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Aurélien Barrau: 
 "If you really want to stop the ongoing 

biocide, gestures are not enough" 

Paris Match | published on 26/03/2019 

https://www.parismatch.com/Actu/Environnement/Si-on-veut-vraiment-
arreter-le-biocide-en-cours-les-petits-gestes-ne-suffisent-pas-1614839 

Interview With Romain Clergeat 

Picture: Aerial view of mountains from Jambi province to Sumatra, once 
forested. Romeo GACAD/AFP 

He was suddenly everywhere on 
television citing shocking figures: 
"0.01% of all life is responsible for 
85% of animal deaths". In publishing 
an op-ed in Le Monde with Juliette 
Binoche, this world-famous 
astrophysicist wanted to sound the 
alarm on climate change. The strength 

of his conviction and dazzling dialectic had a real impact. To the 
point of a media uproar that made him afraid of turning into a media 
darling. So he went back to his research on cosmology. He now 
claims to be in a state of "useful asceticism”. Such as in his last book 
(Big Bang and Beyond, published by Ekho), dealing mainly with 
cosmology but in which he outlines his vision of a world that must 
decelerate. Unlike the universe, which is accelerating its expansion 
... But since then, much to his surprise, people have been hanging 
on his every word. To the point of causing a stir on social media with 
a tweet questioning the future deployment of 5G, provoking violent 
reactions, including the most stupid kind (he was accused of being 
"anti-science"!) He remains unruffled and continues to argue his 
corner from Grenoble, where he teaches. Facing the mountains, … 
a nuclear reactor nearby! 
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Paris Match. A few weeks ago, you used an op-ed in Le Monde 
to lead the charge for the protection of the environment and 
then chose to back off to return to your research work. Your 
public pronouncements have had a real impact. How do you 
balance the contradiction between dipping your toe into the 
media, which forces you to occupy space in order to be heard, 
and becoming inaudible as soon as you distance yourself from 
it? 

Aurélien Barrau. It’s two incompatible worlds. I now get many 
invitations to speak on television, radio and even more from the 
written press. I'm very honoured, but I said no to almost everything. 
It’s true that I don't know what to do because there are two pitfalls. 
One is that I don't want to become a media personality. Because 
then, after a while, what becomes important is to occupy space. I 
don’t want to get into that trap. I've seen brilliant people ruin their 
careers engaging in some kind of frenetic media self-promotion. And 
at the same time, withdrawing completely would be silly. So I just try 
to stick to one simple rule: talking when I feel I have something to 
say. There’s no point doing the rounds of the chat shows to say the 
same thing, believing that someone who didn’t watch Canal Plus will 
perhaps watch M6 the next day. I try to be in a kind of useful 
asceticism. Not getting into media bulimia, while not totally 
withdrawing; if I think I can make an original contribution, I do it.  

Ideally I’d like to see people more specialized than me taking up the 
baton. Really. People who don't like me say that I'm speaking 
outside of my field of competence but nobody’s competent to talk 
about the end of life as we know it! You’d have to be a biologist, a 
political scientist, a physicist, a geologist, etc. all rolled into one ... 
Everyone alive is entitled to oppose the end of the world. I don’t 
know anything about climate, I’m an astrophysicist, but I don´t care! 
Everyone knows that we’re headed for disaster, and as a human 
being, I don’t have a problem speaking out. Having said that, 
though, I’d prefer it if those better qualified than I am to speak on 
these topics stepped forward to take over and sound the alarm 
themselves. 
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When you spoke out, were you surprised by the violence that 
media exposure now generates, especially through social 
networks? You took a stand against the deployment of 5G, and 
it brought you not only friends … 

That was quite funny. I've been using social media sporadically for 
quite a long time, but I'm still not used to the fact that, lately, what 
I'm saying can have a resonance out of all proportion with the 
importance I give to what I write. When I publish an article in 
Diacritik, an Internet cultural newspaper that I like a lot, or during an 
interview, I try to measure my words. And I really take responsibility 
for what I say. But a Facebook message does not have the level of 
seriousness of an article that is published in an official newspaper. 
I'm still not used to the fact that venting a bit on a social network can 
be considered a serious analysis by people who don't know me. 
Some people call me "anti-science”. That makes me laugh. But it’s 
surprising to realise that a spontaneous comment can be completely 
taken out of context, especially on Twitter, where everyone can read 
what you’ve written. In the case of 5G, what surprised me the most 
was the extent of the problem. A few days before my tweet on the 
subject, I had written an article published in the Journal du 
Dimanche, drawing a parallel between ecology and the situation in 
Algeria. My dad warned me: "Be careful. Algeria is a topic that 
rouses a lot of emotions, very complicated. You're going to make 
enemies. You shouldn't talk about things like that." It turned out that 
people agreed with what I was saying. And I got zero negative 
feedback. But my little tweet about 5G, in which I was questioning 
the need to rush headlong into adopting new technologies, caused 
an outcry! I couldn't have imagined for a second that saying, "4G 
works very well. Do we always have to push things further?" could 
provoke such a wave of indignation. It was viewed a million times in 
24 hours! I don't take it personally, I could not care less, but 
sociologically, the interest generated is interesting. Also, I can agree 
that what I said was caricatural. What was most hilarious was 
receiving an email from a senior executive working for a major 
telephone operator who wrote to me more or less saying: "I 
understand you. I ask myself the same questions.” The reality is that 
the only possible answer to the ecological challenge that puts us in 
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mortal danger is to get out of this spiral of “always more”. 5G was 
just an example. 

Tweet content: So the 5G telephone network is on its way. There 
can’t be a crazier idea than that. For a slightly reduced latency and 
greater speed, we’re going to deploy countless antennas and renew 
everything. This is the core of what destroys everything: the inability 
to stop consumerist madness. 

