultural memory and are exosomatic. Central to
this sedimentation is the externalisation of memory
in writing. As such, technical objects may have a
recourse to Peircian symbols — the only uniquely
human sign. But it should be asked whether these
objects are symbols, icons, or indexes. Writing
uses symbols, but symbols are not inherent to the
process of externalisation. Grammatical devices
(such as periods and commas) are not essential to
writing systems but serve as aids. The written word
doesn’t function as a symbol, but as an icon or an

index. While it would be outside my scope to claim
that the redwood forest develops a linguistic tech-
nical object, it would not be off the mark to suggest
that the forest produces a material semiotic chain
that mediates internal and external milieus. This
claim might appear ludicrous to a language-centric
semiosis, but it is perfectly valid from the Peircian-
Deleuzian-Guattarian position. Understood as
semiotic chains, epiphylogenesis might be extended
beyond the human to all forms of life that develop
together through interaction.

Itis possible to provide a consideration of some-
thing akin to Stiegler’s epiphylogenesis in a forest
ecosystem on the basis of semiotic chains consisting
of multiple interpretants. Unlike genetic and epige-
netic systems, the epiphylogenetic operates only on
the basis of a collective memory. In Stiegler’s work it
is the collective involving both human and technical
objects. For a plant equivalent to epiphylogenesis
the collective would include the plant as species
(genetic) and the distributed ecosystem (epigenetic)
building on each other in a reflexive semiotic chain.
For this reason, the collective evokes not only the
redwood, but the entire ecosystem in which it plays
a part. Even if this criterion does not align with the
anthropo-techne-centrism of Stiegler’s epiphylo-
genesis, the concept is still useful for considering
this distributed memory within a collective individu-
ation or collective enunciation of the forest. Here it
is possible to arrive, with Deleuze and Guattari, at
a position where ‘no distinction between man and
nature’ is made.%®

To start from the most basic formulation: if
genetic memory presumes that form is present in
the germen of a species, and epigenetic memory
presumes that the form is potential that is moulded
by some external form, then epiphylogenesis can be
taken as a mediation of these concepts.* Following
Gilbert Simondon — a notable influence on both
Deleuze and Stiegler — it is possible to recognise
group-individual dynamics as co-determinate: ‘the
group is not formed by individuals joined together
in a group due to certain bonds, but by grouped



individuals, group individuals. Individuals are group
individuals’.%” The relation of individual and group is
not a synthesis, but it is synthetic. For Simondon,
it is in the rapport between the two sides that
signification emerges: ‘signification is a rapport
of beings, not a pure expression; signification is
relational, collective, transindividual, and it cannot
be provided by the encounter of expression and
the subject’.®® Signification is an act of collective
enunciation. Thus, the forest dynamic envisioned
here considers the production of sign-systems as
emerging between the engagement of the individual
plant and the diverse culture of interpretants within
the ecosystem. This relation is not a synthesis of
the individual and culture, but the synthetic rapport
that results in signification. Following Simondon,
this rapport is grasped as metastable, rather than
composed of stable, distinct forms (genesis and
epigenesis are not distinct forms but are metastable
and interspersed). The emergence of new signs in
this rapport can be read in terms of individuation:
interpretation through the metastable rapport is an
operation of individuation. This metastable forma-
tion of individuation, working through a reflexive and
epiphylogenetic process, undoes the consideration
of a single, unilateral designer. It follows that forest
poiesis does not result from the prescriptive and
unilateral design of a (divine or human) intelligence,
but through the cultural investment of multiple group
individuals whose emergence is discovered in the
relation between their internal and external milieus.
Through this rubric, design is not present in the
germen, nor imposed on the soma from without.
Design works through the dynamic significations
emerging at the meeting of interior and exterior
milieus.

This can be presented in the Lockheed area.
Redwoods interpret these conditions of fire to their
benefit; they ‘read’ the landscape left by the fire and
reproduce on the sites that the fire has left bare in
the understorey. Within this structure, the potentials
given in the memory system of the redwood'’s pure
past — those genetic conditions which set the stage

