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Abstract

Organising against the end of the world:
the praxis of ecological catastrophe
Nicholas Beuret

This thesis explores the role of the -catastrophic imaginary in shaping
environmental praxis in the UK. Confronted by the threat of a looming climate
change catastrophe, environmentalism in the global North is caught in a state of
impasse. Despite numerous organising attempts no mass climate change
movement has emerged to confront the threat. This absence of a political
movement is compounded by the failure of legislative campaigns and the
inadequacy of government responses. Environmental praxis appears caught
between ineffective practices and a catastrophic imaginary. It is this state of

impasse, one as yet to be critically analysed, that this thesis sets out to explore.

The thesis argues that the impasse in environmental praxis emerges from the
intersection of the catastrophic imaginary and the limits of activism as a mode of
liberal politics that I term liberal utopianism. Exploring a number of specific
environmental organisations through a nomadic methodology framed by the
practices of multi-sited ethnography, this thesis contends that the failure of liberal
utopianism to adequately engage with climate change is in part due to the form
climate change takes as a sociotechnical problem and not only an outcome of

political practice itself.

Exploration of responses to this state of impasse suggests that it is possible to
break from the impasse by transforming the material grounds of the imaginary
and envisioning catastrophe as a process of slow violence, and thus amenable to
situated political action. This thesis explores the potential recent moves towards a
politics of collapse, one I call radical fatalism, hold for environmental praxis. The
thesis concludes by suggesting the need for a turn away from the politics of the
event and the over-determining valuation of global scales within environmental

praxis.
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Chapter 1: The promise of catastrophe

The organisation of stories, and stories about organisation

1.1 — Introduction: The problem of catastrophe

1.1.1 - Scene 1: ‘We stand with Africa’

It's 2009 and I am inside the Bellacentre conference centre, host to the
international climate change meeting COP15. COP stands for ‘Conference of
Parties’ and is an international body composed of those national governments who
are part of the UN process on climate change. This is the year the COP will meet for
the 15t time to negotiate the international climate change treaty to follow on from
the Kyoto protocol. The Kyoto protocol was an international treaty involving 192
national governments that required all signatories to reduce their greenhouse gas
emissions. It's Monday morning and I am working for an environmental NGO
organising actions and events inside the Bellacentre and outside in the streets in
the snow. I've been briefed not to expect that much will come from the COP, that
our job isn’t to try to make sure we get an international treaty that would address
the dire warnings of climate scientists. That’s unrealistic. Our job is to try to make
sure the wealthy countries of the global North don’t use the COP as a way of either
avoiding their historical responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions or find ways

to profit from climate change at the expense of the global South.

I'm standing in the main hall, the gathering place for media, non-government
delegates and minor government officials. I have a blue plastic poncho hidden
under my jumper. Around me scattered through the crowd of several thousand
people are other members of the NGO, around 60 people in total. I check my watch.
It's time. Glancing around to see if there is any security near me I take out and put
on my poncho. The others members near me do the same and soon all 60 of us
have them on. I start clapping and others follow. We break into chant “We stand
with Africa, Kyoto targets now”. We chant, yell, again and again. Some delegates
join us, particularly those from the G77, or the countries of the global South. The
night before a schism had opened up between the countries that wanted to keep

the greenhouse gas reduction targets of the Kyoto protocol and those from the



global North who wanted to have ‘less ambitious’ targets. For many the Kyoto
targets weren’t ambitious - they were inadequate. But as some people said they
were all we had. We were trying to make a stand, to put pressure on the
governments of the global North by making a scene. We did it again on Tuesday.
On Wednesday we were kicked out of the COP for being disruptive. But today we
are doing geopolitics - we are trying to put pressure on the global North by taking
a side (or choosing a continent...), and demanding a ‘realistic’ outcome. The

geopolitics of geology gives way to the geopolitics of international relations.

The talks failed however. The outcome is the inadequate Copenhagen Accord.
Scientists and politicians had told us for months that this meeting was our last
chance to stop runaway climate change. We had tried to be realistic, to play

geopolitics, to not demand too much.

1.1.2 — Scene 2: ‘Nature doesn’t do bailouts’

It's earlier in 2009, before the COP, on April Fools’ Day and the sun is shining. We
are in the city of London and there are thousands of us. The G20 meeting of
national leaders, Prime Ministers and Presidents, are in town and we are out in the
sunshine to protest. Most of us are at the Bank of England, protesting the just-
starting wave of austerity measures governments around the world are imposing,
supposedly in response to the Great Recession. I am with about a thousand other
people as part of the Climate Camp protest. Climate Camp is both a network of
climate change activists and a series of protest camps that existed between 2006
and 2010. We are almost at the end of the cycle of Climate Camps but that’s not
how it feels that day in the sun. We are occupying the road out the front of the
European Carbon Exchange, the place where carbon emission licences are traded
and money is made out of the right to pollute the atmosphere. The Exchange is
closed. We know the computers have not stopped, and we know there are
temporary trading desks set up somewhere else in the city. But we are making
connections today between finance capitalism and climate change. About how not
only are business and government not doing enough to fight climate change, they
are making a profit out of it. And the story we are trying to tell is one where people
can come together to stop the profiteering and bring an end to climate change. We

underline this with our banner that reads ‘nature doesn’t do bailouts’. We believe



that unlike the banking system, if the biosphere crashes there is no coming back. If
the Earth’s climate reaches critical tipping points the change will be certain and

disastrous.

But the day wears on. There is bunting and cake and singing, and the Exchange just
sits there - a node in a global circuit of financial exchange. The year before we had
tried (and failed) to shut down a power station. Actually, we had not yet succeeded
in shutting down much of anything. But a system of financial trading is harder to
blockade than a power station - at least a power station can be shut down. How do
you blockade a virtual market? Talking it through outside the Exchange, the
problem seems insurmountable. How do you confront a global ‘thing’ like
capitalism? Or come to think of it, like climate change? My friends and I get
dispirited. The task seems too big, too distant. Someone says you have to start
somewhere, that we will build a movement and that we can win. Then a cry comes
from the other end of the camp. Riot police have lined up against the campers. We
all get ready, but it’s hard to know what to do. More police surround us all, but my
friends and I get out before they can close us in. We hear the shouts as the police
close in, battering people who can’t get out of the way. The day ends on a note of

defeat.

