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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book has been written to provide an overview of some important 
trends in the contemporary environmental social sciences and humani-
ties, particularly within human geography, development studies and 
political ecology. My hope is that it will be of direct interest to the work 
of academics and research postgraduates in the aforementioned fields, as 
well as being of use for discussion on advanced undergraduate and mas-
ter’s degree curricula. The text was written as a response to a gap evident 
in the sustainable development literature, which has failed to deal with 
recent developments taking place across the social sciences, away from 
humanistic and objectifying modes of theorising and towards the ‘post-
human’ or ‘more-than-human’. My hope is that such issues are explored 
in a manner which is rigorous, yet hopefully accessible and introductory.

By accessibly engaging in cross-disciplinary debates, this is the first 
monograph to draw together the implications of recent posthuman and 
new materialist thought with more traditional scholarship on sustainable 
development. The text is divided into four chapters, primarily exploring 
how two terms which are central to the study of sustainable develop-
ment—sustainability and wellbeing—are more contested and problem-
atic than they are often presented to be. These two terms are used in 
different ways across various social scientific disciplines, including geog-
raphy, sociology, politics, development studies, economics and psychol-
ogy, yet this use is, in both cases, increasingly characterised by a narrow 
lens of humanist individualism, technocratic managerialism and abstract 
quantification.
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To examine this tendency, Chapter 1 will set out the general lay of 
the land, introducing some key concepts within sustainable development 
and the Sustainable Development Goals, and developing ideas which 
underpin the analyses to follow. Chapter 2 will examine what I call the 
‘abstraction of nature’, namely how we are increasingly quantifying our 
environmental relationships, possibly to the detriment of other ways of 
conceiving of human-ecological relations. By way of examples, this will 
involve examining the political ecology and ‘ontological politics’ of met-
rics such as the planetary boundaries approach, carbon footprint analy-
ses, payments for ecosystem services (PES), and others. Chapter 3 will 
undertake a similar task in the realm of well-being research, which has 
been put forward as a complementary means of shifting social analy-
sis away from GDP and focusing on the ‘social’ element of sustainabil-
ity in a way that doesn’t cost the earth. However, what both of these 
developments have become, across both ‘wellbeing’ and ‘environmental 
sustainability’, is a mediation of our very relationship with the environ-
ment, through self-disciplining and self-regulation, self-monitoring and 
self-punishment. Chapters 2 and 3, then, demonstrate how this results 
in a very particular, and dualistic, way of perceiving the environment, 
driving an artificial wedge between our species and all that sustains it. 
Chapter 4 will then take a more constructive line, examining coun-
ter-threads and intertwined research trajectories in the social sciences 
which have worked to overcome this artificial wedge, with differing levels 
of success, including eco-phenomenology, feminist ethics of care and the 
new materialism.

I’d like to thank Rachael Ballard and Joanna O’Neill at Palgrave 
Macmillan for their support, and the anonymous reviewers for their help 
in developing the ideas proposed. Chapter 3 is based on work published 
in the journal Progress in Human Geography, in a paper titled ‘Which 
‘being’ in wellbeing? Ontology, wellness and the geographies of happi-
ness’, co-authored with Dr Louise Reid.
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Abstract  This chapter traces both the intellectual foundations and practical 
applications of contemporary ideas relating to sustainability and develop-
ment. Setting the scene for the rest of the book, it explores key contem-
porary intellectual framings of development, focusing on the renewed 
prominence bestowed upon the phrase ‘sustainable development’ inter-
nationally, given the unveiling of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) as the centrepiece of the UN’s 2030 development agenda. A more 
critical exploration, it is argued, must occur if scholars and students of 
sustainable development are to examine the constitutive role of measuring 
mechanisms, indicators and metrics in the political realm of sustainability, 
a field quickly moving down the track of abstraction, quantification and 
‘neoliberalisation’.

Keywords  Sustainable development goals · Sustainability · Metrics 
Indicators · Development studies

For many, ‘sustainable development’ is seen as something of a dirty 
phrase. It can be obfuscatory and vague, often used by those interested 
in ‘sustaining’ ecological modernisation and propping up a status quo 
which, through ecological devastation and social polarisation, is rad-
ically undermining its own existence. Such critics do not mince their 
words. For example, the author and ‘recovering environmentalist’, Paul 
Kingsnorth, has noted that the term ‘sustainability’ ‘does not mean 

CHAPTER 1

The New Sustainable Development 
Agenda: An Introduction to Measurement 

and Conceptualisation
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2   T. S. J. SMITH

defending the non-human world from the ever-expanding empire of 
Homo sapiens, though some of its adherents like to pretend it does, 
even to themselves. It means sustaining human civilization at the 
comfort level that the world’s rich people—us—feel is their right, with-
out destroying the “natural capital” or the “resource base” that is needed 
to do so’.1 While largely agreeing with the sentiment behind this state-
ment—after all, the empire of Homo sapiens has indeed been propped 
up for too long by apologists, while long since crossing the Rubicon 
of vast environmental change—I think that turning our backs on such 
terms is to throw the baby out with the bathwater. It is, perhaps, to 
avoid the nuanced analysis and parsing which we will need to navigate 
the uncertain times to come. After all, sustainable development (SD) is 
a diverse concept with diverse interpretations, with Seyfang and Smith 
(2007, p. 584) noting that ‘Everybody, it appears, is committed to sus-
tainable development. But not everybody is seeking sustainable develop-
ment in the same way’.

The title of this book deals with these broad topics because, at this 
critical time, it is necessary to interrogate wide-ranging and inter- 
connected concepts which are foundational to theories and practices of 
‘development’, theories and practices which reach right across disciplines 
in the social sciences, particularly human geography, development studies 
and sociology. It is important, from time to time, to step back from 
the canvas, to trace important historical trajectories and to see what is  
really emerging from the currently prevailing tendencies and assumptions 
in human thought and action. As Neil Evernden (1993, p. xii) so aptly 
noted, amidst the consistent failure of the environmental movement to 
achieve its goals, ‘the source of the environmental crisis lies not without 
but within, not in industrial effluent but in assumptions so casually held 
as to be virtually invisible’.

As such, I will here, and elsewhere in the book, trace the practical 
applications of certain intellectual foundations of contemporary thought 
on sustainability and development, as it is my view that theory and prac-
tice in these realms cannot be meaningfully divorced. While the book 
contains four chapters, each looking at how the way we conceive of, or 
measure, the environment changes the way we interact with it, I will 
largely steer clear of parading statistics to prove the case that the environ-
ment is in trouble. Both academic and lay discourse are drowning in such 
work, and to do so would be contrary to the aim of this book, which is 
to step back and question the very effect of simply and overwhelmingly 
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parading statistics in order to prove that the ecological web which main-
tains our world is being dismantled, strand by strand.

Recent decades have witnessed unprecedented calls for alternative 
visions of social development, sustainable development, a vision which 
would place less emphasis on pure expansion of consumption and the 
human empire (usually visible through economic growth as measured 
by gross domestic product [GDP]) and more on the dual attainment of 
well-being and sustainability. This provocation or aim, of building a soci-
ety which cultivates human well-being within ecological constraints, has 
been termed the ‘double dividend’ in SD (Jackson 2011) and forms a 
key underpinning of the analysis to come. Indeed, the book’s overarch-
ing question has been framed well elsewhere, namely ‘how are we sup-
posed to move from the neo-environmentalist world where we just get 
more efficient at maintaining our current standard of living and destroy 
the planet a little less rapidly to a world where we’re not only consuming 
fewer natural resources but are actually happy doing so?’2

The interrogation of some of the key intellectual infrastructures of 
development, which I undertake in this book, is particularly timely 
given the renewed prominence bestowed on the phrase ‘sustainable 
development’ internationally, amidst the rolling out of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) as central to the UN’s 2030 development 
agenda. Furthermore, the rise of debates surrounding the Anthropocene 
and various recent initiatives to enshrine well-being in national pol-
icy around the world, as a means of shifting away from the destructive 
emphasis on economic growth, have also led to the need to reflect on 
human–environmental interactions and how they are conceived and 
reworked. These are the issues which will be explored over the next four 
chapters.

Current conceptualisations of SD appear neutral and are often taken 
as such (see Chapter 2 for more extended discussions of this ‘post- 
political’ terrain), but in fact betray very particular assumptions about 
the world and the place of this human species in that world. Certain 
approaches to thinking through core issues in sustainability are changing, 
however, and less human-centred approaches emerging. I will examine, 
both here and in future chapters, how a certain calculative and mana-
gerial rationality is displacing other ways of knowing and interacting 
with nature and sustainability. A ‘significant conceptual narrowing of the 
sustainability agenda to politically palatable and quantifiable goals’ has 
occurred, as Rau (2018) has noted, ‘most of them in the area of climate 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_2
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change adaptation and mitigation, and related sustainability assessment 
(SA) tools’. While I hope to make clear that there is more at stake in 
our approaches of assessing sustainability than purely neutral knowledge, 
I should say at the outset that the argument put forward will not be 
that measurement and metrics are in some sense morally wrong. Rather,  
I hope to emphasise that we should seriously consider, and question,  
the consequences of living in a society dominated by numbers. This is a 
subtle, but important, difference.

I am hesitant, however, to pour more words into the universe on 
these topics. As it stands, academic output is growing exponentially, 
doubling every nine years,3 almost in lockstep with every acceleration-
ist trend leading to the destruction of the environment. An industry of 
researchers is writing about SD, flying from conference to conference to 
talk to each other on the topic for fifteen minutes, all while things appear 
to become immeasurably worse. What is really needed, then, is action, 
or, at least, praxis—the unity of theory and practice. Without such an 
emergence, we may not be able to change course in time. Yet, for this 
praxis to emerge, a taking of stock must occur, if we are not to go too far 
down the laneway of abstraction, quantification and neoliberalisation, for 
want of better words. Perhaps the most unique feature of humans is their 
diversity, and thus, when one way of viewing something becomes over-
whelmingly dominant, or there is an incipient ‘monoculture of the mind’ 
(Shiva 1993)—as I would argue that there currently is—it is appropriate 
that we pause to reflect.

I will not argue here that we need a ‘consciousness shift’, however, 
as is often broadly called for (see, e.g., Asoka’s [2013, p. 73] statement 
that ‘Sustainability and well-being are fundamentally ethical issues call-
ing for a transformation of consciousness and a stronger moral and eth-
ical foundation’ or elsewhere that ‘A universal ethical code of conduct 
and a nonviolent methodology as practiced by individuals like Mahatma 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. are needed’ [p. 78]). That is too 
dualistic and universalist a formulation of the changes which are needed, 
seemingly positing that tangible change comes about solely, or primarily, 
from some sort of consciously held belief. This is reminiscent, indeed, 
of Al Gore trying to bring about global change by informing people of 
an ‘inconvenient truth’, using graphs and metrics and various means of 
visual and textual education. The benefit of such an approach remains 
to be seen, so I will instead try to draw on more practical and mate-
rial questions, pointing the reader towards work on practices and affect 



1  THE NEW SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AGENDA …   5

(Coeckelbergh 2015; Gibson-Graham 2003). Furthermore, what such 
approaches—of hitting people over the head with statistics and facts, as 
the environmental philosopher Timothy Morton has put it—have failed 
to examine is the actual constitutive role of measuring mechanisms, indi-
cators and metrics in the political realm of sustainability.

This role is constitutive because certain ways of measuring or analys-
ing always hide or obscure other possibilities and are always based on 
certain value systems; certain ways allow the non-human to be felt and 
present, and other ways drive a wedge between our species and all that 
sustains it. As Kull et al. (2015, p. 123) note, a more political ecologi-
cal approach ‘guides researchers to pay attention not only to the “ecol-
ogy” or science of the topic at hand, but also to the agency of ideas and 
the actions of social, economic, and discursive power across scales. The 
approach pays particular attention to who wins, who loses, and what the 
impacts are for different parts of society and different components of 
the environment’. This statement will be examined in more depth in the 
next chapter, in dialogue, for example, with the rise of the field of ‘criti-
cal data studies’.

The supposition here is that the way we speak of, measure, and repre-
sent our world is performative; that is, these things, and their associated 
practices, actually do something in the world. Rametsteiner et al. (2011, 
p. 62) state that ‘indicators do more than describe current conditions or 
trends’ and thus ‘the fundamental challenge of sustainability indicator 
development is not primarily technical or at least not technical alone. It 
is political…’ I wholeheartedly agree. Measurements rarely come out of 
a vacuum, with contemporary efforts to measure SD having a very par-
ticular history, stemming in part from the United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro (1992) (known as 
Agenda 21), which called for ‘systems for monitoring and evaluation of 
progress towards achieving sustainable development by adopting indi-
cators that measure changes across economic, social and environmental 
dimensions’ (UN, quoted in Strezov et al. 2017, p. 243). Contrary to 
my caution above about the performative role of measures, however, 
Strezov et al. (2017) appear to lament that ‘there is still no consensus on 
a single index that is most acceptable by the scientific and political com-
munities’ (ibid.). However, would such a consensus even be desirable? 
This is what this book will interrogate, before ultimately exploring alter-
native groundings for SD approaches in Chapter 4.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_4
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Let us begin by examining some of the more foundational calculations 
of SD in use today, amongst a rapidly expanding field of indicators cur-
rently numbering around 895 (see Rau’s [2018] discussion of the 2015 
Compendium of Sustainable Development Indicator Initiatives). Nourry 
(2008) has focused on the compound indicators of SD, that is those 
that simultaneously examine both human and environmental aspects of 
the classical view of SD, namely meeting ‘the needs of the present with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs’.4 While these indicators ‘must assess human development (i.e. is 
welfare non-declining?) and sustainability (i.e. is the stock of total cap-
ital…or natural capital…intact?)’, she notes that ‘no single measure 
does a perfect job at reflecting sustainable development per se’ (p. 442). 
Examining eight such indicators in the French context,5 Nourry finds 
that the measures contradict each other entirely and ‘do not support the 
same conclusion about the sustainability of France’ (pp. 451–452).

This variability is telling. If we briefly examine one often-used mul-
tidimensional development indicator, for example—the UN’s Human 
Development Index (HDI)—we can see how these contradictory find-
ings can arise. The HDI is made up of three equally weighted variables 
(this equal weighting is itself a contentious topic), namely GDP per cap-
ita, life expectancy and education level (measured in terms of adult lit-
eracy and educational enrolment rates). The relationship between GDP 
and ‘development’ is of course highly contested, perhaps most famously 
seen with Max-Neef’s ‘threshold hypothesis’ (Jackson 2011; Max-Neef 
1995), which demonstrates that while increases in income may have a 
positive effect on the subjective well-being of people who are very poor 
in economic terms, after a certain low threshold, material wealth results 
in little or no greater subjective happiness. This is compounded by the 
fact that many events, incidences and acts which may be detrimental to 
welfare on various time scales can drive up GDP in the short term. For 
instance, as has been pointed out elsewhere, an oil spill may, on balance, 
generate jobs and other economic benefits in the short term through 
clean-up job creation,6 and would thus increase the HDI to an equal 
extent as would, say, increases in life expectancy or education.

Life expectancy itself, as a proxy for health and welfare, can also be 
seen to give a somewhat shallow insight into development, let alone ‘sus-
tainable development’. While considerations of space preclude the full 
examination of this topic here, the quantitative focus on life expectancy 
rules out a meaningful examination of how those lives, whether long or 
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short, are led. For instance, contrary to the simple upward trajectory of 
life quality indicated by growing life expectancy, Vigo et al. (2016) have 
argued that the ‘disease burden’ of mental illness globally has been dras-
tically underestimated, by more than a third, while mental health now 
represents the greatest burden of disease globally, in terms of years lived 
with disability (YLDs) and disability-adjusted life years (DALYs). Finally, 
and in a rather similar manner, the education metrics underlying the 
HDI are themselves questionable, given that educational enrolment 
in many countries rarely equates with completion, attendance, quality 
teaching or, say, the ability of a populace to be self-determining, empow-
ered and able to think for itself.

The geographer and political ecologist Bruce Braun (2008) has writ-
ten eloquently on such issues of the importance and performance of con-
ceptualisation. For example, one foundational argument made in much 
SD thinking over the past three decades is that the realms of economy 
and society are either interlinked with or, more radically, embedded in 
the environment. These two perspectives have been famously visualised 
and demonstrated in the form of Venn diagrams, which show the envi-
ronment, economy and society either as interlinked and overlapping or, 
supposedly more radically, as fully nestled within one another. As Braun 
notes, however, it is not enough to note that the economy is ‘embedded’ 
in nature:

The word ‘embedded’ carries the idea that there is something that exists 
prior to, and separate from, the relationships in which something is pur-
portedly embedded. When we think ‘embedded’, we immediately think 
‘more or less’, using a measure of quantity, rather than quality. Thus, 
non-humans and social relationships do not help constitute the economy, 
they merely introduce changes into something that exists separate from 
them (or ‘feedback’ in the case of non-human nature or sociotechnical sys-
tems). What apparently cannot be broached is the idea that the economy is 
‘made up’ of these mundane everyday things from the outset… (p. 669)7

Similar to such discussions of how we measure or represent environ-
mental sustainability and natural resources, Chapter 3 will look at how 
moving beyond the ‘supremacy’ (Nourry 2008, p. 441) of GDP8 as a 
measure for social ‘wellbeing’, ‘flourishing’, ‘happiness’ or ‘quality 
of life’ (the words, as we shall see, are relatively imprecise, yet are pro-
liferating at great speed) has resulted in something of a regress to the 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_3


8   T. S. J. SMITH

quantification and simplification of social life. While moves towards 
happiness research are lauded by, and capture the attention of, policy 
makers and the public alike, I will argue that a very particular form of 
examination of these topics is being enacted and instantiated, one which 
treads perilously close to reproducing the very weaknesses of the flat 
metrics which they were supposed to replace.

All of these introductory issues are well encapsulated in the UN’s flag-
ship global development initiatives for the period 2000–2030, the eight 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and their successors, the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which I will now explore by 
way of an introduction to the issues to be discussed in more depth below.

The SDGs are purported to be the guiding light for global devel-
opment in the run-up to 2030, replacing the eight Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) which were established in the aftermath of 
the UN Millennium Summit in 2000 and which ran until 2015. The UN 
claims that the SDGs have greater legitimacy than those which preceded 
them, having been developed through a worldwide consultation pro-
cess that included governments and civil society, purportedly putting the 
voices of the poor centre stage. This indeed contrasts with the MDGs, 
which were famously drawn up by a handful of bureaucrats in the base-
ment of the UN. For example, Mark Malloch-Brown, who was a sen-
ior member of the small team who drafted the MDGs, has since spoken 
of how this team almost entirely forgot to include a goal relating to the 
environment:

The document had gone to the printing presses as I passed the head of 
the UN’s environmental programme…I was walking along the corridor, 
relieved at job done, when I ran into the beaming head of the UN envi-
ronment programme and a terrible swearword crossed my mind when I 
realised we’d forgotten an environmental goal…we raced back to put in 
the sustainable development goal.9

The SDGs instead situate environmental sustainability more centrally, 
albeit suffering from many of the same operational pitfalls as the MDGs. 
Amongst them, for example, while many attempts to govern global 
development and environment are based on top-down regulation or 
market-based approaches, the MDGs and SDGs are entirely consensual 
and non-binding, with weak international governance institutions to 
back them up (Biermann et al. 2017). The goals are framed as universal 
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and apolitical, with the SDG framing document—Transforming Our 
World10—for example, asserting that ‘All countries and all stakehold-
ers, acting in collaborative partnership, will implement this plan…. It  
is accepted by all countries and is applicable to all, taking into account 
different national realities’ (pp. 1–2).

