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This paper argues that the process ethics of the Anthropocene, the ethics of entanglement, necessarily imply that the cuts and binary conceptions necessary to ground concepts of war and peace lack their necessary ontological foundations. In the terminology of security studies, in an entangled world, it is difficult to distinguish the security referent (to be secured) from the security threat. In such a context, the waging of war and the formation of peace dissolve into an open-ended process ethics which increasingly forms the framework for a new moral compass for everyday interactions and a programme of regulatory governance (which I call elsewhere ‘Anthropocene Authoritarianism’). In the Anthropocene, the biggest global threat, catastrophic climate change, appears to be anthropogenically driven – with humanity in the role of both victims and perpetrator. More pointedly, modernity itself is often recast as a story of genocide and ecocide rather than one of progress and development. In fine, entanglements render ethical side-taking and ethical judgements problematic as the binary and reductionist cuts in time and space required increasingly lack resonance with our subjective sensitivities.

The impossible war. COVID 19 brings into sharp relief the lack of distinction, already there in ‘the war on terror’ – the problem that the terrorist and the citizen are increasingly indistinguishable – and climate change – where the public are also the target of regulation and policing. If closing down economies, cancelling cultural events and shutting educational institutions are tactics of war they appear unsustainable. War is not possible when the threat is indistinguishable from what is to be secured. Health checks at the entrance of public buildings, workspaces and airport terminals, look a lot like the security checks of personal belongings in the fight against domestic terrorism. The war can only be waged through policing the actions of everyday life. Members of the public have been phoning authorities to report suspicious neighbours, University students have been fenced in their halls, draconian fines have been imposed on those breaking curfews and quarantines. Civil rights and democratic debate have also been curtailed as meetings and demonstrations are banned and parliamentary procedures short-cut. More importantly, security seeps into the pores of everyday social existence, imposing ethical meaning upon every decision of who to visit, when to shop, who to put at risk. This is the ‘militarised moralisation’ of everyday process ethics: the individualised duty of weighing differentiated capacities, affordances and vulnerabilities.

The impossible peace. As ‘militarisation’ seeps into the everyday it is enjoined by peace aspirations to expand the regulatory agenda. Prior to COVID 19, peace ethics had already concerned itself with more than the absence of conflict. In the Anthropocene these trends have intensified. ‘No return to Normal’ is the trope of process ethics, as the disruption to the norm reveals that it is in the sphere of the everyday, and often the unintentional, that security threats emerge. This is true from vulnerabilities caused by the lack of wilderness and interspecies comingling, to the inequalities of impact of the pandemic on the lines of race and class – those lives considered to be expendable in ‘essential work’ and those to be pampered behind online orders and walled gardens. The entanglements of COVID 19 mean that peace-making as an ethical agenda expands to cover a wide range of social and economic practices that contribute to vulnerabilities and shapes – see Ulrich Beck’s ‘Emancipatory Catastrophism’ or Amartya Sen’s Development as Freedom – a new empirical ‘normative horizon’. This is the post-political governance agenda of process ethics. 
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