1.2 — Thinking through the impasse

Part of the problem with moments of defeat is knowing if they are really moments
where we are defeated, if they are just set-backs that we will recover from, or even
if it only feels like we have lost. Defeat like failure is an uncertain and complex
thing, one that may provide the grounds for either progressive renewal (Roitman

2014) or a transformation of our form of life (Halberstam 2011; Munoz 2009).

If these moments felt like defeat, they have not yet provided for a transformation
of environmental praxis in the UK. This is perhaps because it is unclear what defeat
means in a period of environmentalism largely organised around confronting
climate change. While innumerable campaigns and actions are taking place both in
the UK and globally, there is an abiding sense that they are not enough: that
environmentalism is failing to adequately tackle the problem. This sense of

inadequacy has not led to a transformation of environmental praxis however



despite the hesitations in the environmental movement about the transformative
reach of existing praxes. The contention of this thesis is that this conjuncture

expresses a state of impasse within the UK environment movement.

Impasses can result from physical events such as a breakdown in sociotechnical
infrastructure or a natural disaster, both of which can unsettle existing systems of
belief and certainties (Clark 2010). Responses to such disasters and crises can be
highly productive either with regards to forms of social cooperation and autonomy
(Solnit 2010) or vis-a-vis governmental and corporate forms of management
(Aradau and Van Munster 2012; Fletcher 2012). Crises here hold the potential to
renew social life, or to correct misapprehensions and mistaken beliefs. As such
they can reveal a limit or an insufficiency in the order of things and thus the
possibility of historical progress (Roitman 2014). Crisis is often understood as an
event that orders history, making progress possible as limits or internal

contradictions are overcome.

Climate change is a crisis unlike other ecological disasters. It occurs not in the
present but the future, and when it takes place it appears not as a crisis but as a
catastrophe. Unlike a crisis there is no recovery from catastrophe. Nor is there an
outside to the catastrophe of climate change - it engulfs the world, making escape
impossible. Catastrophe is a historical end point, one “without revelation, a
historical void, an end of the road that cannot point beyond itself” (Williams
2011:5). Historical progress is impossible when the world ends. As an event,
catastrophe is thus the figure of the limit of both practice and knowledge (Aradau
and Van Munster 2012:107). This event is unlike other political events insofar as it
is not a moment of possibility but rather of the exhaustion of possibility. One
important argument in this thesis is that the relationship between this unavoidable
catastrophic future event and ineffective political practices produces the current

state of impasse within UK environmental politics.

Impasse is a moment where existing strategies and tactics no longer work while
new strategies or tactics have not been invented. It is what Lauren Berlant calls a
situation (2011:4) designating “a time of dithering”. A moment of impasse is not
framed by existing social narratives, fantasies or imaginaries and is thus a moment

without orientation. This recalls Deleuze’s conceptualisation of exhaustion, where



nothing can happen because there is nothing left to happen - the field of possibility
has been ‘used up’ and no further connections can be made (1995a). Deleuze also
connects such moments to how they are framed - specifically to the exhaustion of
our capacity to speak in such moments, to the uselessness of words or the sense of
being speechless. Impasse is not purely a discursive moment: for both Berlant and

Deleuze it is produced when there is seemingly nothing productive left to do.

This thesis sets out to explore three specific problems that have converged to
create this impasse. The first is the construction of climate change and other
environmental issues as global problems that are not resolvable at any given scale
but the global must be resolved ‘all at once, everywhere’ as I discuss in Chapter 3.
The elaboration of these problems as future facts takes place through the earth
sciences and is articulated politically as urgent and overwhelming global problems
that supersede all others in importance. The second problem is the lack of efficacy
of environmental practices on global scales. As set out in Chapters 4 and 5 the
tools, such as direct action and legislative and public awareness campaigning, that
orchestrated the environmental successes over the previous 40 years have become
ineffective when confronting global problems. The third problem is the more
general crisis in liberal democracy (Brown 2015), one linked to both the
breakdown of the economic basis of social-democracy (Streeck 2014) and the
mutual withdrawal of politicians and citizens from political engagement (Mair
2013). All three come together to produce the moment of impasse that this thesis
explores, where the activism of environmental politics can neither mobilise a mass
movement nor shift Government policy and cannot take hold of climate change as a

problem amenable to situated direct action.

My project here is to map and analyse this state of impasse; how it comes to be and
how it is constituted. My argument is that the state of impasse is the result not of a
depoliticisation of environmental politics (Swyngedouw 2010; 2013) but rather
the impossibility of sustaining the practices of the liberal political tradition, in
which I include much leftwing political praxis, in the face of global ecological
catastrophes. Catastrophe exhausts the liberal political tradition, and undermines

not only our conceptualisation of democracy but also political activity itself.



Through a thick engagement with the practices of UK environmentalism I
demonstrate that a significant part of the political problem is how we understand
environmental issues: specifically, how they are narrated as events. As such, this
thesis constitutes a sustained argument against the politics of the event and an
exploration of what it could mean to refuse the eventification of political praxis

(Chapters 6, 7 & 8).

1.3 — Thesis framework

This thesis is a work of activist-scholarship and militant research (Shukaitis,
Graeber and Biddle 2007). As explored in Chapter 2, it goes beyond the
partisanship of much critical ethnographic research and clearly ‘chooses a side’, in
the sense that it is a work of radical scholarship by and for the broadly conceived
environment movement, itself constituted as a porous and diffuse transnational
milieu. As such, the orientation of the thesis is towards the milieu and the varied
networks, movements and communities that constitute it, with the aim of making
an intervention into existing environmental praxis in the global North. It is, at the
same time, also a work of scholarship, one that draws equally on radical
geography, contemporary critical theory and science and technology studies. While
the primary objects of engagement are varied social movement actors, this thesis is
not primarily a work of social movement study. Rather, it is an engagement with
the question of how environmental problems are constituted, by whom, and what

such constructions enable or disable politically.

One central concern that runs through this thesis is the question of failure. Not
only is failure both a point of departure for this thesis (section 1.1) and an object of
analysis, it is a proposition. As will be explored in Chapter 4, much current
scholarship on environmental politics takes up what could be called an

affirmationist stance.