Have we ever seen a civilization "slow down"? Never. However, 
you advocate a form of degrowth, don't you? 

I am absolutely convinced that, with or without my consent, this is 
going to happen. And after 5G, we'll do 6G, then 29G and so on. 
Nevertheless, I think we've reached the point of complete madness. 
People tell me 5G has advantages. I humbly acknowledge that I did 
not know them all. Some even convinced me. Apparently, 5G will 
make it possible to have autonomous cars with fewer accidents. 
How could you fail to support that? I have children, I don't want them 
to get run over! Of course, each technology has positive effects. So 
we want to tell ourselves: any technological progress is welcome. 
But the problem is, if you think like that, on the current trajectory, 
you’re going to end up with disaster. People think I'm afraid of the 
future. But it's what's already happened that scares me! We've killed 
70% of life in the last 40 years. The catastrophe is happening, and 
its true origin is not global warming at this stage. Right now, it's 
slight. In a century it will be catastrophic. It’s not global warming that 
has killed 400 million birds in Europe. It’s our out-of-control use of 
our living space with an overconsumption that is totally delusional. 
And I think it's reasonable to ask the hard questions. I'm just as 
guilty, I use a phone and I'll be using 5G. Still, we should collectively 
decide that this frenzied consumption, which has dramatic effects on 
life, should perhaps be slowed down. Then reversed. If you say that, 
you're accused of wanting to go back to the Stone Age. Of course I 
don’t want that. But frankly, I’m ready to dispense with the 
conveniences of 5G. I sold my car. In Grenoble, the trams work 
really well. When I want to get out of Grenoble, there's a car-sharing 
thing called "Citélib", which is not bad. Maybe a couple of times a 
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year, it would have been handy to have a car in my parking lot. Well, 
I can live with that. If we don't make efforts like this, we're finished. 
And if we really want to stop the current biocide, we're going to need 
to change direction. Gestures are not enough. 

 

But doesn’t progress intrinsically entail a notion of progress 
that’s inevitable and whose course can only be, at best, 
corrected? 

I know what you mean, but I don't see new technology as 
necessarily representing "progress." In science, I have no desire to 
stop the discovery of the fundamental laws of nature. The fact that 
musicians are exploring beyond the tonal system or that painters are 
considering new ways to present the world is great. That in each of 
the intellectual disciplines on which our relationship with the world is 
founded, we continue to move forward, I think it's beautiful. But that 
does not mean that any implementation of a technological innovation 
amounts to progress. There is also a regression in using 
technologies that are destroying life on Earth. The existence of 
forests is more valuable than faster base stations. It's a metaphor. 
I'm not saying 5G will destroy the forests. But if, for a technological 
advance that brings a little convenience, one must pay the price of 
the disappearance of birds, this is not progress. It's a regression. 

Picture: A forest almost flattened.  DR 

You don't think that the rate of progress will increase to match 
the level of problems and that, thanks to geoengineering, we 
will be able to find solutions, so that one does not obstruct the 
other? 

I don't believe that at all. Especially since it’s already happened! 
Most life on Earth died in a few decades. If you think only of 
humanity, it's a little different. For humanity, the worst is yet to come. 
But to say, "Are we going to make it as a species?" is for me the 
wrong question. Do we want a small number of very rich people to 
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survive on a devastated planet while the others perish? We can't 
imagine that we will find a way out through technology because a lot 
of the harm has already been done. Besides, what’s the real reason 
for the current disaster? Precisely frenzied consumption. To imagine 
that embracing a "technological super hubris" will counter the evils of 
the techno-industrial society is pathological. How do you expect a 
technological invention to enable the revival of the 80% of insects 
that seem to have disappeared from Europe? They're dead and 
gone. Besides which, when you start playing the sorcerer's 
apprentice, it usually ends in disaster. At the moment, Australia's 
biggest biodiversity problem is cats. Humans introduced massive 
numbers of cats, and now they’re the primary cause of biodiversity 
loss. It’s true that technology has allowed valuable advances in 
health, hygiene etc. That’s undeniable. But today it’s taking us 
backwards and destroying us by its overuse. Even if we find clean 
energy, that won’t solve the problem. To suggest that ultimately 
there will be a technological miracle is "religion". It's a prayer. We 
have the right to pray, but that’s not how we're going to save the 
world. 

0.01 [%] of all life, we humans, are responsible for 85% of 
animal deaths. Isn’t this observation in itself an answer? 
Namely that species are made to disappear, and that the human 
species has embarked on its path to suicide? 

A lot of people are downplaying the situation by arguing that it won't 
be the end of the world, just the end of humanity. But our possible 
demise will involve millions of other species that have done nothing 
to deserve it. It’s therefore factually wrong to say that it will be "only" 
the end of humanity. And personally I care very much about all those 
animals dying. We have an ethical responsibility. Second, I have a 
slight problem with this happy collapsology. Tonight, I'm going to eat, 
sleep in a real bed, everything's fine. Can I calmly assert that 
humanity will vanish, and that it won't be that bad? It's like calmly 
telling our children that they might starve to death because we 
couldn’t be bothered to make an effort. When the UN says that there 
will be between 200 and 800 million climate refugees in 30 years' 
time, make no mistake, there’ll be war. An awful thing. Saying that 
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the inevitable end of humanity is in the order of things, that it’s tragic 
but that it‘s the human soul, I’m absolutely not for that kind of 
attitude. And if something can be done to avoid this, then we have to 
do it. Besides, I don’t subscribe at all to the idea that it's too late. It's 
never too late for things to get even worse. Still, I don’t hold out 
much hope: we need a revolution and we’re so unprepared.  

Big Bang And Beyond, New Horizons Of The Universe, 
published by Ekho-Dunod, €7,90 