However, given this broad scope, the SDGs have been described, var-
iously, as ‘vague, weak or meaningless’ (Holden et al. 2017, p. 214), 
proliferating from the relatively limited scope of the MDGs (with eight 
goals, 23 targets and 60 indicators) to include 17 goals, 169 targets 
and, at the time of writing, 232 indicators, covering topics as disparate 
as global hunger and the sociocultural importance of sporting activi-
ties. One article labelled them derisively as the ‘169 Commandments’,11 
while they have elsewhere been pithily characterised as ‘No targets left 
behind’.12

The rhetoric of the goals is indeed broad, calling for ‘a plan of action 
for people, planet and prosperity’ which ‘seeks to strengthen universal 
peace in larger freedom’ (Transforming Our World, p. 1). However, as 
ever, the devil is in the details. The approach, across both the MDGs 
and SDGs, leads to methodological questions which highlight well 
some of the key questions this book asks, regarding the ecological pol-
itics of measurement, abstraction and conceptualisation. Such questions 
have been eloquently raised by Hickel (2016) for example, who notes 
that claims for success in a number of goals are founded on questiona-
ble assumptions. For example, while the UN claimed success in nearly 
meeting the headline MDG goal of halving poverty and hunger world-
wide, these claims were ‘misleading at best and intentionally inaccurate at 
worst’ (p. 750). For example, the UN system had originally focused on 
reducing the numbers of poor and hungry individuals in absolute terms, 
while the Millennium Declaration which established the MDGs switched 
to proportions of the global population, making it ‘easier to achieve than 
an equivalent goal based on the parameters of the Rome Declaration 
would have been, simply because it could take advantage of population 
growth’ (p. 751):

Because the population of the developing world is growing at a faster rate 
than that of the world as a whole, this subtle shift in methodology allowed 
the MDGs to take advantage of a faster-growing denominator. On top 
of this there was a second significant change: the starting point of anal-
ysis was moved from 2000 back to 1990. This gave the UN much more 
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time to accomplish the goal, extended the period of denominator growth, 
and allowed it to retroactively claim gains in poverty reduction that were 
achieved long before the MDGs actually began. This backdating took par-
ticular advantage of gains made by china during the 1990s, when hundreds 
of millions of people were lifted out of extreme poverty, and tallied this 
as a victory for the MDGs, even though they had nothing to do with it. 
(ibid.)

This sleight-of-hand was compounded by the use of a global poverty line 
which lacks contextual sensitivity, reinforcing the fact that ‘normative 
dimensions can thereby be hidden and…the indicator set becomes biased 
towards one or the other dimension of SD which lies in the interest of 
certain political actors’ (Rametsteiner et al. 2011, p. 62). For example, as 
Hickel notes, the World Bank estimated in 2011 that India had 300 mil-
lion people living below the International Poverty Line (IPL—$1.25/
day) and claimed a gradually decreasing level of poverty in the country 
while, simultaneously, 900 million people—comprising nearly 75% of the 
population—consumed less than 2100 calories per day. Aside from such 
enormous inconsistencies, the MDGs were also characterised by suspi-
ciously convenient methodological changes on the part of the UN, lead-
ing to the MDG indicators ultimately looking better than they otherwise 
would have (see also Jerven 2013).

The measurement of hunger across the UN system, as used in the 
MDGs and SDGs, also raises a number of conceptual questions, not least 
the quantitative fixation on bare calories, rather than the more quali-
tative questions of diet quality, micronutrient or vitamin intake, or the 
actual experience of suffering from malnutrition. Further, Hickel (2016, 
p. 759) has noted that the caloric requirements are calculated based 
on the average height of a population: ‘the threshold is lower for peo-
ple in Timor-Leste because they are shorter – and therefore presumably 
require fewer calories – than people in the Netherlands’. However, this 
logic is circular, with short stature in a population often being a sign of 
undernourishment, and declining average stature indicating the need for 
more, not fewer, calories. Similarly, many of the world’s poor do not live 
the sedentary lives characteristic of the West and thus need even more 
than the Food and Agriculture Organisation’s (FAO) suggested min
imum caloric threshold. As Hickel notes, ‘the average rickshaw driver 
in India…requires around 3000–4000 calories per day’, while ‘people  
who are hungry for months at a time are…not counted as hungry, since 
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the definition of hunger only captures hunger that lasts for over a year’ 
(p. 760).

The availability of data is a very basic limitation here also. In the case 
of the SDGs, the 232 indicators have recently been grouped into three 
tiers according to their data availability and methodological approach 
(see Diaz‐Sarachaga et al. 2018), with just 98 falling into Tier I, a cat-
egory indicating data and methodologies which are generally regularly 
available. Instead, 50 fall into Tier II, meaning there is scarce data availa-
bility but clear methodological frameworks, while 79 belong to Tier III, 
lacking both data and statistical assessment approaches (15 indicators 
are yet to be assigned). Indeed, Diaz-Sarachaga et al. (2018) conclude 
that around 60% of the measures designed to monitor progress in SD 
through the SDGs are of little value.

A related example is that of the MDGs for water and sanitation, as 
examined by Satterthwaite (2016). While UN reports regularly noted 
that the MDG drinking water target had been surpassed, with the 
WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme, amongst others, claim-
ing that it had been met as early as 2010, this was simply not true. The 
MDG in question had called explicitly for progress towards safe and sus-
tainable water access. However, the only globally available statistics, and 
those which were used to make such optimistic claims, related only to 
access to ‘improved’ water sources, many of which are anything but safe, 
reliable or easily accessed. For instance, as Satterthwaite (2016, p. 102) 
notes, ‘81 per cent of Nigeria’s urban population and 57 per cent of its 
rural population had improved provision for water in 2015 – but only 3 
per cent of the urban population and 1 per cent of the rural population 
had water piped on premises’, noting that ‘if it is accepted that for urban 
areas, water piped on premises is a far more valid indicator for assessing 
MDG progress…this completely changes the extent of provision and the 
extent of progress in regard to MDG targets’. Indeed, globally, between 
1990 and 2015, there was no increase at all in the proportion of the 
urban population with water piped on premises, with the figure in certain 
areas—sub-Saharan Africa, most notably—actually falling in this time.

While the above hints at some of the methodological issues 
involved in the measurement of SD, the very conceptualisation 
of the environment in such work, for example in the SDG docu-
ment, Transforming Our World, is also worth noting. Despite pay-
ing some lip service to ‘Mother Earth’ (p. 13), the taking of action on 
global unsustainability is framed in singularly instrumental and largely  
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anthropocentric terms, ‘so that [the environment] can support the needs 
of the present and future generations’ (p. 2). For example, Item 33  
(p. 9) states:

We recognize that social and economic development depends on the sus-
tainable management of our planet’s natural resources. We are therefore 
determined to conserve and sustainably use oceans and seas, freshwater 
resources, as well as forests, mountains and drylands and to protect bio-
diversity, ecosystems and wildlife. We are also determined to promote sus-
tainable tourism, to tackle water scarcity and water pollution, to strengthen 
cooperation on desertification, dust storms, land degradation and drought 
and to promote resilience and disaster risk reduction.

Underpinning the entire edifice of the SDGs, this approach leads to 
their clear positioning under the umbrella of ‘ecological modernisa-
tion’, a form of ecological thought which fetishises and valorises eco-
nomic growth to a problematic extent (albeit often prefaced with fluffy, 
descriptive terms such as ‘inclusive’ and ‘sustainable’). This is evident, 
for example, in the UN’s desire to ‘Sustain per capita economic growth 
in accordance with national circumstances and, in particular, at least 7 
per cent gross domestic product growth per annum in the least devel-
oped countries’. Elsewhere, amidst vague generalisations, the statement 
is made that ‘We recognize that domestic resources are first and foremost 
generated by economic growth, supported by an enabling environment 
at all levels (p. 29)’.

This faith in the role of growth has a long history, dating back to 
the initial conception of GDP by the economist Simon Kuznets in the 
1930s, and relies on the notion that economic growth will ‘trickle down’ 
to the poor—a controversial and poorly evidenced proposition (Akinci 
2018). Indeed, apart from being a metric which entirely sidesteps the 
environmental question, as Hickel (2016, p. 761) notes:

Of all the income generated by global GDP growth between 1999 and 
2008, the poorest 60% of humanity received only 5% of it. According to 
David Woodward, at this rate it will take more than 100 years to eradicate 
poverty through growth. GDP growth is not an adequate solution to pov-
erty and hunger – at least not without strong redistributive measures.
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Furthermore, should this growth-led approach be taken, at current rates 
it would require the global economy to grow to 175 times its current 
size,13 which is out of the question if current rates of inequality and 
resource use are sustained, which appears likely without significant sys-
temic change. The UN does seek to ‘decouple’ economic growth from 
the environmental destruction with which it has been inseparable from, 
in recent decades, though an accumulation of evidence suggests that 
such decoupling is something of a quixotic quest (Stern 2004). Beyond 
ignoring the reality of worldwide decoupling of GDP from environ-
mental destruction, Section 8.4 of the UN document also calls for pro-
gressive improvement in ‘global resource efficiency in consumption and 
production’, with 12.2 further calling for the ‘sustainable management 
and efficient use of natural resources’. This approach to achieving SD  
entirely ignores the counter-intuitive (albeit well-documented) ‘rebound 
effect’ or ‘Jevons Paradox’—named after the nineteenth-century English 
economist William Stanley Jevons—whereby increases in technological 
and management efficiency often increase the demand for and rate of 
consumption of a resource (Sorrell 2009; this is a complex topic, the full 
exploration of which is not possible here, although see York and McGee  
(2016) for a good introduction). This rebound effect has recently been 
seen, for example, with the proliferation of low-energy LED lighting 
worldwide. The predicted energy savings and concomitant environmen-
tal gains for lighting have been quickly wiped out by the increased use 
of such lights in ways which were previously unforeseen or unneces-
sary. Indeed, as Sorrell (2009, p. 1466) notes, much evidence ‘points to  
economy-wide rebound effects being larger than is conventionally 
assumed and to energy playing a more important role in driving pro-
ductivity improvements and economic growth than is conventionally 
assumed’. Thus, as Hickel has written, in a piece titled The Problem with 
Saving the World, ‘The SDGs are not just inadequate, they are dangerous; 
they will lock in the global development agenda for the next fifteen years 
around a failing economic model that requires urgent and deep structural 
changes’. The UN’s agenda appears to rely on numbers which can’t be 
counted and, even when they can be, they are manipulated in order to 
show the situation in the most favourable light possible. This assertion of 
a rising, yet problematic, quantification, then, will be worked out in the 
subsequent two chapters, while the book’s concluding chapter attempts a 
break from current technocratic understandings, rethinking foundational 
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SD concepts in the light of a recent turn towards new materialism and 
posthumanism across the humanities and social sciences.

Conclusion

While exact motivations in the complex and often political realm of inter-
national development are difficult to ascertain, this chapter—using the 
SDGs and the 2030 development agenda as its touchstone—has explored 
some of the dubious and questionable attempts to quantify SD and 
opened the issue of statistical manipulation up for discussion. Through 
the lens of the UN’s SD agenda, this chapter has introduced some of the 
key issues to be discussed over the ensuing chapters, particularly focus-
ing on what Böhringer and Jochem (2007) have described as ‘measur-
ing the immeasurable’. This book works against a growing attempt to 
entirely replace subjectivity with science in the field of SD, ultimately 
re-balancing these discussions in the direction of the human-scale sense 
of ecological loss and change which has historically underpinned environ-
mental thought. The major focus of much SD thought, as exemplified 
in this chapter in the case of the MDGs and SDGs, is on quantification 
and measurement, understandably. Yet, this strong focus is carried out in 
very particular ways, which, as we shall see, often work to exclude other 
possibilities.

Notes

	 1. � http://old.paulkingsnorth.net/confessions.html.
	 2. � https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/waiting-for-the-end-of-the-world/.
	 3. � http://blogs.nature.com/news/2014/05/global-scientific-output-dou-

bles-every-nine-years.html.
	 4. � The classic 1987 definition drawn from the report, Our Common Future, 

better known as the Brundtland Report.
	 5. � Including Green National Net Product, Genuine Savings, Ecological 

Footprint, Genuine Progress Indicator and Indicator of Sustainable 
Economic Welfare, a ‘green extension’ of the Human Development 
Index and the French Dashboard on sustainable development.

	 6. � http://www.ips-dc.org/spending_is_not_growth_the_case_against_gdp/.
	 7. � To counter the instrumentality of such notions of ‘humanity’ embed-

ded in ‘nature’, Braun considers a similar move to the one I will make in 
Chapter 4, towards the inventiveness of life, the new materialism and a 

http://old.paulkingsnorth.net/confessions.html
https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/waiting-for-the-end-of-the-world/
http://blogs.nature.com/news/2014/05/global-scientific-output-doubles-every-nine-years.html
http://blogs.nature.com/news/2014/05/global-scientific-output-doubles-every-nine-years.html
http://www.ips-dc.org/spending_is_not_growth_the_case_against_gdp/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_4
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sort of material vitalism. This thought, however, I will leave undeveloped 
here, for further discussion in that chapter.

	 8. � Nourry (2008, p. 441) cites a statement from the 1992 UN Conference 
on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro as an early indica-
tion of the limitations of GDP as a measure of development (sustaina-
ble or otherwise). This statement noted that ‘common indicators such as 
gross domestic product and measures of different resources or pollution 
flows do not assess the sustainability of economic systems’.

	 9. � https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/nov/16/
mark-malloch-brown-mdgs-nuclear.

	 10. � h t tp ://www.un .o rg/ga/sea r ch/v i ew_doc . a sp ? s ymbo l=A/
RES/70/1&Lang=E.

	 11. � https://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21647286-proposed-sus-
tainable-development-goals-would-be-worse-useless-169-command-
ments.

	 12. � https://psmag.com/environment/why-are-the-uns-sustainable- 
development-goals-stalling.

	 13. � https://www.jacobinmag.com/2015/08/global-poverty-climate- 
change-sdgs/.
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Abstract  This chapter examines the calculative rationality displacing 
other ways of knowing and interacting with ‘nature’. Several increas-
ingly dominant approaches to representing our environment are dis-
cussed, including the planetary boundaries approach, ecological footprint 
measures, ecosystem services (ES) and payments for ecosystem services 
(PES), and carbon trading. It is argued that contemporary environmen-
tal research and the environmental movement more broadly appear to 
be increasingly dominated by a type of ‘environmental accounting’. This 
abstraction and the rise of ‘numerical environmentalism’ have resulted 
in important, broader questions being foreclosed. For instance, climate 
change is increasingly seen simply as a technical issue involving too much 
carbon in the atmosphere and the transgression of planetary boundaries 
seen simply as a technical matter of retreating within a ‘safe space’.

Keywords  Planetary boundaries · Environmental footprints  
Ecosystem services · Payments for ecosystem services · Abstraction 
Post-political

CHAPTER 2

Our Calculable Earth: The Abstraction 
of Nature and the Death of Environmental 

Politics
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It was a warm autumn day, and the ecosystem service providers were buzz-
ing in the natural capital. The foliage was consuming the light. Anders 
was sitting in his usual chair. Sophie and Sasha were on their way, and this 
afternoon he would go with Sasha to an area of outstanding natural beauty 
to forge a closer familial connection while recreationally walking.
Nick Hunt, Green Bang1

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger2 (1977) made a famous 
observation regarding the trajectory of modern technological society in 
his late work The Question Concerning Technology. He noted that, rather 
than being simply made up of an assemblage of physical equipment, 
modern forms of technology are actually a mode of ‘revealing’—or inter-
acting with the world—which turns our environment into what he called 
‘standing-reserve [Bestand]’. Standing-reserve refers to the abstraction 
of mere resources which are quantified and assessed and prepared for 
extraction. Take, for example, his distinction between modern technol-
ogy and the older technology of the windmill:

The revealing that rules in modern technology is a challenging 
[Herausefordern], which puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it 
supply energy that can be extracted and stored as such. But does this not 
hold true for the old windmill as well? No. Its sails do indeed turn in the 
wind; they are left entirely to the wind’s blowing. But the windmill does 
not unlock energy from the air currents in order to store it.

This analysis then continues in relation to land use and cultivation, 
with ‘the earth now [revealing] itself as a coal mining district, the soil 
as a mineral deposit’. Indeed, Heidegger goes so far as to state that 
‘Everywhere everything is ordered to stand by, to be immediately at 
hand, indeed to stand there just so that it may be on call for a further 
ordering’. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, this process even 
extends to the human being itself (which he recognised through the 
rise of such terms as ‘human resources’), a topic to which I will turn my 
attention in the next chapter. Here, however, I wish to examine what 
I propose to be the increasing conversion of the non-human and ‘envi-
ronment’ to effective standing-reserve, through a variety of processes 
increasingly actualised under the rubric of ‘sustainable development’. 
Once converted in this manner, technocratic managerialism comes to the 
fore, instantiated in various forms of eco-bean counting and quantified 
monitoring.
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The chapter will examine a number of recent, increasingly influential 
and hegemonic ways of conceiving our environment—from planetary 
boundaries and ecological footprints, to ecosystem services (ES)—which 
serve to mediate human–non-human connections and which, I will pro-
pose, perform a very particular metaphysical approach to the ‘environ-
ment’. While, in many cases, the reconfiguration of our environment 
into a ‘mathematical object’ (Beuret 2017, p. 1165) can prove useful to 
campaigners and policy makers, the argument put forward here is that, 
like the wellbeing measures examined in Chapter 3, this way of thinking 
about the reality of sustainability is not as ‘neutral’ as it would appear, as 
we have already begun to see in Chapter 1. Indeed, writing about one 
particular technique to be examined here, Kull et al. (2015, p. 123) note 
that:

Concern over environmental transformations and environmental protec-
tion long precedes ‘ecosystem services’. And ES is only one out of many 
possible ways of framing environment–society relationships. This begs a 
number of questions. What explains its meteoric rise as a dominant tool 
to think about environment—society relations? What does it reflect about 
today’s society? What are its advantages and disadvantages? Who gains 
from it, who loses? Is it an indispensable tool to save nature in the mod-
ern world, a further appropriation of nature by capital, or something else 
altogether?

These are particularly apt questions. After examining the means by which 
such ‘scientific’ approaches are being applied in contemporary social sci-
ence, across geography and other fields, I will draw conclusions regard-
ing precisely what it is that we’re doing when we try to help the ‘planet’ 
or the non-human by pushing it further away. Indicators, after all, are a 
‘sense-making tool’ (Bell and Morse 2014, p. 154), simplifying complex-
ity for a certain end, yet they have ‘received very little attention amongst 
researchers. Instead, the overwhelming focus has been upon technical 
issues of producing ‘good’ indicators and coming up with some means 
by which they can be presented’ (p. 149).

The case for environmental sustainability has increasingly been made 
in overwhelmingly abstract and quantitative terms of late, largely dis-
placing previous philosophical and moral concerns in environmental 
thought, for example with regard to ‘ecocentrism’ and ‘intrinsic worth’. 
Indeed, as Marquardt (2016, p. 303) notes, statistics are a ‘kind of pow-
er-knowledge’, further (p. 305) remarking that ‘the “grid” of calculation 
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in turn brings forward new understandings of space, a re-visioning of 
territory…territory itself – in its qualitative aspects – [has] become a 
calculable object’. In concluding then, I will note the ‘post-political’ 
tendencies of recent environmental and sustainability analyses, drawing 
from work by scholars such as the geographer Eric Swyngedouw (e.g. see 
Swyngedouw 2010a).