Affirmationism names a theoretical orientation (Noys 2010) within social science
scholarship focused on environmental politics that works via two conjoined
affirmations: the uncritical affirmation of the ‘facts’ of climate change and the

affirmation that environmental activism is succeeding, even if what success means



needs to be defined as something other than achieving the stated aims of a

particular campaign or action.

These two affirmations share a common political orientation. This common
orientation combines a suspicion of negativity grounded in the fear of its totalizing
effects with a form of politics that ontologises resistance as necessarily being
constructive and affirming (Noys 2010:ix-xii;9-13). This affirmationist stance
denies any role to destructive or negative gestures, including encounters such as

loss and failure, making for brittle modes of political action and articulation.

As set out in Chapter 4, current literature on climate change politics and activism
in the UK sets out how recent campaigns and protests have been successful,
despite the lack of obvious campaign success on the issue of climate change itself
(i.e., Chatterton, Featherstone and Routledge 2013a; Plows 2008; Saunders and
Price 2009). For the most part the question of success or failure is not dealt with in
the terms set by various campaigns or organizational goals, which often state that
arresting climate change is the primary objective of taking action. Indeed, with a
few notable exceptions it is not addressed at all except to outline how climate

activism has been successful

The existing affirmationist literature undermines political analysis by suggesting
all is well within environmental praxis. The thesis sets out to contest such a
conviction, drawing on a range of experiences in the UK environmental milieu and
candid accounts of when and how environmental campaigns, actions and practices
have failed to achieve their stated aims. As such, it embraces the question of failure
as necessary for any transformation of environmental praxis and thus any break
from the impasse. In this it is part of a broader turn to dark ecological concepts,
radical visions of failure and a political embrace of negation and negativity
(Agamben 2007; Clark 2010; Halberstam 2011; Kingsnorth and Hine 2009; Morton
2010). If we take the destructive gravity of climate change seriously as a
contemporary condition that demands our engagement, then I would suggest that
what is required is a more speculative approach to political critique, one that

embraces failure as an opportunity for the renewal of political praxis.



This thesis is a sustained work of political speculation on the problem of
catastrophe, one that sets out to work through the problem via an engagement
with the question of failure and the limits of liberal humanism. This engagement is
theoretically framed, broadly speaking, by critical thought of Deleuze and Guattari,
Foucault and Agamben (and those who have developed and extended their
philosophies) on the one hand, and the works of a number of science and
technology studies philosophers - particularly the work of Stengers, Clark and
Haraway - on the other. Much of my account of the imaginary draws on a
Deleuzian account of subjectivity and subjectification, one influenced by Deleuze’s
reading of Foucault’s oeuvre (1999), as well as drawing on the varied Marxist
engagements with both authors by Jason Read (2003) and Nicholas Throburn
(2003). This is not to suggest that these authors, or the works of Stengers or
Haraway, are taken up as expressing single systems of thought or unitary bodies of
theory. Rather, in a Deleuzian style, my engagement with these authors (and the
others taken up in this thesis) is as purveyors of philosophical tools; tools that are
meant to be put to work in the world on problems. As such, thesis is not a work of
theory but one of following the world, with all of its inconsistencies and breaks,

obligations and demands (Stengers 2010).

The philosophical common ground of these theorists is to be found in their
constructivist accounts of how agency and subjectivity are co-produced through
socio-technical conditions, discourses, practices, the more-than-human world and
visions of the future. Within constructivist accounts the subject appears not as a
sovereign soul or self but as the outcome of a continual process of subjectification
(Deleuze and Guattari 1983; 1998). The subject emerges from the convergence of
various relationships and flows - geological, meteorological, biological, social,
technical, etc (Massumi 1999:83; Parr 2005:132;274). That these relationships are
often (if not always) social means it is never just one body that is subjectified but
always more than one - subjectification is a social process. The subject, while
produced, is also an agent of production in turn, making ecologies, subjectivities

and worlds.

Agency within this framework is not a single or singular thing, but a description of

varied and differentiated capacities to act within specific worlds in specific ways



(Mitchell 2002). Crucially, within the framework of Deleuze and Guattari’s
accounts of subjectification, agency is an outcome of what coheres a subject (1998)
- of refrains and abstract machines such as an imaginary. It is a description of the
form of the subject in the world, a kind of style or approach to its relationships, or

what is called a form of life.

A form of life as the way in which something lives in the world, as a style of being
and becoming that refuses to separate life from living, or life from politics
(Agamben 1996; Papadopoulos 2010:145; Winner 1986). A form of life is a social
subject that is not separable into the social on one hand, with its habits, norms and
practices, and the living subject on the other that is reducible, in the final instance,
to bare life (Agamben 1998). Forms of life, as ways of being in the world, are
tangles of practices, technologies, ecologies and imaginaries. When the practices
and tools used by a form of life no longer work effectively, when the world the
form of life depends on changes, when the institutions that give meaning to action
breakdown, and when the images of the future that orientate a form of life cease to

be viable, a situation of impasse is born.

In order to explore the breakdown of particular forms of life in the UK
environment movement, this thesis puts the construction of climate change as a
global political problem (Chapter 3) into conversation with the legacy of liberal
humanism as expressed in environmental praxis in the UK via the imaginary
(Chapters 4 and 5). The notion of liberalism that I am working with in this thesis
draws heavily on the Foucault’s analysis of liberalism and neoliberalism (2004;
2007; 2010) and makes use of recent refinements of his theorisation by Mirowski
(2013) and Brown (1995; 2001; 2005; 2015). As Brown sets out, liberalism is a
political tradition! that brings together the notion of individual sovereignty with
its conceptualisations of rights-based personhood and the role of the state as being
to secure the freedoms of individuals on a formally egalitarian basis, with the

historical framework of technologically driven progress (2001:3-12; 2005:39).