for it to grow within specific conditions — are the
habits that condition its emergence in the Lockheed
landscape after the fire. The emergence of these
potentials within the landscape result from the
mediative and reflexive relations of the potentials
present in the landscape (the soil, the distance from
the coast, the forest canopy, the fog in the area, and
so on) with the potentials present in the redwood’s
genetic memory. The meeting of these potentials
results in mutual interpretation. The emergence
of new signs — in the form of new saplings — is the
result of this reflexive semiotic chain. The various
dynamics emerge, together, in a collective enuncia-
tion to express a new sign as index of this history.
Furthermore, while the future of the Lockheed
area is unknown, we may be able to predict aspects
based on previous semiotic developments, such as
those that have occurred in Humboldt County over
the past century. In the early 1900s, forests were
disturbed with the introduction of livestock. Some of
these grasslands have been abandoned. While the
redwood was able to dominate after the Lockheed
area because of its resilience to fire where other
trees falter, in the Humboldt prairies it has been the
Douglas fir which has dominated. In the Lockheed
area, the fact that the redwood’s canopy was able
to sustain itself in spite of the fire meant that the
necessary shade conditions for reproduction and
spread were available. In the Humboldt grasslands,
on the other hand, a Douglas fir stand was able to be
established due to the lack of redwood competition.
Nevertheless, as the Douglas fir has established
itself in that area, its own canopy has begun to
provide the necessary shade conditions needed
for other species to flourish, notably redwood and
tanoak. Scientists hypothesise that, without signifi-
cant change in the area, the redwood will eventually
dominate the space that is currently held by the
Douglas fir.® In this space a dynamic conversa-
tion is unfurling. The human settlers stripped the
area, producing the prairie. This sign served as a
sort of flat space where animals could graze. The
abandonment of these lands set the conditions for a



new interpretant, the Douglas fir, to reproduce itself
on the land. Yet, this very interpretation of the land
provided the conditions for the redwoods and tanoak
to integrate themselves back onto the land. Thus,
in these three motions, a dynamic semiotic chain
develops, with different interpretants interpreting the
conditions and acting on the basis of those condi-
tions: again, we see the emergence of different signs
through the dynamic processes of collective enunci-
ation. The potentials of the prairie are interpreted by
the Douglas fir — an interpretant uniquely situated to
read the potentials provided. The Douglas fir’s inter-
pretation of this sign is the production of a new sign
that emerges in the resulting canopy. Through the
dynamic process of interpretation, this allows other
interpretants to emerge through the sign provided by
the Douglas fir. Here the coastal redwood emerges
in the landscape through the dynamic history of the
past that is indexed by the Douglas fir.

The story I've told here is much too limited. For it
has largely only given an account of the trees. These
trees express themselves within a rich, unfolding
dynamic with numerous interpretants who are inte-
gral to the development of the necessary conditions
for new interpretations to emerge. The elements and
variation in soil composition allow different species
to flourish, but the compositions of the species on
the soil will, furthermore, determine future composi-
tions.®® The elevation and distance from the coast
play an integral role in where redwoods and other
species develop.?' The different flora and fauna of
any region allow different animals to survive, but
those animals will also transport plants to different
areas through their faeces. | raise these various
examples to stress the intricate and dynamic meta-
stability of these various interpretants working in
a reflexive and mediated collective. The forest
expresses itself through these various interpretants
as a dynamic and intricate system of knowledge.
The ability of the coastal redwood to interpret the
conditions of the Lockheed area, post-fire, suggests
a form of material intelligence that allows the
species to be resilient. These movements index

an evolutionary dynamic that merges the genetic
and epigenetic developments through the external
interactions with other interpretants. Together these
interpretants form a collective knowledge system
that dynamically produces itself through interaction.

Care-full considerations
Stiegler suggests that thinking and care are intrin-
sically tied. As such, despite his anthropocentrism,
there are similarities between his approach and that
of Maria Puig De La Bellacasa, who has posed an
‘ethics and politics of care’.®? Following Haraway,
Bellacasa stresses a notion of interdependence
and entanglement. Within this analysis, ethics
and care cannot be disentangled from the world:
one cannot be in the world without care.5®* Myers’s
Planthroposcene attempts to situate such a relation
between the plant and the human — recognising that
humans and plants are persistently interconnected.
Within these interconnections, Myers’s neologism
provides the capacity ‘to change the terms of the
encounter, to make allies with these green beings’.5
Beyond Stielger, whose noesis is focused merely
on human intelligence, thinkers like Bellacasa
and Myers stress an entanglement with that goes
beyond the armchair to suggest that thinking and
care require a relational and material entanglement.
Stiegler is perpetually announcing that thinking
is care but given his positioning of thinking within
a particular epiphylogenetic and human-techne-
centrism, the possibilities of care are only raised
unilaterally: the human invokes a care for the
world. If only humans are capable of thinking in this
manner, then only humans are capable of caring in
this manner. Ironically, this re-affirms the Anthropos
of the Anthropocene. Stiegler instates epiphylogen-
esis as a way to overcome pure life for something
like Dasein; something historical. But he institutes
a separation that places limits on both thinking
and care, insofar as they are intricately connected.
His theoretical consideration separates the human
from the entanglements expressed by Myers and
Bellacasa. Thus, the philosophy of care is inherently