Planetary Boundaries and Ecological Footprints

As Hornborg (2017, p. 97) notes, ‘most of the literature on global 
environmental change over the past few centuries has been content to 
describe the observed ecological transformations, without providing 
any explicit theoretical framework with which to understand them’. 
Continuing, he notes, ‘there has been extensive empirical documen-
tation of processes such as deforestation, biodiversity loss, soil deple-
tion, eutrophication, the spread of invasive species, chemical pollution, 
changes in land use such as industrialization and urbanization, changes 
in energy use, greenhouse gas emissions, climate change, and ocean 
acidification. However, these accounts of biophysical processes have 
generally not been juxtaposed with social theory’. One exceedingly influ-
ential form (judged in terms of citations and literature proliferation, for 
instance) of this empirical documentation has been that of the ‘plane-
tary boundaries approach’, formulated by Johan Rockström, Will Steffen 
and numerous other colleagues based around the Stockholm Resilience 
Centre (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015). The approach takes 
nine key indicators (climate change, ocean acidification, stratospheric 
ozone depletion, global freshwater use, land system change, amongst 
others) and attempts to represent to what extent human activity is cur-
rently exceeding these. While often treated as such, the approach is not 
particularly new or novel. As Biermann (2012, p. 5) notes, for instance, 
the examination of planetary boundaries is similar in approach to earlier 
notions of ‘guard rails’ and ‘tolerable windows’, developed in the late 
1990s by the German Advisory Council on Global Change, and earlier 
approaches such as ‘limits to growth’ and ‘carrying capacity’ (see Häyha 
et al. 2016).

Given its simplicity and ease of visual representation to enhance basic 
understanding, however, use of the planetary boundaries framework 
has proliferated across the spectrum of environmental thought. While 
not explicitly mentioned in the SDG 2030 agenda, Häyha et al. (2016,  
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p. 61) point out that the SDGs do, however, ‘integrate the concept of a 
biophysically safe operating space within the much broader concept of 
sustainable development’. The approach has more recently been taken 
up by the economist Kate Raworth (2012) in her work on ‘doughnut 
economics’ (since turned into a best-selling popular economics text), in 
which she outlines ‘social floors’ and ‘environmental ceilings’ which must 
not be transgressed (also reflecting the dual focus of this book on envi-
ronmental and social conceptions), and thus ‘creating a closed system 
that is bounded by both human rights and environmental sustainability’ 
(p. 5). This language of planetary boundaries has become popular across 
a broad spectrum of environmental thought, including amongst theorists 
of ‘degrowth’, who cite the work of Rockstrom and colleagues. Van den 
Bergh and Kallis (2012, p. 910), for example, note that ‘Degrowth is the 
intentional limiting and downscaling of the economy to make it consist-
ent with biophysical boundaries’, elsewhere stating that degrowth foun-
dationally consists of ‘an equitable downscaling of economic production 
and consumption to assure that society’s throughput – resource use and 
waste – stays within safe ecosystem boundaries’.

Famously formulated as representing a ‘safe operating space for 
humanity’ (Rockström et al. 2009), from its initial formulation the 
approach could be seen as betraying a dualistic philosophy whereby 
humans operate in some secluded area, unconcerned with environ
mental factors until the point at which they can be scientifically deter-
mined to be under threat. Regarding such dualism, that Heideggerian 
term of concern—‘resources’—comes up in the dualistic and telling lan-
guage used by Wijkman and Rockström (2012) in the book Bankrupting 
Nature: Denying Our Planetary Boundaries. The authors note (p. 5), in 
a chapter titled ‘The environmental space is limited’, that ‘we are rapidly 
eroding the living ecosystems and the natural resources that ultimately 
form the basis for future human welfare. We find ourselves on a collision 
course with nature’3 (emphasis added).

Indeed, amidst this ‘collision course’ with something out there called 
nature, the very definition of ‘safe’ raises numerous crucial questions 
regarding what baseline of safety is used, how realistic this is, and for 
whom the approach provides a ‘safe operating space’ for? From a social 
equity perspective, for example, the approach presents the earth’s crit-
ical thresholds as an undifferentiated whole—much like the term 
‘Anthropocene’, whose use is also rapidly proliferating (Swyngedouw and 
Ernston 2018)—failing to adequately capture the enormous inequalities 
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in resource use evident amongst the world population (Raworth 2012). 
As Swyngedouw (2010a, p. 221) notes, ‘the climate change conundrum 
is not only portrayed as global, but is constituted as a universal human-
itarian threat. We are all potential victims. “THE” Environment and 
“THE” People, Humanity as a whole in a material and philosophical 
manner, are invoked and called into being’.

As such, the boundaries not only represent an existing reality in a 
very particular way, but also contain (or veil?) innumerable possibilities 
for societal trajectories through which to engage in sustainable develop-
ment. The boundaries are, then, ‘despite all accuracy in…measurement, 
in the end also a social construct’ (Biermann 2012, p. 6). Remarkably, 
however, Biermann asserts the supposed neutrality of the boundaries 
approach, arguing that ‘While the concept of planetary boundaries is 
normatively neutral, its operationalization is not’. This, of course, is a 
restatement of the classic fact/value divide, which has itself been exten-
sively debated, and brought into question, throughout the history of 
philosophy.

Leaving that larger debate aside, however, as it stands and even with-
out transcending many of the boundaries, much of the world population 
is in a position of intense poverty and marginality (indeed, it is in rec-
ognition of this that Raworth has coupled the boundaries with a human 
rights-based approach). Within this socially constructed approach, ‘richer 
societies might prefer a risk-averse approach, conserving the world as it 
is, and preventing any harm’ (ibid.). The globality of conceptualisation 
of the planetary boundaries approach, furthermore, and lack of nuance 
around locality or context, also encourages a perspective which regards 
viable solutions as tending towards the global. It is no surprise, there-
fore, that the approach has coincided very closely with an increasingly 
prominent ‘global stewardship’ approach, which sees humanity as taking 
a global management role in terms of earth systems (Steffen et al. 2011).

Indeed, the notable and inconspicuous overlap in proponents and 
personnel, in terms of those earth systems scientists with links to the 
planetary boundaries approach and those increasingly calling for geo- 
engineering at global scales (Clark 2014), is unsurprising if we take 
into account calls for global-scale solutions, such as that of Steffen et al. 
(2011, p. 741) to transcend ‘national boundaries and cultural divides’, 
describing the present situation as ‘the collision of the human enter-
prise with the rest of nature’, as if they were two entirely separate and 
homogeneous entities (see also Clark 2014). Beuret (2017, p. 1173) has 
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discussed this eloquently, noting that such approaches work to artificially 
reinforce ‘the autonomy of the global technosphere’. Similar issues of 
dualism also underlie the ‘nature needs half’ argument (see natureneed-
shalf.org), put forward of late by prominent scientists, such as the socio-
biologist E.O. Wilson.4

However, there is perhaps an even more profound and troublesome 
level to the question of ‘safety’ implied under the rubric of planetary 
boundaries, as currently conceived or applied. This is the sense of where 
we set the baseline of safety, given a planet which is in perennial ecologi-
cal and environmental instability and flux. As Häyhä et al. (2016, p. 61) 
note:

The planetary boundaries framework defines fundamental conditions for 
the Earth system to remain in a Holocene-like state (Rockström et al. 
2009). Its authors assume that the Holocene-like state of the world 
ensures sufficient stability and resilience for ecosystems to support human 
wellbeing. They argue for a precautionary approach in setting boundary 
values at a safe distance from possible tipping points and regime shifts…

Raworth (2012, p. 7) takes a very explicitly normative stance on this 
question, when she states that ‘many Earth-systems have critical natural 
thresholds or gradients of increasing risk – such as climate change, biodi-
versity loss, and land use change – which must not be crossed if the Earth 
is to remain in its current stable state, known as the Holocene, which has 
enabled many human civilizations to arise, develop, and thrive’ (emphasis 
added; see also Steffen et al. 2011).

However, if the nature of our earth is to change, then one way or 
another, we are bound to enter some ‘unsafe’ operating spaces (and it 
will be the aim of Chapter 4 to examine how those kinds of spaces can 
perhaps be more effectively navigated). After all, the Holocene, our 
current geological epoch—if we momentarily bracket debates over the 
Anthropocene—is recognised by geologists as an ‘interglacial’, some-
thing of a stable and hospitable blip on a geological timescale, which 
allowed our complex civilisation to be built on the cultivation of a few 
very sensitive annual crops (rice, wheat and corn, mainly) (Ruddiman 
2010). The underlying assumption of the planetary boundaries is prob-
lematic, then, in its goal of maintaining the planet in this static state 
indefinitely (Swyngedouw 2011), for the sole sake of protecting the 
way of life of one species. The present is different from the past, and the 
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future will be different from the present. Surely, we must instead create 
adaptable lifeways based on this reality, rather than trying frantically to 
freeze earth history in time.

A related trend towards environmental quantification and manageri-
alism is evident in another related and increasingly prominent approach 
to assessing human–environmental interactions: the ecological footprint. 
While many readers will be very familiar with the idea of an ecological 
footprint, given its general ubiquity, the rise of this conceptual approach 
is surprisingly recent, first proposed by Rees and Wackernagel in 1994 
(Nourry 2008). As with the planetary boundaries framework, the foot-
print is an ecological indicator which measures impact—traditionally in 
terms of land units—‘defined as the amount of biologically productive 
land area required to support the consumption of a given population’ 
(p. 445), though increasingly in terms of ‘carbon’ footprints. While an 
eye-catching approach, Nourry identifies a number of limitations to this, 
not least that it requires the conversion of heterogeneous forms of data 
into the single metric of carbon or physical land units, thus often replac-
ing rigour for simplified headline figures.

Acknowledging this simplicity, Taylor Aiken (2015, n.p.) has writ-
ten that ‘numbers often achieve their seeming clarity by removing the 
surrounding messy context. Yet more often than not concerns for envi-
ronmental justice or climate change emerge from the messiness of life, 
not a list of clean-cut numbers’. Thus, mobilising the case of Scotland, 
he notes that while countries may appear to reduce their ‘footprint’, the 
reality is that this has been achieved only through the outsourcing of 
dirty production and industry to countries elsewhere, such as China. As 
such, at a per capita or per household level, especially, the calculation of 
footprints tends to lack consistency and is certainly more art than science 
(Padgett et al. 2008).5

Furthermore, I noted above that the planetary boundaries approach 
has tended to encourage the conception of global-scale responses to 
environmental damage, such as geo-engineering, for better or for worse. 
So too does the footprints approach, when used—as it most commonly 
is—on a per capita or household basis, result in a slightly different per-
spective on sustainability, being mostly a question of changing the atti-
tudes and choices of solitary, individualised actors. Their focus, when 
used in this manner, tends towards swaying supposedly ‘rational’ people 
with better arguments and leaving individualistic assumptions about the 
nature of social change untouched (Rau 2018). The duality of both of 
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these assumptions (undifferentiated globality and individualised local-
ity) shall be challenged in the final chapter of this book, though it is 
more important at this stage to simply note their effects. For example, 
Taylor Aiken (2015, n.p.) goes on to note this as part of the ‘increas-
ing metrification of everyday life…[emphasising] carbon footprints rather 
than connection with environmental others’. In a study of environmen-
tal community groups, he states that ‘Once accountancy and numbers 
became a core means, the end of a community of belonging, together-
ness and living justly with environmental others was sidelined’. The pro-
liferation and popularity of footprint calculators, then, is a symptom of 
human–environment interactions being conceived around an individual-
istic and cognitivistic self-regulating subject who is fixated on numbers. 
As Miller (2001, p. 380) notes in a paper titled ‘Governing by Numbers: 
Why Calculative Practices Matter’, drawing on the field of ‘critical data 
studies’, statistics can be utilised ‘to create the responsible and calculat-
ing individual…[to] induce individuals to think of themselves as calcu-
lating selves…[and] to enrol individuals in the pursuit of prescribed and 
often standardized targets’.

Fundamental to both the planetary boundary and footprint-based 
approaches in particular is that they are conceptualised in accordance 
with something akin to John Stuart Mill’s ‘harm principle’,6,7 effec-
tively accepting behaviours until the point at which they cause harm 
(or transcend boundaries, say). This, then, subtly reinforces a distinc-
tion between human society ‘in here’ and its surrounding ecologies ‘out 
there’, which we must not ‘impact on’, or interfere with, too much. As 
Barry (2006, p. 137) notes, ‘Greens promote negative duties and refrain-
ing from action in achieving provisional harmony and human “manage-
ment” of the(ir) environment. That is, a Green view of managing our 
metabolism with nature is one based explicitly on precaution and as a 
“coping mechanism” rather than any final and definitive “solution” to 
the “human-nature” dynamic’. This ecological ‘harm principle’, then, 
encourages a subtle duality between destructive humans ‘in here’ and a 
nature ‘out there’ which is in need of protecting. This dualism is seen 
in the focus of much environmental policy on negative ‘harm reduction’ 
or control and management, whether reducing certain ‘impacts’ (such as 
pollution or carbon emissions), say, or in evaluating measurements such 
as environmental ‘footprints’. Policy in this vein is then formulated as if 
the environment were something quantifiable and apart from us, which 
we harm or impact from the outside (Rip 2006).



28   T. S. J. SMITH

Coeckelbergh (2015) has also critiqued the manner in which this 
culture/nature or human/environment duality is doubly reinforced 
in much environmental thought. His philosophical work, which will 
become relevant in Chapter 4, instead tries to work towards ‘a new 
environmental ethics, which shifts from a modern approach focusing 
on “nature” (external and internal) and recommending self-control, 
a strong will, independent thinking, liberation, purity, knowledge 
(know-that), rationality, feeling, naturalness, and authenticity, to a 
non-modern, more relational approach that starts with recognising 
our “being-in-the-world” and which recommends skilled engage-
ment with the environment’ (p. 201). Now, however, I want to  
examine a further highly influential, yet more controversial, means 
through which our natural environment has been made calculable: 
the concept of ES.

PES and Carbon Trading

Perhaps the most striking and heretofore controversial development in 
the ‘neoliberalisation of nature’ (Braun 2015) has been the increased 
prominence given to the concept of ES and its derivative, payments for 
ecosystem services (PES). Distilled and somewhat simplified, the fun-
damental premise of PES is that rather than keeping the environment 
(and its destruction) as an externality of global capitalism—that is, as 
a by-product or unaccounted-for outside reality—there is more to be 
gained from giving ‘nature’ its rightful acknowledgement in (usually) 
monetary terms, so that it can be adequately appreciated and valued 
(Costanza et al. 1997).

This approach to our natural environment, advocated for influentially 
in a widely cited Nature paper by Costanza et al. (1997), is specifically 
neoliberal ‘in that their advocates contend that market-based manage-
ment will yield optimal gains because markets allocate scarce conserva-
tion resources more efficiently than “command-and-control” regulation 
by states or international treaties’ (McAfee and Shapiro 2010, p. 580). 
Often confusing ‘value’ with ‘price’, this faith in the primacy of the mar-
ket and market transactions amongst environmental movements and 
institutions reflects broader policy moves towards competition, the fore-
grounding of private entities and private property in policy decisions, 
voluntarism and, above all, the supposed lack of any viable alternatives 
to an ever-expanding global capitalist order. Indeed, McAfee and Shapiro 
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(ibid.) also note this ‘commodification of nature [as] a leading environ-
mental policy trend’, with the exponential rise of these concepts being 
evident from the calculation undertaken by Kull et al. (2015), which 
indicates that between the year 2000 and the year 2012, publications 
with the term ‘ecosystem services’ in the title, keyword, or abstract, rose 
exponentially, from nearly zero to over 1200.

Increasingly advocated by influential international NGOs and gov
ernmental bodies, what can perhaps be seen as the apotheosis of the 
ES and PES paradigm came in 2005 and 2006, with the respective 
high-profile releases of the UN-led Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
(MEA) and the UK’s Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change 
(so-called as it was chaired by Sir Nicholas Stern) (Luck et al. 2012). The 
MEA involved more than 1360 experts worldwide over four years and 
was ostensibly set up ‘to assess the consequences of ecosystem change  
for human well-being and to establish the scientific basis for actions 
needed to enhance the conservation and sustainable use of ecosystems 
and their contributions to human well-being’.8 Assessing 24 ES in total, 
the report found that 15 are being degraded or used unsustainably 
(Steffen et al. 2011).

The link between ecosystem change and human well-being was con-
ceived through the lens of ES and built on the influential division of  
ES into four main categories: supporting functions, provisioning func-
tions, regulating functions and cultural functions. These overarching 
categories overlap somewhat, though, in principle, ‘supporting func-
tions’ refer to long-term processes such as nutrient cycling and soil 
formation; ‘provisioning functions’ refer to direct material benefits to 
humanity, such as food, water and fuel; ‘regulating functions’ refer to 
benefits such as climate regulation and flood regulation; and ‘cultural 
services’ are aesthetic, spiritual, educational and recreational. These cat-
egories vary in their anthropocentrism (i.e. their orientation towards 
the human), though all conceive of the environment in utilitarian terms 
regarding what they provide for humans, directly or indirectly. As Kull 
et al. (2015, p. 128) note:

The four commonly used ES meta-categories promoted in the MEA 
(2005a)…are awkward, for they crisscross ontological and epistemologi-
cal barriers. Some include single-variable items that are easily measurable 
under a capitalist logic (e.g. timber production), others are more difficult, 
multivariate, complex ‘services’ informed by climatological or ecological 
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theory (e.g. climate regulation). Yet others are non-quantifiable concep-
tions rooted in human experience (e.g. landscapes of ritual significance). 
This diversity poses problems for aggregation and comparison across cat-
egories. Obviously, any classification scheme for ecosystem services reflects 
its purposes and uses, and these can be debated.

The 700-page Stern Report, in turn, took an approach much more explic-
itly grounded in PES, arguing, for example, that a scenario of 2–3 °C  
warming would be equivalent to a ‘permanent loss of around 0-3% in 
global world output compared with what could have been achieved in 
a world without climate change’, though this loss could reach to above 
20%.9 Furthermore, the Stern Report put the costs of mitigation at 
around 1% of GDP, which is ‘small relative to the costs and risks of cli-
mate change that will be avoided’. By making such arguments, the core 
assumptions or premises taken for granted by PES advocates, then, are 
that:

(1) monetary values of ES can be calculated or, at least, estimated; (2) ES 
can be measured and offered for sale or remuneration; (3) market demand 
can be generated from those who benefit from ES; and (4) the transfer 
of revenues from ES beneficiaries to those who manage the ES-producing 
landscapes will slow the degradation of these ecosystems. (McAfee and 
Shapiro 2010, p. 582)

Critiques of the pricing of nature have taken various forms since the 
1990s, at various levels of philosophical and theoretical abstraction (Vatn 
2000), and have been particularly sharp given that these very market 
mentalities may be precisely those responsible for our environmental dif-
ficulties (Nelson 2001). As with our discussion of planetary boundaries, 
ecological footprints and the SDGs above, the more interesting consid-
erations in relation to PES relate to a deeper conceptual level, whereby 
McAfee and Shapiro (2010, p. 581) note that ‘Neoliberal environmen-
talism begins from the conceptual separation of nature and society and 
then reconnects them by reductively constructing “nature” so that it can 
be encompassed within “economy”’.