Brown contends liberalism is disappearing as a viable body of political praxis

(2015). While in her most recent work she argues that this is largely the result of

1 For a more detailed account of the history of liberal political praxis see Losurdo, Domenico. 2014. Liberalism:
A Counter-History. London: Verso.



neoliberalism, in her early work the breakdown in liberal praxis is the outcome of
a number of conjoined processes including the political activity of those people
excluded from full participation within liberal democracy and the breakdown of
socio-economic progress as a historical tendency (1995; 2001). In this thesis [ am
translating both her and Lauren Berlant’s work into the environmental milieu in
order to explore how liberalism as praxis endures and how it as a form of politics
contributes to the co-production of the state of political impasse. Such a translation
also operates as a critique of Brown’s radical liberal humanist framework: as such,
my engagement with Brown (and to a lesser extend Berlant and Graeber) is a
critical usage that seeks to mobilise and extend their work beyond the liberal
humanistic framework. This is all the more timely for Brown'’s insistence that
environmental issues such as climate change forms a geophysical limit to the very
concept of democracy (2015:209) - catastrophe figures, for Brown, as a limit for

democratic practice, one that this thesis sets out to critically interrogate.

1.4 — The imaginary

1.4.1 - Images of doom

Modern environmentalism is often driven by catastrophic imagery - horrific
visions of futures that may come to pass if we don’t act or change our way of life
(Buell 1995:295). As such it functions in an anticipative mode (Adams, Murphy
and Clarke 2009a:247), one that uses narration of catastrophe to provoke anxiety
as to the future that is yet to come to compel us to act. The use of the imagination
in contemporary environmentalism (Buell 1995:285) can lead to charges of
dishonesty: claims that ecological problems are either exaggerated or made-up by
environmentalists pursuing hidden socio-economic agendas (Klein 2014). Much
environmental future visioning rests on scientific claims of factuality (Hay 2002)
and thus with the rise of “scientific activism” (Buell 1995:295) in the 1960s, these
questions of honesty and factuality extended to debates over what counts as good
or proper use of science (Forsyth 2003). These debates do not only revolve around
interpretations of science as it translates into political policy and practice
(Demeritt 2006), but as to what counts as fact and political rationality tout court.

As various fields of science - the earth sciences in particular - have become more

10



deeply entwined in political debate, scientific facts are considered matters of
public concern (Latour 2004b). What is at stake is not only the socio-economic
consequences - consequences that either make or break both political and
economic fortunes (Klein 2014) - but what constitute valid ways of seeing the
future. As a means of bringing images of the future into the present the
imagination shapes what kinds of things - problems, lives - we can be attentive to
and what kinds of things we are unable to see, thus shaping the forms that our
political practices can take (Yusoff 2013:213). As such the imaginary is a political
and sociotechnical territory, one that provides the material grounds for political

interventions.

1.4.2 — Species of imaginary

There is a significant body of work in the social sciences that productively deploys
the concept of the imaginary as both a device for interpreting social forms and
processes in a co-constitute manner and an object of research, one that takes
recourse to neither ideology nor the reifications of culture (Strauss 2006:322). The
common conceptual architecture for many of these approaches to the imaginary is
the work of Benedict Anderson (2006a). Anderson theorised the concept of
“imagined communities” as an explanation for the existence of social bonds such as
the modern nation that emerge through the collective work of imagining
community, rather than actual face-to-face social relations. A community is
organized not by direct social interactions but through the image of what that
community is - its self-description, its described values and norms, etc. For
Anderson this work of imagining the nation is a techno-social process, one first
enabled by the rise of mass communications media (print and associated print
languages) and the emergence of a common temporality that is homogeneous and

empty (2006a:24): the time of modernity (Lefebvre 1991).

Charles Taylor builds on Anderson’s account, outlining an imaginary as “the ways
people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things
go on between them... the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper
normative notions and images that underlie these expectations” (ibid:23). These
relatively static accounts of the imaginary lack an account of the future, of how the

imagination brings an image of the future into the present as an active social force.
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Jasanoff and Kim highlight the role that the imagining of the future plays not only
broadly in social formations but specifically in the discursive fields of science and
technology (2009:122). What they call sociotechnical imaginaries describe
“collectively imagined forms of social life and social order” (ibid:120) reflected in
the design and execution of technoscientific projects such as programs of nuclear
power. Imaginaries in this iteration integrate mental schemes, societal norms,
institutional practices and structures, and technical arrangements. Sociotechnical
imaginaries are both futuristic and instrumental (ibid:123) and constitute the

bounds of realistic and normative future expectations.

The inclusion of images of the future within any account of the imaginary is
therefore crucial. Also vital for this approach is the incorporation of non-human
elements into schemas of the imaginary. Contrary to the theorisations of Jasanoff
and Kim, imaginaries are not bound to the workings of the nation-state but rather
are dispersed throughout the social field - or rather, transverse it (Appadurai
1990). In particular, various environmental imaginaries have often formed a vital
part of environmental protest and politics, one independent and often opposed to
existing social arrangements (Buell 1995; Dryzek 2005). Taking up the work of
Appadurai, we could suggest here that such environmental imaginaries are
increasingly dispersed around the globe (1990:297), making not only for a “sense
of planet” (Heise 2008) as an expression of a cosmopolitan global
environmentalism, one concretized through whole-earth technologies (Edwards
2010), but for a series of situated imaginaries that are nonetheless connected

across global space.

The imaginaries elaborated by social movements (Guidry, Kennedy and Zald
2000:15) have had significant social and political effects (Graeber 2007; Shukaitis,
Graeber and Biddle 2007) - the modern environment movement being but one
example (Buell 1995; Dryzek 2005; Hay 2002). Importantly, many of these
imaginaries encompass not only positive or utopian images of the future but dark

and dystopian ones (Carson 2000).

These environmental imaginaries are bound to the various predictions and
scenarios of technoscience, more often than not as part of a work of narrating

catastrophe. The variations within modern environmentalism offer a range of
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political tendencies, many of which work contrary to the aims of both the state and
capital (Dryzek 2005; Hay 2002; Luke 1997). As such the realm of the imaginary is
as much one of social dis-organisation and re-organisation as it is of aborescent
organization (Parr 2005:14). Environmental imaginaries are contested terrains
that necessarily entangle technoscientific regimes and epistemic communities.
These contested ways of seeing the future are bound to alternative ways of living
in the present (Haraway 1998:190), ways that express modes of both politics and
ethics (ibid:192). Competing visions of the future form the basis for competing
affective orientations: each vision carries with it an imperative not only to act but

how to feel about the future (Berlant 2011; Lockwood 2012).