divided between an entangled care and a unilateral
care. ltis not all that surprising that the latter seems
closer to paternalism than genuine care. Stiegler’s
Neganthropocene aims to expand the possibility of
what it is possible to care for, but his presupposi-
tions relating to care foreclose the possibilities of
caring with. If thinking is caring, a notion of thinking
built within material semiotic chains comes closer
to the formulation of care as entanglement. Within
the forest, each sign intersects with the plurality of
signs designated prior to it. Signs are sedimentary,
building upon each other over time within the space
where they are present. Each interpretant exists in
and through the entanglement, and signs are devel-
oped through that interaction. If thinking is care,
then this system of entanglement is synonymous
with caring. This is not a unilateral deployment of
care for but care as emergent in the intersections of
entanglement. Thinking as entanglement is caring
with.

Expanding care beyond unilateral paternalism
— in a sense infusing Stiegler's consideration of
noesis through care with a healthy dose of entangle-
ment — broadens the possibilities of care beyond the
Anthropocene. As such, Stiegler’s aim of producing
the Neganthropocene by way of noesis as care
remains available but with a more inclusive epiphy-
logenesis. Epiphylogenesis provides notable criteria
for thinking about technological innovation: if tech-
nics invent the human, it is integral to consider this
impact in the design process. In extending epiphy-
logenesis beyond human-technical relations the
consideration of impact must be expanded even
further. Innovation affects not only the human in a
human-technic reflexivity but extends beyond these
limits to affect a multiplicity of interpretants. This is
most obvious in considering something like clear
cutting. Clear cutting is, theoretically speaking, a
human interpretation of the forest. It is a sign that
interprets the conditions of the forest and expresses
a new set of conditions. What is notable is that actors
in the forest respond to this sign, producing their
own signs. Trees developed through even-aged

tree growth. This has, in turn, had some serious
ramifications on humans — on one level the trees
are not as healthy, which can impact human plans
for the forest, but on another level, unhealthy trees
adversely affect oxygen levels, which has profound
impacts on humans. As a result, humans have
read the signs deployed by the forest and instituted
selective harvesting rather than clear cut logging
methods. The Yurok people have understood this
entanglement throughout history. Their localised
burnings worked through a ‘care-full’ semiotic entan-
glement that was beneficial to both the health of the
forest and their people. Expanding epiphylogenesis
in this way provides a recognition that design is
not necessarily a unilateral process of the human
acting on material, nor is it even a reciprocal opera-
tion of human and technology, but rather, that it is
an entangled and collaborative process that affects
multiple beings on multiple registers. A product or
production is not separated from this entanglement
but is deployed through and by the entanglement,
affecting and affected by the entanglement. Care
emerges from these interactions. The designer
— while a misnomer, given that design is a collabora-
tive unfolding within these sedimentary chains —can
either recognise this entanglement or ignore it. If the
aim is to think beyond enclosure, it may be better to
affirm this collaboration.

Conclusion

Stiegler’s pursuit of a Neganthropocene through his
use of thinking and care (paensée) in epiphyloge-
netic memory systems provides a notable goal: the
expansion of care against the negative protention of
the Anthropocene. Yet, despite the aim of expanding
both what it is possible to think and care about,
Stiegler limits the possibilities of this sort of thinking
to human-technic relationships. In this article | have
promoted a more than human, asignifying semiotic
formulation of epiphylogenesis which enables an
operationalisation of Stiegler’s formulation beyond
Stiegler’s limit. Drawing upon the complex semiotic
chains of the coastal redwood, | have provided an



overview of sedimentary memory that accounts for
a history of the forest. This enables a more complex
and entangled form of both thinking and care that
bring Stiegler’s consideration closer to feminist post-
human theories outlined by Bellacasa and Myers.
These more entangled formulations pursue the
Neganthropcene with, but also beyond, the human.
Together, these complex relations of care, entwined
with the Neganthropocene, designate the potential
of a care-ful semiotic entanglement that opens the
door for a relational collaboration: a recognition that
all production is collaborative, even if it is not recog-
nised as such.

Notes
The framework for this paper was originally devel-
oped in a class with David Janzen on ‘Theorizing
Environmental Subjectivity’. I'd like to acknowledge
both David and my classmates for engaging me in the
ideas that became this article. It draws on research
supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council.
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