However, as we saw with the often-problematic calculation of ecolog-
ical footprints, this approach can, in practical terms, descend into sim-
plistic absurdity when it encounters the need to quantify and predict 
actual natural processes and, for instance, often-intransigent non-humans 
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(ibid.). PES tends to assume that ecosystem functions can be shorn of 
context and can thus be just as fungible (i.e. mutually interchangeable 
or exchangeable) as the money into which they are converted, a clear 
symptom of neoliberal market ideologies. An influential early paper by 
Costanza et al. (1997), for example, famously estimated 17 global ‘eco-
logical services’ to value in the range of US$16–54 trillion annually, at 
an average of US$33 trillion per year; a headline figure with many crit-
ics and which raises a number of methodological questions. Ultimately, 
however, this assessment’s resemblance to earlier attempts to determine 
the current worth of a human, for example, ‘by adding up the market 
value of the materials which make up the body’ (Evernden 1993, p. 
10)10 is notable.

By narrowing down complex ecosystems to particular ‘services’ (itself 
problematic in the assumption that some processes can be shorn from 
other ecological processes), the approach needs to assume clear ‘users’ or 
beneficiaries of these services (usually humans), who are not always easily 
delineated. Furthermore, the approach assumes the possibility of actually 
producing a single exchange value through which to assess the value of 
such ES. Kosoy and Corbera (2010, p. 1228) compare this process to 
‘commodity fetishism’, Marx’s famed description of ‘the masking of the 
social relationships underlying the process of production’, with humans 
imprinting certain values on natural relations and taking them as an ade-
quate representation of reality. Once complete, one wetland ecosystem 
in one part of the world becomes functionally equivalent to (and thus 
symbolically exchangeable with) a wetland ecosystem in another part of 
the world.

Heidegger’s concept of standing-reserve, of course, presaged well the 
development of eco-instrumentalism in the form of the ES approach. 
Providing a prime example, proponents of the approach, Costanza et al. 
(1997, p. 259) write that ES ‘provide an important portion of the total 
contribution to human welfare on this planet. We must begin to give 
the natural capital stock that produces these services adequate weight in 
the decision-making process…’ Elsewhere, Steffen et al. (2011, p. 740) 
tellingly mobilise the language of productivity, capital and goods and 
services, whereby ‘humanity now acquires more than the ongoing pro-
ductivity of Earth’s ecosystems can provide sustainably, and is thus liv-
ing off the Earth’s natural capital in addition to its productivity….These 
could be called Earth System goods and services’.
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Given such statements, the anthropologist Alf Hornborg has pointed 
out that the simple existence of such reductive and extensive ‘fungibility’ 
or ‘exchangeability’—‘the idea that everything is interchangeable on the 
same market’ (Hornborg 2016, p. 62)—is a very particular and situated 
cultural norm, and that ‘the illusion of abstract equivalence among incom-
parable qualities – the very foundation of capitalist social organization – is 
as misleading in terms of its implications for social justice as it is in terms 
of ecological sustainability’ (p. 62). That is to say that the taken-for-grant-
edness of ES and PES approaches would be incomprehensible—and is 
incomprehensible—to many other societies across time and space, particu-
larly those more peripheral to the global system, and is symptomatic of 
the penetration of a certain market mentality right to the heart of Western 
society. Of course, certain things are normatively off limits to the market 
even in the West, and ‘protest responses’ to research in this area have been 
very common, demonstrating a broader unwillingness to attribute mone-
tary value to the non-human world (Luck et al. 2012).

The extensive abstraction of nature through ‘commodity fetishism’, or 
what Kosoy and Corbera (2010, p. 1231) refer to as ‘the commodifi-
cation of primary production’ then leads to some of the uneven geog-
raphies of the market-based environmental mechanisms which have 
become prominent in sustainable development over recent years. These 
environmental mediators include the clean development mechanism 
(CDM), carbon offsetting and carbon trading, for example, which all, 
in their own ways, result in pollution or degradation in one part of the 
world being dealt with through an apparent equivalence elsewhere.

The principles underlying the CDM, for example, are telling. This 
was the primary ‘Flexible Mechanism’ defined under the Kyoto Treaty, 
signed in 1997 and which entered into force in 2005. The CDM was 
supposed to be win-win, allowing sustainable development in the 
country which hosts the relevant projects, and assisting countries of 
the Global North (known as Annex I countries, in the parlance of the 
Treaty) to reduce their emissions in a cost-effective way. Specifically, 
countries with emissions reduction or limitation commitments under the 
Kyoto Protocol could implement carbon offsetting projects in ‘devel-
oping countries’ and thus earn ‘saleable certified emission reduction 
(CER) credits, each equivalent to one tonne of CO2’.11 However, the 
ultimate workings and outcomes of this offsetting scheme have been 
deemed underwhelming at best, with much emphasis on low-cost carbon 
emission reductions, at the expense of any holistic focus on sustainable 
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development in the host country (Sutter and Parreño 2007; Watts et al. 
2015). Furthermore, the African continent, home to some of the world’s 
most endemic poverty, has largely missed out on such CDM investment, 
in favour of richer areas (Watts et al. 2015).

The contextually impoverished approach taken in the initiatives out-
lined above tends to lead to unforeseen consequences, including—but 
not limited to—a shallow focus on numerical representations of carbon 
(Beuret 2017). This can happen, for example, when the selection of cer-
tain quantified metrics results in some decisions being taken over others:

The itemisation of ecosystems’ net primary production has already led 
towards the conservation and planting of certain tree species above oth-
ers, such as those with the largest carbon content or higher growth rates. 
Ongoing carbon forestry projects in Ecuador and Mexico have encouraged 
the plantation of fast-growing tree species in already standing forests or in 
the high paramo, thereby changing current species richness and density, 
and disrupting water flows…Furthermore, in the future, the global inter-
est in enhancing primary production, jointly with the existence of a more 
mature and potentially more lucrative market for this service may lead gov-
ernments, private firms and landowners to invest preferably in tree planta-
tions more than encouraging the restoration or conservation of complex 
tropical and sub-tropical ecosystem. (ibid.)12

In part, the negative consequences written about here stem from the 
often singular focus on, and analytical priority given to, levels of atmos-
pheric carbon dioxide over the past couple of decades, in the face of 
intensifying climate change. As Moolna (2012, p. 4) notes, ‘We must 
not lose sight of what we are trying to protect: the Earth and our envi-
ronment, not an arbitrary atmospheric CO2 level that is a snapshot of 
an atypical point in the planet’s history’. When not undertaken carefully, 
however, this prioritisation—whether of money or tonnes of carbon—
can result in the ignoring of other important variables, such as biodiver-
sity, water quality, beauty and aesthetics, spiritual dimensions and many 
others (Cooper et al. 2016). Indeed, it has been estimated that 50% of 
studies in this area focus on a sole service and fail to factor in the inter-
actions between services (Kull et al. 2015). Furthermore, it is widely rec-
ognised that monetary valuations of species and ecosystems (which often 
take the form of surveys asking residents how much they would pay to 
protect a particular service/species—known as Willingness To Pay) have 
an inherent bias towards particular species and ecosystems rather than 
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others, not to mention that wildlife itself, of course, cannot respond to 
interviews and surveys (Evernden 1993). It has been shown, then, that 
‘visible and well-known species’ (Luck et al. 2012, pp. 1022–1023) such 
as the giant panda or mountain gorilla, being so-called charismatic ani-
mals, attract a higher willingness to pay than insects and micro-organisms 
which may play crucial ecological roles.

In sum, then, just like planetary boundaries and footprints, ES act as 
a type of framing imagery or metaphor (Raymond et al. 2013; Kull et al. 
2015), in this case portraying the ‘natural environment’ as a sort of ser-
vice provider, akin to a utility company, and slowly normalising the process 
of converting such services into monetary terms. This should be a cause 
for concern. Luck et al. (2012, p. 1021), for example, have noted that an 
‘overreliance on economic metaphors in discussions about the value of 
nature may erode noneconomic motivations for conservation’. This has 
been termed in the literature as a ‘crowding out’ of important alternative 
means of interacting with and valuing the human species’ environment 
(Vatn 2000, 2010), foregrounding a very particular instrumental approach 
and ignoring ecocentric and non-anthropocentric environmental ethics 
(which shall be discussed further in Chapter 4). As Karl Polanyi memo-
rably wrote in The Great Transformation, ‘The economic function is but 
one of many vital functions of land. It invests man’s [sic] life with stability; 
it is the site of his habitation; it is a condition of his physical safety; it is 
the landscape’ (quoted in Luck et al. 2012, p. 1023). However, in a cul-
ture increasingly obsessed with quantification, notions such as habitation 
or landscape fall by the wayside, replaced by the cherry-picking of those 
variables which are easiest to measure or assess. Aesthetic and spiritual 
appreciation gets reduced to money spent on tourism, for example, or 
environmental impact gets reduced to tonnes of carbon dioxide mitigated. 
‘The result is a lop-sided, incomplete view of ES, privileging what can be 
counted and ignoring what cannot’, note Kull et al. (2015, p. 130).

Conclusion

Contemporary environmental research appears to be increasingly dom-
inated by a type of ‘environmental accounting’. This term is used in a 
literal sense, for example in the case of PES. Indeed, those of us who 
have nothing to do with the profession of accountancy are now oddly 
familiar with its various terms—budgets, costs, balance sheets, return on 
investment, opportunity cost and resources—which percolate through 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_4


2 O UR CALCULABLE EARTH: THE ABSTRACTION OF NATURE …   35

contemporary life. Environmental research and action have not been 
immune to this. As Miller (2001, p. 391) notes, this shift in language 
has occurred ‘to an extent that would have seemed improbable to an 
observer of economic and social life half a century ago’. Non-human 
processes are increasingly calculable and calculated, incorporated into the 
market, financialised and caught up in seemingly unending iterations of 
primitive accumulation (Braun 2015).

The Dark Mountain Manifesto correctly notes, then, that ‘the facts 
of environmental crisis we hear so much about often conceal as much 
as they expose. We hear daily about the impacts of our activities on ‘the 
environment’ (like ‘nature’, this is an expression which distances us 
from the reality of our situation)’. I would like to draw this chapter to 
a rather extended conclusion by framing its discussions in terms of this 
distancing, which takes a form of post-political environmentalism (North 
et al. 2017; Shove and Walker 2007). As such, a line on a graph, cross-
ing a threshold or planetary boundary or indicating a shift in monetary 
value, is very different—perhaps irremediably different—from a deep 
and nuanced recognition of the unsustainability of capitalist (and other 
exploitative) modes of production.

The desire for perennial climate equilibrium and calls for a ‘glob-
al-scale solution that transcends national boundaries and cultural divides’ 
(Steffen et al. 2011, p. 749) are symptomatic of this post-political 
development. As Swyngedouw (2010b, p. 192) has powerfully noted, 
‘a politics of sustainability predicated upon a radically conservative and 
reactionary view of a singular – and ontologically stable and harmoni-
ous – Nature is necessarily one that eradicates or evacuates the “political” 
from debates over what to do with natures…The fantasy of “sustainabil-
ity” imagines the possibility of an originally fundamentally harmonious 
Nature, one that is now out-of-synch but, which, if “properly” managed, 
we can and have to return to by means of a series of technological, man-
agerial, and organisational fixes’. Abstraction and the rise of numerical 
environmentalism have resulted in broader questions being foreclosed. 
Climate change, for instance, is seen simply as a technical issue involv-
ing too much carbon in the atmosphere (Moolna 2012), the sustaina-
bility implications of social and everyday practices become forgotten 
(Rau 2018), and the transgression of planetary boundaries is seen sim-
ply as a technical matter of retreating back within a ‘safe space’ where 
we can presumably once again relax into our technological suprem-
acy. ‘The desired sustainable environmental future’, as Swyngedouw  
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(ibid., p. 195) puts it, ‘has no name and no process, only a state or con-
dition’. Furthermore, there is almost an about-face in terms of the old 
view that the environment was too big for humans to ever really damage. 
It seems now that there is no environment left which is beyond human 
damage. This is something of a disempowering and humanistic narrative. 
Even the naming of the Anthropocene belies this approach of driving a 
wedge between humanity and their ecologies (Clark 2014).

As such, environmental post-politicality shuts down debates which 
may lead to more radical, more-than-human enactments of our environ-
mental future, enactments which may challenge capitalism or neoliber-
alism or which consider the value of localisation, alternative technology 
and degrowth, amongst other nascent approaches (ibid.). Instead of 
contestation and real alternatives, we have witnessed the rise of the 
technocrat and the ‘policy maker’, leading to the vague, universalised 
and supposedly consensual statements of the SDGs,13 for example, 
which were examined in Chapter 1, or the various inter-governmental 
agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris Agreement, the Rio 
Summit, and so forth, ad nauseam. Finally, as we saw in the case of the 
planetary boundaries approach, this work can produce a global ‘synoptic 
logic’ (Beuret 2017, p. 1165) that obscures or diminishes more localised 
action, prioritising things like geo-engineering.

The calculation of the earth is a matter of both science and norm cre-
ation (Evernden 1993; Rametsteiner et al. 2011), and thus, as Brown 
and Toadvine (2012, p. xi) have argued, ‘those approaches to nature 
that strip it of all experienced qualities leave us with an unrecognizable 
abstraction, and certainly not with any version of nature that could have 
inspired our initial appreciation’. It is to this initial appreciation that I 
will turn in Chapter 4, in order to think through alternatives to the trend 
towards quantification and managerialism which are currently hegemonic 
in environmental social science. Firstly, however, I want to examine how 
this instrumentalist and calculative trend has reached into the realm of 
human ‘nature’ too, focusing on recent attempts to make the study of 
well-being ‘scientific’.

Notes

	 1. � http://nickhuntscrutiny.com/fiction/short-stories/green-bang.
	 2. � Heidegger’s thought is increasingly discussed alongside a debated history 

of reactionary politics, including his association with the Nazis in the 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_4
http://nickhuntscrutiny.com/fiction/short-stories/green-bang
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1930s. This debate on Heidegger and the link between his philosophy 
and politics over time has gained renewed vigour with the publication of 
his so-called Black Notebooks. Here, however, I will sidestep that discus-
sion somewhat, selectively using one small sliver of his thought, from one 
essay, while acknowledging this problematic background here.

	 3. � Although, just a few lines later they note that ‘humans are inextricably 
linked with nature’ and that ‘it should then be possible to develop a bet-
ter model, a model where there is harmony between humans and nature’.

	 4. � This approach, while raising important conceptual issues regarding conser-
vation and non-human autonomy, has been framed literally as ‘half for us, 
half for them’. See https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/
can-world-really-set-aside-half-planet-wildlife-180952379/.

	 5. � Indeed, one blogger found a truly breath-taking disparity in estimates 
when testing out various calculators for the same lifestyle: results ranged 
from 2.9 tonnes to 23 tonnes. See http://scienceline.org/2010/01/
how-well-do-carbon-footprint-calculators-estimate-your-impact/.

	 6. � https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mill-moral-political/#HarPri.
	 7. � See https://libcom.org/blog/human-nature-16032016 for a fur-

ther discussion of this human/nature dualism implicit in the ‘footprint’ 
approach.

	 8. � https://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.356.
aspx.pdf.

	 9. � P. ix, http://mudancasclimaticas.cptec.inpe.br/~rmclima/pdfs/destaques/ 
sternreview_report_complete.pdf.

	 10. � A figure which was $12.98 at the time that Evernden was writing.
	 11. � http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/mechanisms/clean_development_

mechanism/items/2718.php.
	 12. � Links have also been drawn between the planting of vast tracts of trees plan-

tations and the decontextualising tendencies of the planetary boundaries 
approach. See https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tree-farms- 
will-not-save-us-from-global-warming/.

	 13. � Page 10 of Transforming Our World, for example, states that the scale 
of the SDG agenda ‘requires a revitalized Global Partnership to ensure 
its implementation…This Partnership will work in a spirit of global sol-
idarity, in particular solidarity with the poorest and with people in vul-
nerable situations. It will facilitate an intensive global engagement in 
support of implementation of all the Goals and targets, bringing together 
Governments, the private sector, civil society, the United Nations system 
and other actors and mobilizing all available resources’.

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/can-world-really-set-aside-half-planet-wildlife-180952379/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/can-world-really-set-aside-half-planet-wildlife-180952379/
http://scienceline.org/2010/01/how-well-do-carbon-footprint-calculators-estimate-your-impact/
http://scienceline.org/2010/01/how-well-do-carbon-footprint-calculators-estimate-your-impact/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mill-moral-political/#HarPri
https://libcom.org/blog/human-nature-16032016
https://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.356.aspx.pdf
https://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.356.aspx.pdf
http://mudancasclimaticas.cptec.inpe.br/%7ermclima/pdfs/destaques/sternreview_report_complete.pdf
http://mudancasclimaticas.cptec.inpe.br/%7ermclima/pdfs/destaques/sternreview_report_complete.pdf
http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/mechanisms/clean_development_mechanism/items/2718.php
http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/mechanisms/clean_development_mechanism/items/2718.php
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tree-farms-will-not-save-us-from-global-warming/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tree-farms-will-not-save-us-from-global-warming/
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Abstract  This chapter examines the rise of well-being research, a leading 
contemporary means of shifting social analysis away from Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) and which attempts to focus on the ‘social’ aspects of sus-
tainable development in a way that doesn’t cost the earth. However, this 
approach has recently been critiqued by a broad range of researchers from 
across the social sciences for its utilitarian, individualistic and quantified 
approaches to wellness, for its universalistic assumptions, as well as its fail-
ure to give adequate attention to culture and context. In tandem with 
the analysis of prominent environmental metrics and indicators outlined 
in the previous chapter, then, I will examine some of the consequences 
of quantifying human ‘wellness’ in sustainable development, a field which 
also appears highly resistant to the power of numbers.

Keywords  Well-being · Gross Domestic Product (GDP) · Hedonia 
Eudaimonia · Happiness · Metrics

Sustainable development, as we saw in Chapter 1, has come to prom-
inence as an attempt to simultaneously hold both environmental and 
social sustainability goals in view. This is seen, for example, in the clas-
sic Brundtland Report definition of ‘development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs’. As such, with mounting evidence that increased 
wealth hasn’t translated into increased social flourishing, and thus that  
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Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is an inadequate reflection of how 
these ‘needs’ are being met, notions of well-being have come to the 
fore in recent decades. The rise of well-being as an alternative discourse 
has resulted in an explosion of popular and academic work on the topic, 
including best-selling books, dedicated journals (such as the Journal 
of Happiness Studies and the Journal of Happiness and Well-Being) and 
high-profile national statistical commissions (such as the French gov-
ernment’s Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic 
Performance and Social Progress, led by Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen and 
Jean-Paul Fitoussi). Furthermore, influential policy initiatives such as the 
Kingdom of Bhutan’s famous metric of ‘Gross National Happiness’ and 
Ecuador’s constitutional emphasis on ‘buen vivir’ also exemplify this trend. 
This chapter will examine such approaches to the measurement of social 
aspects of ‘sustainability’, arguing that the term ‘wellbeing’ is, amidst this 
proliferation, often taken for granted far more than it should be.