The various theorisations of the imaginary outlined above all share a common
failing. According to Strauss these descriptions of the imaginary often fail to
explain how the boundaries and confines of the imaginary are resisted in the
present (2006:333). The contestation of the definition and content of an imaginary
community is of crucial political significance. In addition to a conceptualization
that incorporates the insights of the accounts above, what is needed for political
analysis is the development of the concept of the imaginary as a dynamic and

contested terrain.

Building on the various accounts of the imaginary outlined above I make use of a
reading of the work of Deleuze & Guattari in order to develop an account of how
the imaginary comes into being, how it works to organize the social field, and
finally how it is contested and breaks down. I outline how the imaginary is a
future-orientated technosocial machine, one that emerges to organize a range of
social bodies including the UK environment movement. The imaginary is a
contested terrain, one that posits the nature of the future as a crucial political

problem central to socio-political struggle.

1.4.3 - The imaginary as contested terrain

Despite Deleuze’s doubts about the utility of the concept of the imaginary
(1995b:65), his work with Guattari does offer a perspective on the imaginary as an

organizational form, one that enables a reading of the imaginary as co-produced,

13



open and politically contested (1998:129; 2012:358-9)2. The starting point for
bringing their work together with existing work on the imaginary is to outline how
the shared “mental reality” (Deleuze and Guattari 1998:129) that organizes
subjectivity is co-produced. Subjectivity for Deleuze & Guattari can be described as
the capacity to follow a mental reality, or what I would describe as an imaginary.
This capacity to follow a mental reality is not passive - following a mental reality is
an experimental activity, one actively engaged in making the world. It is also a co-
productive activity - as the imaginary is followed it is also reproduced, though not
always faithfully and often incompletely, thus crucially transforming the imaginary

or opening it up to other images of the future.

An imaginary organizes social practice through two devices - the future-image and
the strategy. The future-image is an image of what could be, one that is social and
normative (or what Massumi would call habituating - 1999). Individuated act of
imagining produces a series of images - both of how the world appears to the
person imagining it and how it could or will be in the future (Deleuze and Guattari
1983:28-9). These images are both reproductions of existing accounts of how the
world appears and is understood (normative images) and works of fabulation
where new ways of being in the world, and new worlds, are envisioned (Bogue
2006; Parr 2005:99). The imaginary as a social form organizes the practice of
imagining as a repository or images - of how things should and will be. Not only
this, it provides a framework for imagining - what sorts of things should be
imagined, what kinds of futures there should or could be. It is a framework of
expectations. This framework organizes individuated imaginings by setting out the
material for the imagination. This framework is constantly renewed, reshaped or
contested however. Not only by the quotient labour of fabulation, but also by

broader shifts in how the world is composed.

Individuated imaginings are more-than-human affairs - the imagination works on
and through a range of apparatuses and devices. Climate scientists imagine the

future through a series of computer simulations and algorithms (Edwards 2010)

2 My objective here is not to provide an exhaustive discussion of the connections and disjunctures between
Deleuze & Guattari’s works and the concept of the imaginary. Rather I set out where the two usefully connect.
For more on Deleuze & Guattari and the imaginary see Massumi, Brian. 1999. A user's guide to Capitalism and
Schizophrenia: Deviations from Deleuze and Guattari: MIT Press, Smith, Daniel. 2012. Essays on Deleuze.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.
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that produce future climate scenarios out of vast volumes of data. They imagine
the future by calling on the paleo-climatic work of other scientists and their ice
core drilling machines, on the modelling of economists, the accounts and works of
biologists, and a host of others. Their capacity to imagine the future is situated and
sociotechnical in nature. It is also bound habitually to the future-images of the
social forms within which they are located - images of human nature, of economic

behaviour, of social dynamics, of lives and lifestyles to be valued.

The future-image is thus a composite image, one that suggests a range of variation
of what the future should or could be like. It is constrained by other existing
future-images within the “epistemic community” engaged in the construction of
‘the facts’ of climate change (Castree 2014b:6) and the influence of other social
imaginaries and norms. It is also shaped by the sociotechnical arrangements that
enable imagining the future - from computer models to TV studios to ice core
samples. This composite image functions to orientate social forms as a promise of a
future to come, a promise that can be either positive (as in normative or utopian
future-images) or negative (dystopian visions, catastrophes). In both cases it
works to orientate social forms providing something around which to organize a

form of life either by attraction or repulsion: something to be realized or avoided.

The second component of the imaginary is the means by which the future-image is
either realized or avoided - the strategy. Where the future-image suggests what
could (or should) be, the strategy suggests how the promise of the future-image is
to be realized or avoided. It is a diagram (Deleuze 1999:30) that sets out how to
navigate the world (or rather how to make the world) between the present and the
yet-to-be realized future. Returning to climate scientists, if their shared vision of
the future is one of a looming climate change catastrophe, the strategy that is
within their climate change imaginary might be one that sets out who can act
effectively (national governments), how they can act (legislation) and importantly
how they as climate scientists can work on this terrain (producing compelling and
truthful scientific accounts of climate change). This may not be the only strategy
within the imaginary - imaginaries may contain multiple strategies that
correspond to the future-image. But more often than not imaginaries contain a

limited range of strategies, often bound by how the imaginary frames agency and
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produces political (and ethical) scales. The future-image and strategy(s) together
comprose the imaginary as an open terrain. New relationships, problems, events
or sociotechnical arrangements can all intervene into an imaginary, creating the

conditions for its corruption?.

1.4.4 — The refrain

The work of cohering individual acts of imagination into the imaginary, and
organizing the future-image and strategy, is done by what Deleuze & Guattari call
the refrain (1998:311). The refrain is also an answer to the question of how
imaginaries form and how they break down. As long as experience conforms to the
imaginary, and our concepts are validated by experience, then both operations of
the imagination reproduce the imaginary. But when we encounter something that
runs contrary to the imaginary, the process of imagination opens up the possibility
of either transforming the imaginary or undoing it altogether and creating a new
one. The imagination acts as both a relay in the cycle of reproduction of an
imaginary and as the site where an imaginary breaks down. The relationship
between the imaginary and the imagination is not a direct relationship, but a
mediated one. The blurred images of the imaginary are carried to the imagination,

and vice versa, by the refrain.

Refrains are “motifs” around and through which social formations (assemblages)
are formed (Bonta and Protevi 2006:133). Motif is a word that denotes an artistic
or musical pattern, one that works to coordinates the various elements of the
assemblage, inducing them to act in harmony. The musical roots of the concept
refrain are deliberately chosen as the refrain is above all else a device for creating
a melody or harmony (Deleuze and Guattari 1998:312). It could however also be
usefully compared to a literary trope - a trope being a word or phrase deployed
figuratively, such as a metaphor (Miller 1991:9). Motifs, refrains and tropes are all
words that convey a sense of a discrete order, one that works to carry one towards

(or away) from the ‘bigger picture’, be it an image, a song, a story.

3 In a more Deleuzian articulation, we could suggest that it is the necessary excess of imaginaries, including
the excess that emerges from sociotechnical processes that fabricate “digital earths” (Yusoff, 2009:1010), that
enable imaginaries to be contested or corrupted. Deleuze, Gilles, and Felix Guattari. 1998. A Thousand Plateaus:
capitalism and schizophrenia. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, Yusoff, Kathryn. 2009. "Excess,
catastrophe, and climate change." Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 27:1010 - 29.
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Deleuze & Guattari outline the theoretical progression in the emergence, life and
entropic death of a social assemblage through the refrain (1998:312). Things such
as bodies, flows of energy, etc. encounter one another, and find a resonance that
exists as a refrain. This refrain does not have to be symbolic - it could be a phrase,
a practice, a mode of inhabiting an ecology, a cycle in the flows of energy or matter.
What matters is that all the elements share the refrain, and reproduce it. In my
thesis, one such refrain that coheres the eco-catastrophic imaginary and organizes
the various social movement assemblages captured by it is the image of the
catastrophic event. The catastrophic event is a shared motif, one that is taken up
and enunciated time and time again. It is around the motif of a catastrophic event
that many social bodies came together. This coming together is the first aspect of
the refrain. That the catastrophic event serves as a basis for continued action and
discourse is the second aspect of the refrain. The imaginary is maintained through
the repetition of the refrain. It is not just that experience supports the imaginary:
the refrains must continue to be reproduced. It is what links the future-image to
the strategy. The catastrophic event does not just present an image of the end of
the world, it also suggests urgency, a scale of the problem, and a language to
engage with it. The refrain is a block of content (Bonta and Protevi 2006:133),
outlining both a future-image and a strategy. On its own a single refrain is only
part of an imaginary - a number of refrains come together to combine their images
and strategies into what will become the imaginary, itself more than the sum of its
refrains just as a song is affectively more than its melodies, rhythms and refrains.
For example, as I develop in Chapter 3, the eco-catastrophic imaginary is expressed
via three refrains - the catastrophic event, often imagined as a flood or some other
dramatic disaster; the idea of humanity as a consuming being, again often
expressed as a statement of human nature as boundlessly greedy; and finally in the
sense that nature has ended, often figured through images of contamination or
pollution. These three come together to constitute the eco-catastrophic imaginary,
marking out its boundaries and form, and also where it starts to break down as an

imaginary as we shall see.

The refrain is the element that enables the coherence of organisational forms such
as the imaginary to be established. Refrains co-produce the assemblages’ enduring

character as well as that of the imaginary. The refrain also serves as the point
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where assemblages break down or mutate. The refrain through repetition finds
itself resonating with new elements. Connections are made with other refrains,
other assemblages. A social movement advocates for economic policies that
responded to catastrophic climate change. The Pentagon also takes up catastrophe
as a motif, suggesting a new form of war. The refrain of catastrophe here connects
two distinct assemblages, suggesting that both must change. The Pentagon outlines
a strategy for securing increasingly scarce resources; the social movement shifts to
protesting oil wars, connecting energy imperialism to climate change. A mutation

has occurred.

The creation of new connections can strengthen the assemblage or transform it. It
can also lead to it breaking down completely. This process of decomposition can
result from either a shock to the imaginary itself through a confrontation with the
symbolic or sublime (Deleuze 1978), or through the corruption of the refrains that
cohere it (Deleuze and Guattari 1998:241). How is a refrain corrupted? The
definition of the refrain suggests that to corrupt an assemblage means taking up a
refrain and drawing it into another connection, one that undermines the coherence
of the whole. It is to take the idea or phrase out of context, put the elements to
other uses, to render the function unproductive. To stay with the musical theme,
imagine an orchestra where one player becomes besotted by the refrain they are
playing. They decide to follow it, paying no heed to the conductor or indeed the
piece of music they should be performing. The player follows the inclinations of
the refrain, playing increasingly out of step with the other musicians. The piece the
orchestra is corrupted, and sounds ever more discordant and the player’s free
improvisation takes over. Corruption in this fashion decomposes the body of the
assemblage through a process of excess. The refrain refuses to remain bound by

the imaginary and instead sets off on its own.

The idea of corruption offers a suggestion for political praxis* Corruption is the
take up of one element of an institution in a manner that ignores how that element

fits into the order of things and the rules of how it functions within that institution.

4 Corruption as a potential political tool has many similarities to Agamben’s notion of profanation, a concept
Braun explores with relation to the emerging urban dispositif of resilience. Agamben, Giorgio. 2007.
Profanations. New York: Zone books, Braun, Bruce. 2013. "A new urban dispositif? Governing life in an age of
climate change." Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 32:49 - 64.
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It is to make it work against the institution by taking it too far, all the while leaving
it in place. It means drawing the element into another project, making it part of a
different plan, orientating it towards contrary goals. It is a process of unauthorised
appropriation or, pace catastrophe, of salvage (Chapter 7). In order to overcome a
blockage or impasse, an assemblage must be corrupted. I explore two such
moments of imaginative corruption - Transitions Towns and the Dark Mountain
Project (Chapters 7 and 8). [ set out how both reimagine ecological catastrophe as
a way of refusing certain aspects of environmental praxis in order to break from
the impasse of UK environmental politics, teasing out how they move away from

other forms of environmental politics.