The chapter proceeds as follows. Historical and philosophical con-
ceptions of well-being will be introduced, which have, since the ancient 
Greeks, been broadly split between hedonic and eudaimonic approaches, 
with the former emphasising the outcome of affective happiness, while 
the latter focuses more on the virtues of ‘happiness-plus-meaningful-
ness’. The current relevance of these philosophical discussions will then 
be traced, for example through the work of Utilitarians such as John 
Stewart Mill and Jeremy Bentham. With this scene set, I will then intro-
duce how the supposedly more holistic notion of well-being has over-
whelmingly been made relevant to policy makers through quantitative 
analysis in the disciplines of psychology and economics. Predominantly 
falling under the ‘hedonic’ school, such work draws predominantly on 
the survey-based composite measurement of something called subjective 
well-being (SWB). This approach has recently been critiqued by a broad 
range of researchers from across the social sciences for its narrow, indi-
vidualistic and hedonistic definition of wellness, drawing on universalistic 
assumptions, as well as its failure to give adequate attention to culture 
and context.

In tandem with the analysis of prominent environmental metrics and 
indicators in the previous chapter, I want to question some of the conse-
quences of quantifying realms of life which appear highly resistant to the 
power of numbers. For instance, what work is being done when a widely 
cited paper in American Psychologist claims that the ratio of positive to 
negative emotions required for human flourishing is precisely 2.9013 



3 O UR CALCULABLE SELVES: THE RISE AND HEGEMONY …   45

to 1 (Fredrickson and Losada 2005)? This claim is not too different 
from that seen above, whereby the annual worth of the world’s ecosys-
tem services was estimated to be US$16–54 trillion, and indeed, Robert 
Costanza, who we encountered above as a prominent early advocate 
of such ecosystem service valuation, has also been a strong proponent 
of quantifying well-being to replace GDP (see Costanza et al. 2014). 
This brings to mind Douglas Adams’ claim in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to 
the Galaxy that the meaning of life is, to be precise, 42. As the biolo-
gist and philosopher of science Massimo Pigliucci has written regarding 
Frederickson and Losada’s paper, ‘Such precision ought to be suspicious 
at face value, even setting aside that the whole notion of the existence 
of an ideal, universal ratio of positive to negative emotions is question-
able in the first place’.1 As this chapter shall demonstrate, managerialism 
and quantification have not just been evident in the environmental social 
sciences, but are also increasingly being turned towards the human sub-
ject as well, with some perverse consequences.

Hedonia and Eudaimonia

We have been in the midst of a ‘happiness turn’ across the social sciences, 
posits feminist scholar Sara Ahmed (2010, p. 2), with Carlisle and 
Hanlon (2007) noting the publication of more than 3000 studies on 
the topic since the 1960s. An already-vast and multidisciplinary litera-
ture has continued to expand since the turn of the millennium, gaining 
dedicated journals, including the International Journal of Wellbeing and 
the Journal of Happiness Studies, which present disciplinary perspectives 
not only from economics and psychology (Scott and Bell 2013), but also 
from sociology, politics, anthropology, development studies, philosophy 
and education.

Amongst government bodies, independent think tanks and the pub-
lic, a high-profile interest in operationalising happiness and well-being 
research has also been widely evident (Eckersley 2008; Costanza et al. 
2014; Frey and Gallus 2016), though the extent of actual policy conse-
quences—beyond high-profile reports and speeches—is debated (Bache 
and Reardon 2016). This interest is reflected, for instance, in a pleth-
ora of place-based ‘happiest town’ indices, inter-country comparison 
scales such as the ‘Happy Planet Index’ (Bache et al. 2015), or national 
frameworks such as Ecuador’s National Plan for Buen Vivir 2009–2013 
(White 2017). More recently, the UK Office for National Statistics 
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launched a comprehensive Measuring National Wellbeing Programme in 
2010 (Bache et al. 2015; Oman 2016), while France saw the release of 
the Stiglitz Report, commissioned by President Sarkozy (Deneulin and 
McGregor 2010), as mentioned above.

These varied moves towards the measurement of well-being have 
been proposed largely in recognition of the inadequacies of the previous 
measurement of social development, by proxy, generally in the form of 
GDP (Scott 2012; White 2016). For example, theorists of the capabili-
ties approach (Nussbaum and Sen 1993; Sen 1999) posit capabilities, or 
the freedoms and capacities people have to live a fulfilling life, as a more 
valid end of development than economic output. The fields of alternative 
and green economics have also played a vital role in the formulation of 
such criticisms, arguing that the imperative for economic growth, built 
into the foundations of capitalist economies, simultaneously undermines 
ecological sustainability and social flourishing (Daly 1996; Jackson 2011; 
Austin 2015).

Momentarily taking current research at face value, a famous, yet 
much-debated, empirical ‘paradox of affluence’ is held to exist, also 
known as the Easterlin Paradox (Easterlin et al. 2010; Conradson 
2012), whereby micro-level cross-sectional studies (that is, studies taken 
amongst subjects at one particular time) generally show a modestly pos-
itive relationship between happiness and income, while long-term macro 
time-series (of around 10 or more years) show no relationship between 
happiness and income (also see discussion of the ‘threshold hypothesis’ 
in Chapter 1). Inequality within societies, rather, is found to be a large 
influence on life satisfaction, with peer comparisons and rank in income 
distribution sometimes being a greater correlational factor in this domain 
than income (Eckersley 2008; Kahneman and Krueger 2006).

In this active research environment, well-being scholarship has pre-
dominantly revolved around the philosophical distinction between 
hedonic and eudaimonic approaches, a distinction with a long histori-
cal pedigree. The former approach equates wellness with pure hedonic 
‘happiness’ while the latter instead emphasises broader notions of human 
flourishing and life satisfaction over time (Deci and Ryan 2008). Usually 
traced back to the classical Greek philosophies of Aristippus of Cyrene 
and Aristotle, respectively, hedonic and eudaimonic philosophies have 
given rise to largely distinct but overlapping paradigms of present-day 
empirical enquiry (Carlisle et al. 2009, p. 1557; Waterman 1993).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_1
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The hedonic perspective posits that only that which can be deemed 
pleasant or has pleasant consequences is intrinsically good (Delle Fave 
2013). Foreshadowing utilitarian approaches in more contemporary 
scholarship, for example, Aristippus of Cyrene held that ‘pleasure is the 
sole good, but also that only one’s own physical, positive, momentary 
pleasure is a good, and is so regardless of its cause’ (Waterman 1993,  
p. 678). As Ryan et al. (2013, p. 117) have noted, hedonic perspectives, 
with their broadly outcome-based conceptualisation, appear to lend 
themselves particularly well to ‘scientific’ measurement and have thus 
constituted the majority of studies in the increasingly hegemonic ‘sci-
ence of happiness’ field. Indeed, they have been particularly prominent 
amongst scholars in the disciplines of economics and psychology (Scott 
2015; Frey and Gallus 2016). SWB is the dominant formulation used by 
hedonic researchers in this economic and psychological literature (David 
et al. 2013, p. 3; White 2016) wherein ‘subjective wellbeing (SWB) [is 
assessed] in terms of three components: the presence of positive mood, 
the absence of negative mood, and life satisfaction’ (Carlisle et al. 2009, 
p. 1557).

Eudaimonic understandings of well-being, on the other hand, add 
a sense of complexity by looking at the processes which enable self-ful-
filment, meaning, and purpose (Deci and Ryan 2008). That is to 
say, eudaimonic approaches look for what has been defined as happi-
ness-plus-meaningfulness (Carlisle et al. 2009). Returning to its phil-
osophical origins in ancient Greece, eudaimonia refers to living in 
accordance with what Aristotle referred to as the daimon or ‘true self ’ 
(Waterman 1993, p. 678). The realisation of the daimon, or human 
potentiality, ‘represents the greatest fulfilment in living’ of which any 
individual is capable (ibid.).

Lambek (2008, p. 116) holds that the eudaimonic condition is one 
‘that enables people not only to act well but to cultivate positive moral 
character in carrying out their practices’. In Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics, the classic early exposition of eudaimonic thought, for example, 
the philosopher challenges hedonists who view happiness as ‘some plain 
and obvious thing, like pleasure, wealth, or honor’ (Ryff and Singer 
2013, p. 99). Rather, Aristotle expressed disdain towards this desire for 
‘the life of gratification’, one characterised as ‘completely slavish, since 
the life they decide on is a life for grazing animals’ (cited in Waterman 
1993, p. 689). Amartya Sen (1985, p. 188) has similarly underlined the 



48   T. S. J. SMITH

eudaimonic impetus of his influential capabilities-based research pro-
gramme, by way of contrast with the purported shallowness of hedonic 
perspectives:

If a starving wreck, ravished by famine, buffeted by disease, is made happy 
through some mental conditioning…the person will be seen as doing well 
on this mental-state perspective, but that would be quite scandalous…
It is hard to avoid the conclusion that although happiness is of obvious 
and direct relevance to well-being, it is inadequate as a representation of 
well-being.

Ryan et al. (2013, p. 141), central proponents of contemporary psycho-
logical research in the eudaimonic tradition, similarly argue that the urge 
to simply maximise hedonic pleasure is ‘too often associated with dead-
end routes to wellness such as selfishness, materialism, objectified sexual-
ity, and ecological destructiveness, thus demonstrating how easily a map 
derived from hedonic thinking can mislead’. Moreover, they assert that 
the empirical relationship between eudaimonic and hedonic happiness is 
such that the former appears to yield a ‘more stable and enduring’ (ibid., 
p. 142) sense of well-being. Eudaimonic research has itself undergone 
critique, however, in part due to claims of its paternalistic and often pre-
scriptive tendencies, while its depth as a research programme has been 
brought into question with the rise of various ‘components approaches’ 
which reduce this complex issue to a limited number of discrete and 
pre-defined categories and numerical variables (Atkinson 2013). As we 
will see below, this tendency has led to a very particular ontology—or 
theory of being—of the ‘wellbeing’ subject (White 2010).

The Science of Well-Being

As already noted, the move beyond GDP as the primary measure of 
well-being, for example towards the ostensibly more people-centred 
measurement of SWB, has been hailed as an important and valuable 
shift of perspective (David et al. 2013; Deaton 2012). It is the nov-
elty of this shift, for example, that captured imaginations in 1972 when 
Bhutan’s fourth Dragon King, Jigme Singye Wangchuck, announced his 
intention to place a key emphasis on Gross National Happiness, lauded 
as a groundbreaking attempt to weave development around people, 
rather than the other way around (Priesner 2004). The shift in emphasis, 
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ostensibly towards a people-centred gauge of development, was to 
be continually reinforced in subsequent decades by other approaches, 
including post-colonial conceptualisations of development, green eco-
nomics and the elaboration of the capabilities approach (Sen 1999).

In spite of the radical potential of such developments, the realisation 
of research explicitly referring to concepts of ‘wellbeing’ and ‘happi-
ness’ in recent decades has been noted to have been one-sided, tending 
towards what has been called a ‘science of happiness’ perspective which 
prioritises the quantitative measurement of happiness (Eckersley 2008; 
Ahmed 2010; White 2016). As Vittersø (2013, p. 238) has put it, 
‘Economists are often criticized for transforming the variety of human 
goodness to a flat metric of money. Wellbeing research may fall prey to 
a similar criticism by trading one shaky reduction for another’. Drawing 
on evidence generated through large-scale surveys and, less commonly, 
experimental approaches (Carlisle et al. 2009; Huppert et al. 2008; 
Kahneman and Krueger 2006), this tradition is preoccupied with iden-
tifying the variables that enhance or diminish self-reported well-being 
through the use of pre-formed, quantified measurements (Duncan 2007, 
2013; Ryan and Deci 2001; Ryff 1989; Ryff and Singer 2013).

Writing from a feminist post-colonial perspective, Ahmed (2007, p. 8)  
holds that elements of this science of happiness are, on reflection, ‘far 
from new’ and, in many ways, simply reconstitute ‘the nineteenth-century 
tradition of English Utilitarianism in which the task of government is 
to maximise happiness’ (cf. Kahneman and Krueger 2006). For Ahmed  
and other critics, we are back to measuring complex philosophical and 
political concepts numerically, re-affirming classical models of develop-
ment with little allowance for the diversity of human lifeways (Loera-
Gonzalez 2014; Thin 2012; White 2010). Indeed, while the endeavour 
of measuring well-being in this positivistic manner has obvious appeal 
in terms of its ready applicability, it has been noted as being detrimen-
tal to other ways of knowing and understanding human well-being 
(Eckersley 2008; White 2016; White et al. 2012). As we shall see, cur-
rent approaches which aim at finding out what the state of well-being  
‘really is’ can deaden our understanding of the variations of well-being 
experiences, which, it will be argued in Chapter 4, we must work to  
bring back to life.

The mention of nineteenth-century English Utilitarianism has much 
contemporary valence in terms of contemporary trends towards hap-
piness research. Take, for example, the recent resurrection of the 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_4
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idea of the Hedonometer, first proposed by late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century political economist Francis Ysidro Edgeworth. While 
Utilitarianism was stymied by a lack of tangible means of quantification, 
by using social media data, Edgeworth’s idea for a machine which would 
accurately measure and represent pleasure has become something of a 
reality. Peter Dodds and Chris Danforth of the University of Vermont 
have developed a modern-day Hedonometer, ‘an instrument that meas-
ures the happiness of large populations in real time’,2 and which works 
by randomly sampling 50 million messages daily (only in English, how-
ever) from the social network Twitter, with a happiness score derived 
from ‘the average happiness score of the words contained within’. 
Happiness scores for these words were found by having people (recruited 
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk service) rate words on a ‘nine point 
scale of happiness: (1) sad to (9) happy’.3

Carlisle and Hanlon (2007) question whether many findings, particu-
larly with regard to ‘science of happiness’ (Eckersley 2008) and com-
ponents approaches (Atkinson 2013), are not something of a reflection 
of the domain from which the research is emanating—predominantly 
North American campuses (Fleuret and Atkinson 2007; Loera-Gonzalez 
2014; Lolle and Andersen 2015; Lomas 2015). Their concern is that,  
in the home of ‘positive psychology’—the USA—happiness is increas-
ingly a ‘cultural ideal and ‘cheerfulness’ obligatory…negative emotions 
tend to be seen as evidence of failure, requiring treatment’ (Carlisle and 
Hanlon 2007, p. 10; Duncan 2013; Held 2004). While these critics 
point out that the values cultivated by such a culture of individualism 
may overlap poorly with other cultural understandings, the results of 
such studies are exported as universal human characteristics (Izquierdo 
and Mathews 2010; Panelli and Tipa 2007; Eckersley 2008; Lolle and 
Andersen 2015).

Delle Fave (2013, p. 7) notes the important differences which may 
exist between individualistic cultures used to using subjective cues and 
individuals raised in what she calls—simplistically and problematically, 
of course—collectivistic contexts ‘who build their self-definition accord-
ing to interpersonal and group dimensions’ (Carlisle and Hanlon 2008; 
Eckersley 2008; Walker and Kavedžija 2015). SWB, for example, places 
the focus of well-being on the individual, while ‘interpersonal dimen-
sions of reality and the self are downplayed in favour of a view of the 
self as independent and autonomous’ (Carlisle et al. 2009, p. 1558). 
Hence, at this point, that which was supposed to signal a move beyond 
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the dogma of reductive quantification and abstraction begins to sound 
remarkably familiar (Scott et al. 2016).

Stepping back even further from this growing research topic, we 
could even query why it is, at this cultural moment, that we have decided 
to valorise happiness or well-being—variously interpreted—instead of the 
perhaps infinite variety of other emotions which arise, as we muddle our 
way through life. As Nozick has written, ‘We want experiences, fitting 
ones, of profound connection with others, of deep understanding of nat-
ural phenomena, of love, of being profoundly moved by music or trag-
edy, or doing something new and innovative, experiences very different 
from the bounce and rosiness of happy moments’ (quoted in Walker and 
Kavedžija 2015, p. 4).

As Izquierdo and Mathews (2010, p. 8) put it, ‘the very act of meas-
urement presumes a common cultural scale…[D]oesn’t any effort to 
create such a scale inevitably privilege some cultural conceptions over 
others? And doesn’t it reify what can be measured, and ignore what can-
not be measured?’ (Loera-Gonzalez 2014). White et al. (2012), writ-
ing as part of the UK ESRC Research Group on Wellbeing in Developing 
Countries, have expressed similar concerns regarding the biases under-
pinning much well-being research to date, recounting concrete empirical 
examples from fieldwork undertaken in India and Bangladesh:

Faced with general questions (‘Do you have people who help you in 
times of need?’) people asked for specific examples (‘What kinds of need 
do you mean?’). Faced with abstract terms, they sought to bring them 
down to earth. This made us realise that what seems straightforward and 
self-evident in one context might not be so in another, that the wellbe-
ing approaches assume a culture of questioning that is by no means gen-
erally shared. Directness is another aspect of this. Wellbeing and quality of 
life surveys ask direct questions and seek direct answers, but people in our 
research communities were often unused to talking in such a way, espe-
cially about intimate matters. Our questions might then be met by stories, 
rather than straight answers, or people would imply something about their 
own situation through a general exclamation: ‘the woes of women!’. (cf. 
Lolle and Andersen 2015)

At this stage, it becomes clear that a tendency towards a positivistic sci-
ence in the economics and psychology of happiness can often assume a 
single mode of well-being, measurable in the world (Graham 2005), and 
may repackage many conventional framing assumptions about human 
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behaviour (White 2016). This theme has been further highlighted in  
widely cited work by Sointu (2005) which underlines shifts in well- 
being discourses in past decades, from a focus on what she calls the 
‘body politic’ to the ‘body personal’. Alongside other scholars, Sointu 
raises concerns regarding individualistic and neoliberal framings, whereby 
individuals become responsible for their own well-being condition, dis-
placing a previous concern for community-based welfare (Duncan 2007; 
Lambek 2008; Scott 2015). While sensitivity to personal difference is 
not negative per se, the manner in which this shift has taken place, in the 
context of neoliberal capitalism, is telling, reflecting the wider social ten-
dencies of the same era.

In happiness and well-being research, then, Homo economicus, the 
monadic, self-interested individual of late capitalist market societies, all-
too-quickly reverts to homo felix, the monadic, self-interested pleasure- 
maximiser. Western citizens in particular, then, have become what 
Cabanas (2016) describes as ‘psytizens’; that is, self-governing and ‘emo-
tionally rational’ individuals whose consumption choices, and thus the 
management of their ‘human capital’ (Cabanas and Sánchez-González 
2016; note the similarity here to the Heideggerian point regarding 
‘standing reserve’ made in the previous chapter), are closely tied to 
their supposed well-being. There is, then, a further distinct irony to be 
noted in the subsequent monetising of fundamental emotions that has 
occurred; that the very idea which was supposed to transcend GDP 
and show that there is more to life than capitalism, and more than one 
way to build more sustainable worlds (Walker and Kavedžija 2015), has 
been co-opted from being a rather radical and anti-capitalist ideal, and 
become a highly profitable industry in itself (Davies 2015). Furthermore, 
through extensive and pervasive corporate wellness programmes for 
employees, the concept is increasingly used to directly promote the prof-
itability of capitalist enterprises (Hull and Pasquale 2018).

It is not just in its increasing commodification that the well-being 
agenda has been critically judged. The themes of the new science of hap-
piness, at least in their current form, demonstrate a built-in reactionary 
political potential, emphasising the subject’s thought process as being 
problematic, and potentially moving the focus away from situated ine-
quality, oppression and systematic causes (Ahmed 2007; Carlisle and 
Hanlon 2007; Held 2004; Scott 2015). White et al. (2012, p. 767) have 
examined this potential for well-being research to obscure social pathol-
ogies, pointing out that in contexts of high inequality ‘emphasising 
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satisfaction can carry an inherently conservative weighting. High satis-
faction may signify the low aspiration of internalised oppression, rather 
than the experience of positive fulfilment many people identify with 
happiness’.