1.5 — Situating this thesis

1.5.1 - Entanglements

This thesis is the outcome of a series of movements, including movements through
disciplines and bodies of knowledge, driven by the problem of impasse. Starting
with environmental praxis and the matter of how the future was imagined, I
worked into current debates within geography, the environmental humanities and
science & technology studies that articulate a materialist account of political
practice (Braun and Whatmore 2010) in order to produce an account of the role of

the imaginary in environmental politics.

For the past 30 years there has been a series of slow disciplinary transformations
and the emergence of a number of minor scholarships that explore social relations
as the outcome of more-than-human entanglements and arrangements, most
notably within geography, science & technology studies and political theory,
perhaps culminating with the material turn (Braun and Castree 1998a; Coole and
Frost 2010; Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012; Rose et al. 2012). This tendency
towards the production of situated knowledges (Haraway 1991) that refuse the
culture-nature binary and seek to explore how worlds are co-constructed by
human, more-than-human and geo-technical agents has emerged slowly as a
counter-current within several disciplines. It rests on a number of developments,
but specifically draws on largely feminist developments in the materialisms of

Deleuze and Foucault, the work of science & technology scholars such as Haraway,
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Latour and Stengers and a number of methodological innovations within social
science (Bennett 2010; Bonta and Protevi 2006; DeLanda 2006; Dooren 2014;
Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Star 1999).

While this tendency has been given a sense of urgency by the series of profound
environmental and social crises of recent years (Ellsworth and Kruse 2012; Rose et
al. 2012), we should be wary of proclaiming crises as the cause of such a
development. Rather as outlined by Braun and Castree vis-a-vis geography (Braun
and Castree 1998a) and Braidotti vis-a-vis feminism and philosophy (in Dolphijn
and van der Tuin 2012), such a tendency has been present within a range of
disciplines for several decades, and speaks to a number of convergent political
concerns. Here I would suggest that the tendency speaks to an attempt to
overcome the left political impasse of the late 1960s and early 1970s, or what
Wendy Brown has called Left Melancholia (1999), an impasse that in certain
respects demands a deeper engagement with the technical and more-than-human

aspects of social and historical dynamics.

A key debate within this broad movement of scholarship centres on the question of
agency with complex more-than-human social assemblages (Bennett 2010; Coole
and Frost 2010; DeLanda 2006; Latour 2004a). Specifically, with the
acknowledgement of the active role of non-human things within social relations
existing notions of political agency have become troubled. Not only is there an
open question as to what to include in the political community (Latour 2004a;
Stengers 2010), there is also the question of producing an account of human
political agency compatible with the idea that all such agency takes place within a
space of “constrained freedom” (Braun and Castree 1998a:35). The constraints
interrogated here are not merely those of complex inter-dependencies (Federici
2004; Midnight Notes 1992), but are specific to the current socio-ecological
conjuncture (Castree 2014a; Clark 2010).

Two specific political problems emerge in relation to climate change. The first is
that the problem of climate change is on an inhuman scale, both physically and
temporally (Clark 2010; 2012b; Morton 2013). Individual actions neither ‘add up’
to climate change nor seemingly affect it as a problem. At the same time the non-

linear (‘chaotic’) nature of climate change means it is unclear what any specific
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action will do vis-a-vis climate change, and that a small action could have drastic
outcomes. Secondly, the problem of climate change is not reducible to human
actions but necessarily involves non-human actors, including inhuman geological
actors. Hence it is not completely amenable to human actions because of the active

role of other agents (Clark 2010).

Here it is important to note that the notion of constrained freedom and the
problem of agency emerges in large part because of the narrow political terrain of
much existing work on the politics of matter (Braun and Whatmore 2010:xxvii).
While there is an emerging body of work, most notably within radical geography
and anthropology, that explores a range of political frameworks vis-a-vis
environmental politics (Lockrem and Lugo 2015), much existing scholarship
remains bound to liberal political presuppositions, especially work making use of
Actor-Network Theory (Latour 2004a; Noys 2010). As yet unexplored however is
the role of liberal political praxis within environmental politics. I explore liberal
praxis within this thesis as part of the sociotechnical material that shapes what can
be imagined as realistic future possibilities or what Nigel Thrift calls
“plausibilities” (2010:139), and thus a crucial component of both political praxis

and the environmental imaginary.

The problem of the limits of liberalism as a political praxis emerged during the
course of my memory-work specifically around the question of how scalable
political agency is vis-a-vis climate change. Throughout this work what manifested
was a (commonplace) hierarchical notion of political scale (Marston, Jones IIl and
Woodward 2005), where the local or situated was deemed inadequate as a place
from which to act on climate change and the global set out as the only site of
possible, realistic political action (Gibson-Graham 2002; Massey 2014:81-3). This
globalising scale is an expression of a universalist liberal political logic (Brown
2001; Massey 2014; Tsing 2004), one that is troubled by images of future
ecological catastrophes; indeed, it could be argued that climate change and the
notion of the Anthropocene (Castree 2014a; Steffen et al. 2011) both mark the

limit of this universalist global scale (Cook and Balayannis 2015).

Despite both the exhaustion of the global political scale and the destructive

processes of neoliberalism as a project and mode of reason (Brown 2015; Harvey
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2007; Mirowski 2013), liberalism lingers on as praxis, particularly within UK
environmentalism. As such my interrogation of the impasse within environmental
praxis also focuses on how liberalism has been able to endure neoliberalism,
especially when other social-political projects have not be able to do so (Povinelli
2011). It is in order to examine this question that I work with the work of Lauren
Berlant (2011) and Wendy Brown (1999; 2001; 2015) as theorists of the impasse

of liberal political praxis and affect.

This thesis is also engaged in a sustained conversation with work within the
environmental humanities and science & technology studies (STS) as they
intersect with the politics of ecological catastrophe. Specifically I draw on and
work with STS scholarship in order to develop an account of how the science of
ecological crises, climate change in particular, is co-narrated as a matter of political
concern within an environmental milieu that includes scientists, writer-activists,
activist and Non-Governmental Organisations (Clark 2010; Demeritt 2001;
Demeritt 2006; Edwards 2010; Jasanoff 2010; Latour 2004b). I also work with the
low theory (Halberstam 2011)5 of peak oil and the broad non-academic literature
produced within this field in order to explore how catastrophe can be understood
as a kind of slow violence (Nixon 2011) in order to escape the impasse of
environmental praxis (Greer 2008; Heinberg 2005; 2007; Hopkins 2008;
Kingsnorth and Hine 2009).