Measures of SWB, then, may simply rebound to reflect an adaptation 
to, for instance, socio-economic inequality, environmental degradation 
or political oppression, yet this may make the impetus for change no 
less urgent (Clark 2009; Deaton 2012). ‘A focus on individual wellbe-
ing may view social inequalities as unproblematic; a focus on social or 
population wellbeing would not’, conclude Carlisle and Hanlon (2007, 
p. 10), a particularly salient point given the uncomfortable history 
recounted by Ahmed (2010), in which utilitarian justifications of ‘the 
greatest happiness for the greatest number’ play a crucial role in the fur-
therance of intertwined colonial and commercial interests. ‘For happiness 
to become a mission’, she notes (p. 124), ‘the colonized other must first 
be deemed unhappy’.

This discussion means we must move from the political and epistemo-
logical to the ontological, drawing out the implications of this research 
paradigm for our understanding of human ‘being’. After all, as Scott 
(2012, p. 16; see also Walker and Kavedžija 2015) notes, ‘Theories of 
wellbeing or quality of life cannot be disengaged from theories of what 
it is to be human and what life is for…So while it is common and under-
standable for researchers to claim ‘neutrality’ in measuring wellbeing, the 
idea is really a nonsense’.

For example, as part of the happiness research industry, the polling 
agency Gallup has undertaken a daily telephone survey of 1000 ran-
domly sampled Americans since 2 January 2008, who are asked ‘how 
their lives are going, whether they are satisfied with their standard of liv-
ing, and whether they experienced a range of feelings on the previous 
day’ (Deaton 2012, p. 2). This largely retrospective approach takes for 
granted, for example, the reliable knowability of satisfaction by an indi-
vidual, the measurability of this on a linear scale, or even that this unam-
biguous satisfaction, even happiness, exists in the first place (Ahmed 
2007).

So too do core concepts from within the eudaimonic and hedonic tra-
ditions, examined above, such as the daimon or eudaimonic ‘true self ’ 
and self-reported measures of SWB, betray a fundamental ontologi-
cal assumption of an independent pre-existing subject, to some degree 
existing in isolation from spatial context. According to leading scholars 
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in this tradition, well-being is an individual or subjective state, ‘a per-
son’s cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life’ (Diener et al. 
2004, p. 63), encapsulated in terms of cognitive states (such as satisfac-
tion with one’s marriage, work and life) and ongoing affect. Population-
level analyses, in turn, comprise an aggregation of these individual scores 
(Izquierdo and Mathews 2010; Eckersley 2008).

This assumed individualism is understandable for garnering large-
scale average statistics but conceals an underestimation of the performa-
tive impact of place, activity, age and contextual events on psychological 
conditions (Atkinson and Scott 2015; Haybron 2011; Tucker 2011). 
Haybron (2011, p. 244), for example, reflects on how sensitive humans 
are to situational cues in the environment, calling it ‘affective ignorance’ 
(AI), and argues that our conception of the human is gradually shifting 
away from wholly rationalistic models (Andrews et al. 2014). Haybron 
(2007, p. 395) instead posits something of an oblique nature to the 
grasp we can have on the affective attributes of our lives. AI doesn’t 
mean we are entirely devoid of insight into our current condition, but 
rather he speculates that a greater element of AI than we normally sup-
pose is likely to be important to our habitual existence in a rapidly evolv-
ing world (Dewsbury 2012; Lea et al. 2015). ‘The fact is’, notes the late 
Teresa Brennan (2004, p. 2), ‘that the taken-for-grantedness of the emo-
tionally contained subject is a residual bastion of Eurocentrism in critical 
thinking, the last outpost of the subject’s belief in the superiority of its 
own worldview over that of other cultures’.

Contradictory findings from survey-based studies of SWB in different 
cultural contexts may further reflect these methodological problemat-
ics (Eckersley 2008; Tucker 2012). For example, well-being researchers 
have pointed to the sensitivity of such questionnaire methods to con-
textual factors, not least their own phrasing (Schwarz 1999; Lolle and 
Andersen 2015; White 2016), an issue discussed in a widely cited paper 
by Kahneman and Krueger (2006, p. 6):

In an elegant demonstration of the power of context, Schwarz (1987) 
invited subjects to the lab to fill out a questionnaire on life satisfaction. 
Before they answered the questionnaire, however, he asked them to pho-
tocopy a sheet of paper for him. A dime was placed on the copy machine 
for a randomly chosen half of the sample. Reported satisfaction with life 
was raised substantially by the discovery of the coin on the copy machine— 
clearly not an income effect. Other research indicates that reported life 
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satisfaction is influenced by the current weather (higher on nicer days); 
although if individuals are first asked explicitly about the weather, the 
weather does not influence their reported life satisfaction (Schwarz and 
Clore, 1983). Reported satisfaction or happiness is also often strongly 
affected by earlier questions in a survey.

While it is necessary to acknowledge the existence of diversity within 
psychology, Tanggaard (2014) has posited an inherent dualism in exper-
imental psychology, the home of much ‘happiness’ research, built on a 
tendency to make psychology a ‘natural science’ in which ‘the human 
being was treated more and more as a natural object’. With many psy-
chological studies in this ‘natural scientific’ vein showing poor replication 
rates (Open Science Collaboration 2015; Smedslund 2009, 2015), an 
opportunity presents itself to reflect on the adequacy of such scientism 
and ontological dualisms. Indeed, this is an opportunity which some psy-
chologists have taken up. Smedslund (2015, pp. 193–194), for example, 
summarises that:

Only by ignoring the implications of irreversibility, infinity of contexts, 
pseudo-empiricality, and social interactivity, can the project of studying the 
generalized human mind continue, but then as a closed esoteric academic 
discipline, and at the expense of little contact with everyday life and psy-
chological practice… It is becoming increasingly apparent that one cannot 
noticeably improve psychological practice by assembling data and theoriz-
ing about average responses from groups of unknown persons in special 
conditions.

Tucker (2011), also writing from within psychology, emphasises the 
importance of geographical perspectives in particular in fostering a 
non-essentialist, less quantitative and non-reifying ontology of ‘psycho-
logical phenomena’ (ibid., p. 232). Such phenomena, he asserts ‘are pro-
duced as relational acts, which are constituted spatially. This destabilises 
traditional psychological concepts such as emotion and directs us towards 
viewing them as relational practices rather than stable foundations of 
psychological life’ (ibid., p. 234; Tucker 2012; Duff 2014). ‘Location is 
key’, posits Haybron (2011, p. 235), continuing that ‘it matters where 
you are, for where you are shapes not just what you do but how you 
feel and think; indeed, it molds your very personality’ (ibid., p. 236). 
Geographers will particularly understand the complexity of grasping what 
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this ‘location’ is, how cultures relate to it, and how human and non-hu-
man co-constitute it, questions which we turn our attention to in the 
next chapter (Conradson 2003; Panelli and Tipa 2007).

Conclusion

It is clear that much is missed in current conceptualisations of well-
being, with this conceptual lacuna extending into empirical studies. In 
various ways, the concerns outlined above indicate an insensitivity to 
place and context, the very dualism between human and non-human 
which we encountered in Chapter 2 on the rise of environmental quan-
tification and neoliberal environmentalism. We are still mistaking quan-
tity for quality, albeit in new ways. Well-being is all-too-often conceived 
in terms of a static, articulate and abstracted individual (Haybron 2007; 
Cabanas 2016; Austin 2015), and the individual who fails to conform to 
standard understandings of happiness is seen as maladjusted or in some 
way deviant (Cabanas 2016). These approaches demonstrate a deter-
mined humanism and underline the importance of developing more plu-
ralistic research agendas. Such agendas, then, are where attention will 
now be turned, in order to recover a non-quantifiable and non-dualistic 
approach to the important questions raised in the chapters above.

Notes

1. � https://blog.apaonline.org/2018/01/25/the-problem-with-scientism/. 
The paper in question was eventually partially retracted. See https://
retractionwatch.com/2013/09/19/fredrickson-losada-positivity- 
ratio-paper-partially-withdrawn/.

2. � http://hedonometer.org/about.html.
3. � Ibid.
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Abstract  This chapter examines how sustainable flourishing could be 
reconceptualised in ways which do not posit a radical separation of a 
sovereign and self-knowing human from their material environment. It 
begins by critically re-focusing on ecocentric and deep ecological streams 
of early ecological thought, before positing eco-phenomenology, new 
materialism and care ethics as interrelated posthuman counter-points to 
quantification trends in sustainable development. These approaches fore-
ground the true basis of sustainable existence: interconnection with the 
more-than-human world. The latter is no longer seen to be comprised 
of resources, or ecosystem services, or dead matter on which we can 
imprint ‘ecological footprints’, but is, rather, a multitude of self-willed 
and autonomous beings, both living and non-living.

Keywords  Posthuman · Phenomenology · Ecocentrism · Deep 
ecology · New materialism · Ethics of care

Introduction

This concluding chapter will examine the book’s main question—
namely how sustainable flourishing can be reconceptualised in a way 
which doesn’t posit a radical separation of the sovereign self-knowing 
human from their material environment—from a new angle. It will take 
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something of a more positive approach than those which have preceded 
it. Up to now, we have examined the rise of abstract quantification in 
sustainable development and how this has foreclosed an appreciation of 
what we could broadly term ‘the liveliness of the world’. This has been 
a largely negative project, however, critiquing the work of otherwise 
well-meaning scholars in fields such as payments for ecosystem services 
or the science of well-being, and noting how ‘the persistent marginalisa-
tion in sustainability debates…of non-technical, non-quantifiable sustain-
ability solutions…have greatly reduced the mobilising momentum of the 
sustainability agenda’ (Rau 2018). I would like to be more constructive 
here and examine how a continuum of older and more recent ecologi-
cal work in the environmental social sciences—work which has included 
posthumanism, new materialism and feminist ‘ethics of care’—could help 
to re-balance the shallow and hegemonic trends which have been out-
lined up to this point.

If Chapters 1–3 described approaches which tend towards human/
nature dualism, human chauvinism or anthropocentrism, and discrete, 
‘rational’ individualism, then here I will outline an agenda premised 
on ‘the multiple self ’. By this, I mean a self which is placed firmly back 
into the world, whose pro-environmental activities stem from this non- 
dualistic foundation and whose very well-being depends on an intricate 
social and ecological web. Indeed, in the light of a recent turns towards 
a new materialism across the humanities and social sciences, there have 
been moves away from instrumentalism (Horton and Berlo 2013), and 
towards a new ‘non-anthropocentrism’, an increased recognition of the 
intimate entanglements of the human and non-human. The Manifesto of 
the Dark Mountain Project has put this eloquently and rather poetically:

As the financial wizards lose their powers of levitation, as the politicians 
and economists struggle to conjure new explanations, it starts to dawn on 
us that behind the curtain, at the heart of the Emerald City, sits not the 
benign and omnipotent invisible hand we had been promised, but some-
thing else entirely.

Before continuing to examine the ‘something else’ behind the curtain, 
however, a quick side-note on this ‘non-anthropocentrism’. A legiti-
mate question exists as to whether any sentient creature can ever really 
transcend its own particular perspective, the viewpoint of its species as 
formed by an almost infinite array of present and past factors. Indeed, 
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it’s unclear what the benefit of this would be, even if it were possible. 
This form of transcendence, then, isn’t what is in question here. Rather, 
to return to debates which occurred early in the history of ‘ecocen-
tric’ thought, acknowledgement of a dichotomy between ‘strong’ and 
‘weak’ anthropocentrism is more relevant here. We will never stop being 
human, and this isn’t what philosophical ‘posthumanism’ has ever really 
meant.1 Rather, at risk of gathering together too broad of a spectrum of 
thought, I would assert that the various movements around ecocentrism 
seek to swap ‘strong’ anthropocentrism (which views humans as the most 
centrally important things on the Earth) for ‘weak’ anthropocentrism 
(which views humans as just one amongst many ecological beings; see 
Evernden [1993] for a luminary narration of this switch).

Behind the curtain, all along, then, has been the true basis of sustain-
able existence: interconnection with the more-than-human world. This 
isn’t comprised of resources, or ecosystem services, or dead matter on 
which we can imprint ‘ecological footprints’. This is, rather, a multitude 
of self-willed and autonomous beings and things, both living and 
non-living. Braun (2015, p. 1) has summarised this well, noting that, ‘at 
a moment when capital presents itself as coextensive with social, political 
and ecological life we are reminded of a crucial point: capital is not the 
source of life, but parasitic on it’. The ‘new materialism’ leads us by the 
hand down the path of realising this parasitism, albeit not without reveal-
ing its own problems.

The sections which follow elaborate a progression of thought, from 
broad philosophical questions to narrower ethical ones. That is, I build 
a philosophical background which explores several foundational issues 
which have been forgotten in the rise of neoliberal environmentalism 
and the abstract managerialism of sustainable development. Then, I draw 
from increasingly abundant empirical scholarly work on one increasingly 
popular practical implications of these philosophical approaches, namely 
an ‘ethics of care’, which has drawn from earlier feminist scholarship. 
Ultimately, I will conclude by asking what implications this could have 
for technocratic understandings of sustainability, which often emphasise 
dematerialisation and protection of an apparently-inert environment ‘out 
there’, rather than an ethos of solidarity with a more-than-human world, 
‘in here’? After all, as Swyngedouw (2011, p. 254) has aptly noted, the 
era of ‘Nature as the externally conditioning frame for human life – an 
externalization that permitted the social sciences and humanities to 
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condescendingly leave the matter of Nature to their natural science col-
leagues – has come to an end’.

Ecocentrism and Deep Ecology

While environmentalism today is increasingly represented by the forms 
of neoliberal environmentalism discussed in Chapters 1–3, this is far 
from where the movement originated. Rather than advocacy for (often 
counter-productive) market-based solutions to environmental problems 
caused by systemic economic arrangements such as capitalism and state 
socialism, early environmentalism was a more pluralistic, philosophically 
diverse and contested realm. Capturing much of the underpinnings of 
this book, in terms of outlining distinct paradigms of ecological thought, 
the philosopher Arne Naess (1973, p. 95) notes at the start of his foun-
dational essay on ‘deep ecology’—The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range 
Ecology Movement. A Summary—that ‘Ecologically responsible poli
cies are concerned only in part with pollution and resource depletion.  
There are deeper concerns which touch upon principles of diversity, com-
plexity, autonomy, decentralization, symbiosis, egalitarianism, and class-
lessness’. Under Naess’s schema, the policies which were described up 
to this point in the book could be said have their roots in the ‘shallow’ 
ecology, which, he wrote, is an ecology which is focused on the affluence 
of people and, more specifically, preserving the lifestyles of those peo-
ple living in so-called ‘developed’ countries. By contrast, Naess’s ‘deep’ 
ecology2 (or ecosophy, a term which was also coined independently by 
French philosopher Félix Guattari) trades the ‘man-in-environment 
image in favour of the relational, total-field image’ (p. 95; see also Devall 
1980). Whilst agreeing with many of the actual conservation aims of 
shallow ecology (Devall 1980), such as the need to reduce pollution 
and human degradation of ecosystems, deep ecology focuses instead on 
respect and veneration for non-human modes of being, not their quanti-
fication and abstraction into numerical or monetary forms. By doing so, 
it attempts ‘to transcend the short-sighted instrumental pragmatism of 
the resource-management approach’ (Salleh 1984, p. 339).

As a movement against professionalised and post-political environ-
mentalism, then, Shaw and Taylor Aiken (2017, p. 107) have noted 
how ecosophy offers an approach which instead ‘starts with how humans 
relate to nature and non-human at its core, alongside a strong ethical 
foundation for action’. Arguing that the field of geography has not yet 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_1
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sufficiently engaged with the imbrication of ecological crises and ‘other 
forms of social and psychological crises’ (p. 112), they make the case 
for an appreciation of ‘ecosophical geographies as the spatial and scalar 
implications of existing practices and ideas which seek to reorient sub-
jectivities towards the ecological’ (p. 110), contrasting with the technical 
solutions proposed by many biologists, earth scientists and meteorolo-
gists (Brown and Toadvine 2012). In some ways, then, and somewhat 
ironically, the ‘posthumanist’ approaches discussed in this chapter focus 
even more on the human than do the dualistic approaches previously 
discussed, but they do so with a vastly different, more relational and 
ecological flavour (as Naess has noted, ‘to take more care about non- 
humans does not necessarily imply to take less care of humans’ [quoted 
in Light 1997, p. 73]).

Part of deep ecology’s aversion to abstraction and quantification is the 
acknowledgement of complexity and a level of unknowability which pro-
duces an unavoidable sense of ineffability. After all, ‘organisms, ways of 
life, and interactions in the biosphere in general, exhibit complexity of 
such an astoundingly high level as to colour the general outlook of ecol-
ogists. Such complexity makes thinking in terms of vast systems inevita-
ble. It also makes for a keen, steady perception of the profound human 
ignorance of biospherical relationships and therefore of the effect of dis-
turbances’ (Naess 1973, p. 97). More sensitivity, that is, ‘towards our 
state of ignorance’ (p. 98).

In 1984, Naess and the philosopher George Sessions outlined the 
eight-point Deep Ecology Platform as follows:

1. � The well-being and flourishing of human and non-human life on 
Earth have value in themselves (synonyms: inherent worth, intrin-
sic value, inherent value). These values are independent of the use-
fulness of the non-human world for human purposes.

2. � Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of 
these values and are also values in themselves.

3. � Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except 
to satisfy vital needs.

4. � Present human interference with the non-human world is exces-
sive, and the situation is rapidly worsening.

5. � The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a 
substantial decrease of the human population. The flourishing of 
non-human life requires such a decrease.
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6. � Policies must therefore be changed. The changes in policies affect 
basic economic, technological and ideological structures. The 
resulting state of affairs will be deeply different from the present.

7. � The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality 
(dwelling in situations of inherent worth) rather than adhering to 
an increasingly higher standard of living. There will be a profound 
awareness of the difference between big and great.

8. � Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation 
directly or indirectly to participate in the attempt to implement the 
necessary changes.3

There are various notable aspects of this list.4 One, for example, given 
Chapter 3’s discussion of well-being and standard of living indicators, is 
Naess and Session’s grasping for a more nuanced sense of ‘life quality’ 
immersed in ‘situations of inherent worth’, rather than grasping for more 
stuff, more GDP, or more of some other quantified realm for growth. 
I will return to this topic below. Secondly, the ‘value’ of both human 
and non-human entities as being ‘independent of the usefulness of the 
non-human world for human purposes’ is notable. This sits uneasily, as 
we have seen in previous chapters, with the approaches to sustainable 
development which have been hegemonic in the first decades of the mil-
lennium. Also sitting uneasily with the current SD model is the call for a 
change in policies, away from ‘shallow’ ecology and towards ‘deep’ ecol-
ogy, which would result in a very different status quo.

In the age of the Anthropocene, characterised by the increased prev-
alence of irreducibly complex models, feedback loops and ecological 
tipping points, for example, more than ever is the ineffability and com-
plexity sought by Naess reflective of ‘an abyss whose reality becomes 
increasingly uncanny, not less, the more scientific instruments are able to  
probe it’ (Morton 2012, p. 233; see also Clark 2014). While many con-
gruencies appear to exist, then, between early ecological thought, such as 
that of Naess, and work in contemporary ‘new materialism’, the reality is 
that even deep ecology is itself heavily indebted to an historical ‘minor-
ity tradition, a quiescent utopian social movement’ (Glasser 2011, p. 58)  
including such figures as the Buddha, Chuang Tzu, Henry David 
Thoreau, John Muir and Aldo Leopold.5,6

Of course, deep ecology has received its fair share of criticism since 
its foundation, ranging from a supposedly inherent misanthropy,7 often 
instantiated by focusing too much on human population (as in point  
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five of the Deep Ecology Platform above), to apt criticisms from eco- 
feminists for failing to fully appreciate the gendered aspects of environ-
mental change. Furthermore, deep ecological thought has been seen as 
too ‘spiritual’ and intuitional, and thus not rational or political enough. 
One further regular criticism has been its supposed focus on morality and 
individual consciousness change (“if you can’t change the world, change 
yourself”, as Barry [2006, p. 143] puts it), rather than institutional or 
structural change. However, as Glasser (2011, p. 62) summarises, such 
critiques perhaps rely on caricatures, lending too little credence to the 
depth, practicality and politicality of this philosophical approach (see also 
Naess’s statements on socialism in Light [1997]):

Deep ecology centers on transforming individual behavior, policy, and 
practice by challenging us to: re-examine our perceptions, re-conceptualize 
our place in nature and relationship to all life, articulate our fragmentary 
total views, connect the abstract problems of philosophy to issues of con-
temporary social and political conflict, and engage in meaningful efforts to 
improve the state of affairs.

Eco-phenomenology and Post-phenomenology

Arne Naess has quoted the (apocryphal) quote from Martin Luther—
‘Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise.’—as one apparent inspiration for 
his elaboration of deep ecology (Diehm and Naess 2004). Such phrasing 
is important as it highlights the role of situatedness in deep ecological 
thought, and particularly hints at Naess’s forays into phenomenology—a 
school of philosophical thought grounded in human experience. Such 
phenomenological leanings, demonstrates Diehm (2004), built on 
Naess’s early writing and teaching about thinkers such as Kierkegaard, 
Heidegger and Sartre, who played a key role in his subsequent attempts 
to understand and propagate a new ontology for the ‘West’. Indeed, 
foundational deep ecological thinkers such as Naess and Devall called for 
an eco-phenomenology (Brook 2005; Brown and Toadvine 2012), and 
I would like to discuss such calls here, in an attempt to re-humanise (or 
re-post-humanise) environmental thought. The very issues which have 
been discussed in previous chapters, in fact, are very close to the interests 
of early phenomenologists, who were originally inspired to examine the 
implications of dualistic (often scientific) abstraction away from experi-
ence (Brown and Toadvine 2012; Thomson 2004).8
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Indeed, in spite of the strangeness of the term ‘phenomenology’ for 
anyone unfamiliar with it, the roots of the environmental movement 
can be said to be steeped in the insights of this philosophical school. For 
instance, the origins of contemporary environmentalism are often drawn 
to Silent Spring, the powerful book by Rachel Carson (2002 [1962]). 
While it is undoubtedly overstating it to say that this was actually the 
start of contemporary environmentalism, its release was clearly a very 
influential moment in the raising of environmental consciousness. It is 
important to note, however, the phenomenological basis of that work, 
which complemented its thorough examination of the science of pesti-
cide use, evident in its very title Silent Spring. Indeed, Carson notes in 
her acknowledgements for that book that the realisation that she had 
to write it had occurred in 1958, on the receipt of a letter she received 
telling her of the ‘bitter experience of a small world made lifeless’. This 
foundational role for human experience is then compounded, and 
expanded on, in the first pages of the book, before any facts or figures 
are introduced, whereby she famously writes of a ‘spring without voices. 
On the mornings that had once throbbed with the dawn chorus of rob-
ins, catbirds, doves, jays, wrens, and scores of other bird voices there was 
now no sound; only silence lay over the fields and woods and marsh’.

As Diehm (2004, p. 22) writes, phenomenological reflection ‘discov-
ers the subject already at home in the world, immediately involved with 
a richly textured, meaningful “lifeworld” whose “concrete contents” are 
the secondary and tertiary qualities’. Instead of aggregating humans into 
statistics or maps, for instance, phenomenological work in human geog-
raphy and other fields of the social sciences focuses on the human as the 
medium of experiences and embodiment (Lea 2009). Thus, as Abram 
(1997, p. 47) has noted, the work of the early phenomenologists aimed 
‘not to explain the world as if from the outside, but to give voice to the 
world from our experienced situation within it, recalling us to our par-
ticipation in the here-and-now, rejuvenating our sense of wonder at the 
fathomless things, events and powers that surround us on every hand’.

While Naess claims some distance from Abram’s inspiration for this 
statement—the work of early phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-
Ponty—for Merleau-Ponty’s evident failure to extend his philosophy to 
something actionable or activist (Diehm 2004)—it is the latter philoso-
pher’s thought which has, within the realm of eco-phenomenology, been 
most commonly discussed in relation to the environment and sustainabil-
ity (see, e.g., Cataldi and Hamrick 2007). For example, Merleau-Ponty’s 
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notion of ‘flesh’ has been seen as a central attempt to overcome the envi-
ronmental dualism of Cartesian Western thought, noting that subject 
and object ‘are not joined because they are the held and the holding in 
our consciousness, but because both are grounded, prior to any concep-
tual division, in the same stuff’ (Brook 2005, p. 356; see also Cochran 
2014). We are then, as ecologists and others have been saying for dec-
ades, the earth aware of itself, understanding itself and sensing itself:

So how might this notion of flesh transform our thinking about environ-
mental questions? It doesn’t make me into a thing like a mountain and 
it doesn’t make a mountain into a thing like me, but it does seem to be 
pointing to a relationship of some sort, a sharing that breaks down a sol-
itary self-enclosedness, both between me and other humans and between 
me and non-humans, and even between me and the inanimate. (p. 361)

Given this perspective then, the environmental crisis and accelerating 
change behoves us not only to measure and quantify our way out of a 
problem, but to begin sensing and thinking (for the two are not sep-
arate) in new ways (Clark 2014; Vakoch and Castrillón 2014). Jones’s 
(2017) concept of embodied cognitive ecosophy emphasises the impor-
tance of connecting embodied thought and ecology, linking deep eco-
logical and phenomenological approaches with work on embodied and 
extended cognition over recent decades, which has shown the irrev-
ocable embodiment and ‘en-vironment’ of human thought (see also, 
e.g., the anthropological work on ‘dwelling’ by Ingold [2000]). While 
increasingly taken seriously, work on embodied and extended cogni-
tion too reaches back to the early phenomenologists, with the famous 
‘blind man’s stick’ example, used by Merleau-Ponty and others to query 
where the boundaries between body, mind and perception might actu-
ally exist (and echoed, for instance, in Heidegger’s concept of Zuhanden 
or ready-to-hand). When we consider the role and capability of the stick 
for a blind person, for instance, we realise that things such as perception 
and thought, as well as the means by which we offload thought to our 
environment, are irreducible (Jones 2017). In the face of such work, the 
classic environmentalist invocation of ‘Thinking like a mountain’ (drawn 
from Aldo Leopold’s classic, A Sand County Almanac) takes on new lay-
ers of meaning (see also Bateson 1973 on the ‘ecology of mind’).

Of perhaps most relevance to the aims of this chapter, in the past two 
decades the term ‘post-phenomenology’ has been increasingly used in  
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fields such as science and technology studies and human geography (Lea 
2009). This, as Ash and Simpson (2016, p. 49) note, ‘is an attempt 
to escape the subject-centred nature of classical phenomenological 
thought’, weaving elements of post-structuralism into phenomenology 
(hence the name ‘post-phenomenology’ [Lea 2009]). Rather than reject-
ing the work of foundational phenomenological thinkers, this re-reading 
of phenomenology tries to rectify some of the shortcomings of the for-
mer, broadening its scope by incorporating more up-to-date theoretical 
insights and approaches.

For post-phenomenologists, the subject and the analysis of con
sciousness comes after the world, not prior to it, and is thus in a per-
manent state of phenomenological formation (Ash and Simpson 2016).  
The latter includes, of course, the impact of socialisation, and thus 
post-phenomenology tries to overcome the idea of the de-socialised 
individual and universal/transcendental consciousness that characterised 
much early work in this area, ignoring factors such as gender, ethnicity, 
and so forth (indeed Puhakka [2014] indicates the role of socialisation, 
citing research that indicates the very situated decline of nuanced abil-
ities to distinguish sounds and colours in ‘advanced’ urban societies). 
Similarly, rather than working with any abstract academic notions of 
materiality in its attempts to transcend the overly ‘subjective’ tendencies 
of its predecessors,9 post-phenomenology deals with the actual ‘things’ 
which appear at a given moment (Ingold 2007). As such, ‘post-phenom-
enology recognizes that much of the phenomenon known as ‘human 
consciousness’ does not take place ‘in’ the bodies of the human but 
‘with’ the dense scaffolding of things that enables and shapes human 
thought’ (Ash and Simpson 2016, p. 63). As they conclude:

[The] emphasis on being-with rather than a more solitary being-there 
points to the ecological embeddedness of human beings – with a whole 
range of ‘others’ – and can help deal with the politics of non-human 
relations…It is about exploring what Quentin Meillassoux (2009) terms 
‘the great outdoors’ – an excessive world that lies outside of the human- 
environment correlate but which is central to shaping human capacities, 
relations and experiences.

Indeed, post-phenomenology cannot signal any significant break with 
the main branch of the discipline, as such developments are very much 
aligned with Husserl’s famous phenomenological rallying cry, ‘To the 
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things themselves!’ (quoted in Brown and Toadvine 2012, p. xi). As 
such, the entire school of thought (‘back to the Earth itself ’ as Brown 
and Toadvine’s book is sub-titled) admirably attempts to overcome our 
separation from a nature which, like a Möbius strip, always remains both 
outside us and within us simultaneously, unorientable and inseparable.

I would, then, encourage readers to seek out eco-phenomenological 
thought and examine the nuanced differences that exist amongst phe-
nomenological thinkers (e.g. see Thomson [2004] for an excellent dis-
cussion), making up their own minds on the issue, as this sketch of it has 
been limited by space constraints. I have attempted here, though, to out-
line broader patterns and links, rather than details, in order to provoke 
thought (Evernden 1993). However, linked with our discussions of deep 
ecology, this has served to set the context for the book’s final section, 
which will tie together the themes discussed thus far, examining the rele-
vance of the ‘new materialism’ in social science to this collection of ideas 
that we call ‘sustainable development’.

New Materialism and Care Ethics

A key theme which links deep ecology and eco-phenomenology is 
the theme of care, running back as far back as the metaphysical work 
of Heidegger (Thomson 2004). In more contemporary terms, the 
nascent shift from seeing ourselves as objects removed from the envi-
ronment—as instantiated in neoliberal environmentalism (Bakker 
2010)—to actual feeling bodies situated within an environment, 
results in the human animal being seen as ‘fields of care’ (Brook 2005). 
As Evernden (1993, p. x), the progenitor of that phrase has written, 
‘our perceptions and expectations of environment are inseparable 
from our moral commitment to particular beliefs and institutions’. 
Thus, the basis of, or motivation for, an interest in sustainable devel-
opment, or environmentalism of almost any stripe, even the coun-
ter-productive tendencies towards abstraction and managerialism, 
is often ‘care’ or ‘concern’ (ibid.). This is a rather broad statement, 
but one which has thankfully received a lot more precise attention 
of late, having been fleshed out by two threads of scholarship devel-
oped over recent years in large part by feminist scholars—‘new mate-
rialism’ and ‘care ethics’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017). I will first focus 
on what claims are made by scholars of the new materialism and then 
discuss concrete links with the more practical topic of care ethics,  
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given criticisms that the former approach has ‘refocused the object of 
scholarly attention away from humanity, but [has] arguably proliferated 
actors without fundamentally changing our imaginations of the rela-
tions between them’ (Shaw and Taylor Aiken 2017, p. 111). Instead, 
I will argue, care ethics directly focuses on the ethical aspects of more-
than-human relations.

Drawing to various extents on work by scholars such as Karen Barad, 
Donna Haraway, Nigel Thrift and Bruno Latour, the new materialism 
takes as its non-anthropocentric starting point the idea that non-human 
forces have a greater constitutive role and agency in the social world than 
is normally acknowledged. I want to caution at the outset, however, that, 
in spite of its name, much of the ‘new’ materialism can be seen as being 
far from novel. While this has rarely been noted,10 and while that school 
of thought is often treated as an innovative ‘turn’ in social theoretical 
thought (Coole and Frost 2010), many themes from the new material-
ism predate that movement, being evident in early ecological thought, as 
we have already seen above, not least in ecocentrism, deep ecology and 
phenomenology.

New materialism stems from dissatisfaction with a substantial stream 
of scholarship which dominated the social sciences and humanities until 
relatively recently, variously referred to as the linguistic turn, the semiotic 
turn, the interpretative turn, or the cultural turn (Barad 2003). Barad 
and others criticise the overwhelming dominance, from the 70s and 80s 
onwards, of deconstruction, discourse analysis and other lingua-centric 
approaches, a viewpoint which for many is aptly summarised in Derrida’s 
assertion that ‘there is nothing outside the text’ (Derrida 1998).11 Many 
scholars noted that by focusing on language as the true house of being, 
much of the material world was being rendered mute (Bryant 2011), in 
favour of work that amounted to strong anthropocentrism.

This focus on moving past anthropocentrism is not the only sim-
ilarity between new materialism and deep ecology, however, with both 
having been criticised on a number of similar fronts. For instance, they 
are accused of a certain apoliticality, and of failing to deal robustly with 
issues such as class and capitalist structures (Braun 2015). This critique, 
however, is inadequate and largely off-the-mark. For instance, while 
deep ecology generally distrusts working with and through large bureau-
cracies and organisations, as early as the 1970s, Arne Naess (1973, 
p. 97) had incorporated an analysis of class into his writings on Deep 
Ecology, noting that ‘Diversity of human ways of life is in part due to… 
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exploitation and suppression on the part of certain groups…The prin-
ciples of ecological egalitarianism and of symbiosis support the same 
anti-class posture. The ecological attitude favours the extension of three 
principles to any group conflicts, including those of today between devel-
oping and developed nations’. Furthermore, while both are regularly 
accused of anti-humanism (that is, an active attempt to denigrate the 
human subject), it isn’t clear why it is often taken for granted by critics 
of approaches such as deep ecology and new materialism that greater care 
and concern for non-humans implies less concern for, or an intentional 
downgrading of, humans (Glasser 2011). Indeed, the very opposite is 
more likely to be the case, as we saw above, whereby human flourishing 
will ultimately only be stymied more by anthropocentric approaches.

The anti-Cartesian idea that the materiality of the world plays a more 
active role than has recently been given its due has been perhaps most 
influentially and accessibly put forward by Jane Bennett’s (2010) book 
Vibrant Matter, who has written lucidly on the topic:

Everyday events - blackouts, traffic jams, power surges, upset stomachs, 
mood swings - repeatedly indicate the presence of a wide variety of actants, 
some that are personal and some that don’t take the form of persons. But 
even persons are always engaged in an intricate dance with non-humans, 
with the urgings, tendencies, and pressures of other bodies, including air 
masses, minerals, microorganisms, and for some people, the forces of fate, 
divine will, or karma. (Bennett 2005, p. 454)

The political project Bennett proposes is quasi-phenomenological, 
encouraging the cultivation of a vital materialist ethics through percep-
tivity, which encourages engagements with the lively, active and constitu-
tive things amidst which we are always located (see also Gibson-Graham 
2003). She calls for us to ‘cultivate the ability to discern non-human 
vitality, to become perceptually open to it’ (Bennett 2010, p. 14), while 
Coole and Frost (2010, p. 4) have noted that what is at stake in new 
materialist thought is ‘nothing less than a challenge to some of the most 
basic assumptions that have underpinned the modern world, including 
its normative sense of the human and its beliefs about human agency, but 
also regarding its material practices such as the ways we labor on, exploit, 
and interact with nature’. Bruno Latour has also famously worked of late 
in a similar vein to argue that we must learn how to ‘be affected’ by the 
more-than-human, expanding the capacities of the body, at the limits of 
knowledge, to sense the vital non-human.12
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Immersed affectively in the world’s becoming in this manner, then, I 
will argue, we can move away from simplistic visions of sustainable devel-
opment premised on the individual who harms ‘nature’ and begin to 
pay more attention to the social practices, affects and more-than-human 
‘doings’ which both contribute to our well-being and simultaneously 
cultivate an ethos of ecological connection. I will conclude by arguing 
for a more qualitative recognition of how humans and non-humans are 
co-constituted, allowing researchers to take seriously the ‘softer’ ques-
tions of care, affect, emotion, (ecological) loss, nostalgia, joy and hope 
which stem from this understanding.

As such, I would like to close the book by linking this deep 
ecology-eco-phenomenology-new materialism trajectory together 
through the medium of feminist ‘ethics of care’, which has been gaining 
increasing prominence in academic circles since its inception in the early 
1980s (Gilligan 1982; Cox 2010; Popke 2006; Tronto 2009), accentu-
ating the role of ‘interdependency and involvement’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 
2017, p. 17). Rather than the masculinist approaches to ethics which 
had largely predominated in philosophy previously—often focusing on 
rational and ‘autonomous’ ethical actors, the formulation of ethical rules, 
etc.—feminist ethics, much like the new materialism, has focused more 
on the cultivation of connections, affects and care-full dispositions.

An important early statement on the issue, by Fisher and Tronto 
(quoted in Cox 2010, p. 116) defined care as ‘a species activity that 
includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our 
“world” so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes 
our bodies, our selves and our environment, all of which we seek to 
interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web’. Furthermore, this ‘care’ 
is never something unidirectional, only flowing out from us towards 
other beings, human and non-human. Rather, we are both care givers 
and receivers (Tronto 2009), always already caught up in relations of 
care, as much as neoliberal environmentalism and the penetration of the 
market into our lives, for instance, works to veil this (Cox 2010). Tying 
closely with the new materialism outlined above, Puig de la Bellacasa 
(2017, p. 16) notes that thinking through care can offer ‘possibilities for 
thinking commitment and obligation as nonnormative forms of ethical 
engagement that could be more attuned to the decentering of human 
agency and privilege in contemporary thinking of technoscience and 
naturecultures’.
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A direct response to the increasing encroachment of marketisation and 
liberal political philosophy into everyday realms of social life (Lawson 
2007; Popke 2006), Barad has described this ‘ethics of mattering’ as ‘not 
about right responsibility to a radically exterior/ized other, but about 
responsibility and accountability for the lively relationalities of becom-
ing of which we are a part’ (quoted in Alaimo 2012, p. 563). This is 
to say that such ethics switch ‘rights’ for ‘relationship’ and ‘calculations’ 
for ‘concern’. Furthermore, the links between feminist ethics, eco-
phenomenology, deep ecology and the new materialism make themselves 
evident in the way in which all of these approaches make ‘the ontological 
assumption that the more connected the self is to others, the better the 
self is…that the more particular, concrete, partial, and emotional knowl-
edge is, the more likely it represents the way in which people actually 
experience the world’.13 Throwing sand in the wheels of a bewilderingly 
isolating way of life, this genuine connectedness is, in a sense, a poten-
tially powerful counterweight to the increasingly disparate, unethical and 
impersonal structures which we find our lives exposed to in a rapidly glo-
balising world (Popke 2006).

Feminist ethics of care rightly confound the false dichotomy of whether 
we appeal to the heart or the head in working for pro-environmen-
tal social change (Glasser 2011). After all, appealing to the head rarely 
works, as we know from work on the value-action gap in sustainability, 
whereby people who understand fully the consequences of their actions 
often don’t translate this into pro-environmental ‘behaviour’. Rather than 
rational argument, then, Puhakka (2014, p. 11) describes intimacy as a 
‘wellspring of care’, continuing that ‘when separation is experienced, such 
a spontaneous action does not take place even when it may be held as a 
moral, ethical, or rational ideal. When there is loss of a direct and palpa-
ble connection between self and other, neither moral ideals nor rational 
arguments or scientific evidence have the power to persuade one to care 
for the other…’ Taking direct inspiration from the foundational feminist 
principle that ‘the personal is political’, this work in feminist ethics often 
takes the form of shifting ethical considerations towards the micro-scale 
and every day, rather than the exceptional and conscious which dominates 
academic ethics today (Puig de la Bellacasa 2010).14

While concerns have been voiced that such an approach is in dan-
ger of diluting true ethics (after all, if everything is ethical, then is  
nothing truly ethical?), care ethicists insist that we think about ‘the pol-
itics of bodily, corporeal and material existence’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 
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2010, p. 157) while also trying to push the boundary of care beyond 
human kin or fellow citizens organised in concentric circles of varying 
distance from the self.

While this discussion has been rather abstract, I would like to high-
light some brief snapshot examples drawn from scholarship on the 
sphere of environmentalism. Namely, I will draw attention to Hawkins 
(2006) and Haluza-DeLay’s (2008) speculations on recycling, Puig de 
la Bellacasa’s (2010) work on permaculture as care ethics, and work by 
Cox (2010) and others on care ethics in relation to Alternative Food 
Networks. Subsequently, to bring the book to a close, a number of con-
clusions will be drawn.

Let us start with rubbish. The question of waste is often framed in 
contemporary thinking on sustainable development as an issue of infra-
structure, incentives and policies, and thus I would like to start here by 
just briefly examining how the broadly new materialist approach empha-
sised above could advance our understanding of this area. Rather than 
being merely a sociotechnical issue, calling for the efficient elimination of 
waste, say, Hawkins (2006, p. vii) has noted ‘the minefield of emotions 
and moral anxieties that waste can provoke’. As such, Hawkins points 
out that any attempt to grapple with the global waste crisis which ignores 
such questions of bodies, affect, disgust, repulsion, joy, virtue and attrac-
tion, will be deficient in some way. After all, it is something more than 
purely rational utilitarian calculation that causes someone to carry an alu-
minium can for hundreds of metres to a recycling bin, rather than throw-
ing it in an immediately adjacent rubbish bin (Haluza-DeLay 2008). 
Rather, what has been developed in many societies is a practical sense of, 
and feeling of care and responsibility for, the necessity of recycling. This 
may act in tandem with infrastructure provision, social pressure and edu-
cational campaigns, of course, but it cannot be reduced to these factors:

Waste things become incorporated into new movements and habits as the 
body becomes open to waste. This doesn’t necessarily make us think about 
how most of the waste we make comes from exploited labor and goes to 
an exploited nature. But it does entangle us in new relations and bodily 
practices that could be the first small step toward a more radical ethics of 
waste that is based on corporeal generosity rather than just “doing the 
right thing.” (Hawkins 2006, p. 155)
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Puig de la Bellacasa (2010) examines similar kinds of questions through 
the lens of permaculture, a globally distributed form of sustainable 
design methodology and sustainable food production technique which 
aims to reflect ecological patterns, and which originated in the work of 
Bill Mollison and David Holmgren in Australia in the 1980s (though it 
draws from many older forms of subsistence). There are three primary 
permaculture ethics: care for the earth, care for people and return of the 
surplus. As she notes, however, permaculture contributes to a concrete 
and ‘situated ethics’ premised on a key motto of ‘it depends’:

As such, the actualisation of principles of caring are always created in an 
interrelated doing with the needs of a place, a land, a neighbourhood, 
a city, a particular action. Here, ‘personal’ agencies of everyday care are 
inseparable from their collective ecological significance. (p. 162)

It is no surprise, then, that one of the most successful and widely-applied 
permaculture manuals for use in a temperate climate is called the Earth 
Care Manual (Whitefield 2004), which compares ‘environmentalism’ 
which is fundamentally hindered by its conceptualisation of the non- 
human world as something which simply ‘environs’ or surrounds us, 
with permaculture’s more immersive ethics:

Environmentalism is essentially part of the humanitarian ethic. It sees 
caring for the Earth as a matter of human self-interest. Indeed caring for 
the Earth is in our interest, not only for our ultimate survival but for our 
quality of life in the short term, and as a human I find it only natural to 
consider my own kind before all others. Yet at a deeper level I know that 
it is fundamentally right to care for the Earth, whether it benefits us or 
not. (p. 6)

The practical implications of this care ethic result in a comprehensive 
design system focusing mainly on more diverse and polycultural food 
systems (that is, exhibiting a designed complementarity and complexity 
between constituent plants and animals) which differ greatly from con-
ventional monocultures in terms of fossil fuel input intensity, but has also 
stretched into all realms of the construction of human habitats. As such, 
and as Whitefield makes clear in the Earth Care Manual, permaculture 
places an emphasis on bottom-up change, recognising that many of the 
destructive aspects of contemporary life are embedded in personal and 
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interpersonal relations, while not ignoring the limitations and barriers 
placed on this by larger structural changes in globalism and capitalism.

Relatedly, Cox and colleagues have identified care as underpinning 
the daily existence of ‘alternative food schemes’, in terms of cultivating 
a basis of support—in terms of both a reciprocity between consumer 
and producer, and between producer and environment—for what are 
often marginal enterprises. As Cox (2010, p. 118) notes, ‘Participants 
in these schemes displayed care for their families, communities, natural 
environment (both in general and its particular local expressions) and 
for unknown others to whom they felt connected through their food. 
Producers were able to comment on the importance of connection with 
consumers and the way this then linked to care for the local commu-
nity and environment’. She quotes the statement of an organics producer 
thus:

When you are on your own a lot, and working with the boxes you don’t 
actually get to see anyone that you don’t already see everyday like family, 
so you end up grovelling around in the mud and you think ‘well why am I 
doing this?’ And it’s not until you go off the farm and speak to people, and 
they say ‘thanks’ that you get real meaning, it gives you a sense of satisfac-
tion. Positive feedback gives you the strength to go on.

Wells and Gradwell (2001) have elaborated on this relational feedback 
of care in their study of Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), not-
ing how motives to engage in such initiatives are qualitatively rich and 
rarely singular or easily contained, unlike the often simplified and mono- 
dimensional aims of neoliberal environmental initiatives. While on the 
surface it is just a different system of marketing, the CSA food con-
nects with community, which connects with education, which connects 
with the earth, land, and non-human others. That is, “CSA grow-
ers and shareholder-members are moral actors in relation to the world; 
their practices are rooted in relationships…CSA connections stand in 
contrast to conventional production agriculture that grows for distant 
markets with technology that separates the grower from the land, that 
mines instead of builds the soil, and that treats food as commodity rather 
than sustenance” (p. 117). While often operating from a very local base, 
moreover, the study’s participants saw this care as both providing pro-
tection from the circuits of global power, and extending far beyond their 
immediate surroundings, to the cultivation of an adequate environment 
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for the instigation of broader social change (see also Lawson 2007). And 
finally, rather than focusing on an ethics of command or explicit morality, 
which places ‘nature’ outside the rational human actor (in part critiqued 
elsewhere as the ABC—Attitude, Behaviour, Change—approach [Shove 
2010]), starting from an ethics of care ensures that the requisite ‘envi-
ronmental skills’ and practices (Coeckelbergh 2015; Gibson-Graham 
2008; Tronto 2009) are organically grown in place:

CSA is a place to begin some dialogue. Even more important is the expe-
rience. Without preaching, the experience allows participants the oppor-
tunity to walk their way into new ways of eating and relating. For this to 
really create change, it needs to be paired with careful education, but so 
much is learned just by doing. We can’t brush the reality aside, but neither 
can we bite off big chunks all at once. We move toward more sustainable 
lifestyles one step at a time. (Grower 14, quoted in Wells and Gradwell 
2001, p. 117)

In a sense then, ethics of care set the scene for broader pro-environ-
mental capabilities. As Tronto (2009, p. 142) notes, ‘Rather than see-
ing people as rational actors pursuing their own goals and maximizing 
their interests, we must instead see people as constantly enmeshed in 
relationships of care.’ Indeed, the contemporary failure to recognise such 
relationships has been directly linked by care ethicists to a failure to rec-
ognise our dependence on the earth and other earth inhabitants (Cox 
2010).

This has relevance for the key sustainable development concept of 
well-being also, as discussed in Chapter 3. While current approaches to 
well-being research emphasise our emotional autonomy, the relational 
aspects of care are being granted increasing attention, albeit mostly 
amongst qualitative researchers in human geography and elsewhere (Smith 
2018; Conradson 2005). Such work sits alongside work in post-phenom-
enology, for example, emphasising the more-than-human geographies, 
atmospheric and affective construction of spaces of well-being, focusing 
on the latter as more of an unstable, phenomenological experience than 
a stable, predictable, quantifiable and comparable condition. This directly 
relates back to Naess’s point regarding the importance of focusing on 
‘Life Quality’ rather than the often-quantified ‘Standard of Living’. By 
focusing more on the former, we can decouple our ideas around human 
happiness from quantified growth, as the Degrowth movement has been 
particularly vocal in advocating of late (Latouche 2010).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_3
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As such, this work taps much more into the Old Norse and Middle 
English etymological roots of happiness, derived from hap, which is a 
more contingent term than contemporary connotations of happiness, 
and which forms the basis of terms like happenstance and mishap today 
(Smith and Reid 2017). As such, recovery and well-being have been seen 
in this work as the building of more- or less-durable webs or assemblages 
of care (Duff 2014) which are always more-than-human, rather than 
being a metaphysical condition which someone simply possesses. As Popke 
(2006, p. 505) has written, while ‘once viewed largely through the 
Marxist lens of “super-structure” to the productive “base” or through a 
territorial welfare approach, social reproduction has more recently been 
theorised as a landscape of care, suffused with affect and emotion’.

This chapter has examined whether we can recover the beginnings 
of a form of environmentalism grounded in experience and the body, 
in bodily finitude, rather than continuing with fundamental assump-
tions regarding the importance of our ability to represent and abstract. I 
would encourage the reader to further explore some of the topics which 
have been touched upon, for example starting with the bibliography and 
references made, in order to grapple more fully with the nuances con-
tained within. However, I would like to conclude the book here, by 
drawing together some of the threads which have been presented and 
summarising the trajectory of the book’s argument.

Conclusion

This short book is very indebted to several disciplines and schools of 
thought, primarily critical human geography and environmental eth-
ics, but also political ecology and sociology. This transdisciplinarity 
is intentional, with such multiple debts being incurred for a couple of 
reasons. Firstly, in these times of managerialism and hyper-specialisation, 
the drawing of often-underappreciated links between disparate fields 
can provide valuable space for reflection on broader social trajectories 
and trends. Secondly, as the deep ecologist Bill Devall (1980, p. 310) 
has written, ‘Any attempt to create artificially a “new ecological eth-
ics” or a “new ontology of man’s place in nature” out of the diverse 
strands of thought which make up the deep ecology movement is likely 
to be forced and futile’. That is, grand claims about new ontologies and 
new philosophies are too often made without recognising the actual 
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genealogy of such ways of thinking, both broadly across the academy and 
in other cultures.

I need to also draw some partial peace agreement here between the 
two broad approaches to sustainable development which have been 
written about. While the argument has been made that trends towards 
the quantification of the environment and ourselves have gained far 
too much support, amongst academics, policy makers and even activists 
(Beuret 2017), this isn’t about throwing out all scientific approaches to 
the environment, in toto. It is, of course, important to know where we 
are at and how quickly things are degrading, although the process of 
ascertaining this is more problematic than often realised. For example, 
the use of such indicators seems to perennially fall victim to what has 
been called ‘shifting baseline syndrome’ whereby particular time param-
eters are used (such as stating that a certain percentage of global biodi-
versity has disappeared in the past ten years, etc.) which mean that we are 
always losing track of former ecological richness. See, for example, the 
original article on the topic by Pauly (1995), related to fisheries, where 
he writes that ‘this syndrome has arisen because each generation of fish-
eries scientists accepts as a baseline the stock size and species composition 
that occurred at the beginning of their careers, and uses this to evaluate 
changes’ (p. 430).

Putting such issues aside, what I have aimed at here is rather about 
a re-balancing, a reframing and a recognition of conceptual limitations. 
Contemporary environmental research appears to be silencing certain 
approaches over others, and we must be aware of this if we are to recover 
the ecological way of thinking which was so crucial to foundational 
ecological thought through the sixties and seventies. Evernden (1993,  
p. 17) has tapped into this sense when he notes that ‘The rite of passage 
into the scientific way of being centres on the ability to apply the knife 
to the vocal cords, not just of the dog on the table, but of life itself. 
Inwardly, he must be able to sever the cords in his own consciousness. 
Outwardly, the effect must be the destruction of the larynx of the bio-
sphere…In effect, he must deny life in order to study it’.15

Evernden’s point reiterates that there is more at stake in our 
approaches of assessing sustainability than purely neutral knowl-
edge. Rather, the apparently widespread belief that approaches such as 
planetary boundaries, footprints, payments for ecosystem services and 
well-being metrics are apolitical, uncontroversial and universally applica-
ble is misleading and dangerous in its own way, not least because such 
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universality elides or obscures much local and ideological differentia-
tion (Beuret 2017; Swyngedouw 2011). This elision is also to be found 
in recurrent claims that ‘we are all in this together’, so to speak, in the 
form of the positing of a new overarching and human-driven geological 
epoch, the Anthropocene.

There are numerous tendencies and assumptions hidden within such 
apoliticality which I have outlined, and undoubtedly many more which 
I have not. For instance, Braun (2015) has further associated the envi-
ronmental politics of ‘limits’ with a politics of austerity, while largely 
bracketing the non-human as a passive entity. Similarly, as discussed in 
Chapter 2, many approaches to environmental assessment which have 
become common currency, such as the ‘footprints’ approach, are remark-
ably recent and are wedded to a philosophical ‘harm principle’ which, 
albeit with noble aims, drives a wedge between the human and the 
non-human.

What this introductory book has aimed for is to hint towards how 
our actual embeddedness in environments, our posthuman condition, 
continues to be the source of our desire to defend the natural world. 
In the words of the great poet and essayist, Wendell Berry, ‘I stand for 
what I stand on’. This is a principle which is being increasingly forgot-
ten by environmentalists, whose gaze seems increasingly captured by the 
accountancy-derived ideology of balance sheets, profit and loss accounts, 
and payments for ecosystem services. For the sake of gaining legiti-
macy, or not appearing romantic, or any number of other goals, envi-
ronmentalists have donned suits and tried to speak the language of the 
very reductionist system which has brought us to this point in the first 
place. It remains to be seen how effective this will be, especially as nearly 
all conceivable environmental indicators have been going in the wrong 
direction at an increasingly rapid pace. It is in recognising ourselves as 
earth beings that we will come to our senses, not in the ever-increasing 
calls for us to consolidate our dominance, to steward the earth, or view 
ourselves as gods (Lynas 2011). My hope, then, is that readers will be 
encouraged to seek out a more pluralistic, experiential and qualitatively 
rich sense of what sustainable development can and should be about.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94078-6_2
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Notes

	 1. � Practical posthumanism is another question entirely however. This quix-
otic movement of activists, with strong links to Silicon Valley, do indeed 
seek to rid ourselves of our human corporeality.

	 2. � There have been attempts to separate deep ecology as a philosophi-
cal position, from deep ecology as an environmental movement (Light 
1997). This is, however, far from a clear-cut distinction, the discussion of 
which goes beyond the scope of this chapter.

	 3. � These are drawn from the website of the Foundation for Deep Ecology 
(http://www.deepecology.org/platform.htm); however, the original 
1984 version is worth consulting, having some further explanatory mate-
rial for each point. See also Glasser’s (2011) 22-point list.

	 4. � I will sidestep Point 5, on population, as this is an enormous and con-
troversial topic which is not treated with enough nuance or subtlety by 
Naess and Session’s list.

	 5. � It is no surprise that this list is comprised of men. Since its foundation, 
eco-feminists have taken deep ecology to task for its shallow appreciation 
of gender and the environment (see Salleh 1984).

	 6. � If such a list were, in turn, to be constructed for the ‘shallow’ ecologi-
cal paradigm, this would probably be spearheaded by the early resource 
conservation and development movement, ‘symbolized by the philos-
ophy of multiple use of Gifford Pinchot and the U.S. Forest Service’ 
(Devall 1980, p. 303). Indeed, it is fascinating to return to the writing 
of Pinchot and see such a close forerunner to contemporary technocratic 
and anthropocentric environmentalism. Take, for instance, his description 
of forests as ‘manufacturing plants for wood’ (Alaimo 2012, p. 558).

	 7. � Such as, for example, an article by Christopher Manes, written under 
the pseudonym Miss Ann Thropy, which began with the words ‘If rad-
ical environmentalists were to invent a disease to bring human popula-
tion back to ecological sanity, it would probably be something like AIDS’ 
(Scarce 2016, p. 92; see also Light 1997).

	 8. � Although Wood (2012) has cautioned, rightly, that deep ecology can 
overextend into a rigid holism.

	 9. � Brown and Toadvine (2012, p. X), for example, note phenomenology’s 
‘reputation as a highly abstract theoretical inquiry into “consciousness” 
or “being”’.

	 10. �O ne example, for instance, is Horton and Berlo’s (2013, p. 18) observa-
tion that ‘once we take indigenous worldviews into account, the “new 
materialisms” are no longer new’ (see also Bignall et al. 2016), although 
the term ‘indigenous’ can often be essentialised through such thinking. 
There exist, of course, perverse incentives in contemporary academia, in 

http://www.deepecology.org/platform.htm
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terms of presenting your ideas as completely novel and taking part in the 
latest trend or ‘turn’ in social or philosophical thought. To paraphrase a 
remark made elsewhere, however, there are only so many turns you can 
take part in before you are too dizzy to function.

	 11. � Though this interpretation of the phrase is disputed as being a 
mis-translation.

	 12. � To take just one widely-cited example in the literature, as Hinchliffe et al. 
(2005) have elaborated, in many scientific practices of conservation, a 
complex series of events are set under way whereby conservationists must 
learn to be affected, while the ‘presence’ of an organism is ‘coproduced 
by the practices of the conservationist and the performances of the organ-
ism’ (Braun 2008, p. 672).

	 13. � https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-ethics/.
	 14. � See, for example, the flourishing of thought experiments based on the 

‘trolley problem’ and other work on ethical decisions and dilemmas.
	 15. � Evernden is here alluding to the early scientific practice of Descartes, who 

used to devocalise dogs during biological experiments, seeing the noise as 
little more than the sound of a machine. Descartes is also regular target 
of new materialist ire in terms of his dualistic descriptions of the universe 
(see Coole and Frost 2010).
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