Starting from these excursions I work through accounts of what I would call
situated politics - politics that takes place within frameworks that are concerned
with how specific worlds are co-constructed, be it through care (Bellacasa 2012;
2015), grief and mourning (Butler 2004; Dooren 2014), or craft, repair and the
ontological labour of producing thick justice (Easterling 2014; Jackson 2014;
Papadopoulos 2010; 2014; Plumwood 1993). The common thread that I have used
to bring these works together is the narration of the necessity of co-producing a
proximate political and ethical scale, one that works with more-than-human

communities. It is on the basis of this rescaling that the question of making space

5 By low theory Halberstam means theory produced from eclectic and eccentric materials - academic, popular,
counter-cultural and otherwise. This theory pursues knowledge outside of recognised frameworks, often in
pursuit of problematics as yet unconsidered either in the academy or within governmental institutions. The
body of work produced around the issue of peak oil is, I contend, a kind of low theory, one rapidly becoming
accepted within existing institutional frameworks.
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for other ‘things’ can be taken seriously (Dooren 2014), and that a situated politics
that emphasises the point that to be for some worlds is to necessarily be against
others (Haraway 2014:47), thus compelling us to care for the worlds we make
possible and those that we render impossible through our actions and ways of

knowing.

1.5.2 - A specific kind of nature; a specific kind of crisis

There are two approaches within existing social science research (largely within
geography and sociology) on UK environmental movements that tackle climate
change and ‘systemic’ environmental issues such as peak oil. The first tendency
focuses on providing a positive account of the transformative effects of
environmental activism. On the one hand the political framework of climate
activists is said to provide an alternative antagonistic (as opposed to consensual)
political framework focused on global solidarity and commons-building
(Chatterton, Featherstone and Routledge 2013a). On the other hand we also see
accounts that suggest the transformative power of climate and environment
movements in the UK is incremental - the result of the building of activist
capacities over generations (Plows 2000; 2008). Both approaches to the
transformative power of environmental activism suggest that environmental
activists produce change either as an intervening force that alters what is
considered to be possible (McGregor 2015) or as a constituent force that builds
autonomous institutions of social power (Barry and Quilley 2008; Saunders and
Price 2009). Both accounts merge within the literature not only critically (Frenzel
2014) but in order to place UK environmental activism within broader political
tendencies (Feigenbaum, Frenzel and McCurdy 2013; North 2011) that extend
beyond informal and grassroots political groups to the understudied area of
environmental Non-Governmental Organisations (Doyle 2009; Szarka 2013).
While much of this work is largely positive if not celebratory, there are a number
of critical accounts that question the radical constitution and capacities of
organisations such as Climate Camp (Saunders 2012) or Transition Towns (Brown
et al. 2012; Cato and Hillier 2011; North and Longhurst 2013). In addition, there
has been some work that has attempted to construct an account of the UK

environment movement over time including accounts of how activism transcended
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the bounds of local conflicts to become international issues (Rootes 2013), and an

account of the milieu in relation to broader societal trends (Dalton 2015).

Such critical questioning gestures towards the second tendency of research on the
UK environmental milieu. If we can broadly characterise the first affirmationist
tendency as one that positively focused on the specific transformative effects of
environmental activism, the second tendency is more concerned with exploring
the limitations of the political frameworks used by environmental activists. This
body of geographical work is largely conducted through an account of
environmentalism as a form of postpolitics (Swyngedouw 2008; 2010; 2013).
Postpolitical here signals the transformation of environmental political praxis from
one concerned with ‘properly’ political questions to one focused on technical
policy solutions, framed within neoclassical and neoliberal economic orthodoxy,
that are presented in place of properly political debate and discussion (Crouch
2012; Valentine 2005). While a much contested concept (Dean 2009; McCarthy
2013; Valentine 2005), this approach has been particularly used in relation to
Climate Camp (Schlembach 2011; Schlembach, Lear and Bowman 2012),
producing some useful insights on how climate science discourse is mobilised by

Climate Camp to often stifle debate or internal dissent.

While the latter two papers break with much of the postpolitical literature and
interrogate a specific site - Climate Camp - the traffic between the earth sciences
and environmental activism in the UK is little explored beyond noting the adoption
and translation of science into activist policy (Schlembach, Lear and Bowman
2012). The processes of scientific knowledge constitution and the mobilisation of
knowledge within activist praxis is undertheorised, with the result being an
account of UK environmental activism that lacks any substantive discussion of how
scientific knowledge of climate change is produced or of the role of environmental
activists in producing such knowledge. In addition, the postpolitical analysis tends
to treat science as a specific kind of exhaustive fact, one that paralyses political
activism and that can only imply technical or policy solutions, an account at odds
with the long history of environmental studies, as well as that of science and
technology studies (Castree 2014b; Demeritt 2001; 2006; Dryzek 2005; Fortun
2001; Haraway 1991; 1997; Hay 2002; Jasanoff 2010; Latour 2004a). As such,
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while presenting a welcome intervention into the collective framework of
environmental praxis, this second tendency fails to offer a sufficiently critical
account of how environmental activism in the UK both succeeds and fails, and thus

what it enables and disables as forms of politics.

To both of these tendencies we could add a more general concern with the
problem of impasse in environmental politics that takes place at a medium point
between universalist critiques and specific ‘localised’ analysis. Here we largely find
a series of debates and accounts that focus on declining membership numbers in
environmental groups or a lack of efficacy in producing legislative changes
(Anderson 2010a; Dalton 2015; Feola and Nunes 2014; Plows 2008; Schlembach
2011). As such we find a description of the state of impasse but no explanation for
it. This body of work fails to adequately resolve the question of impasse: either the
accounts are too general or descriptive, or they lack a sufficiently wide gaze and

thus cannot offer an analysis of the impasse.

[ would suggest here that this is due to the impasse being located at the level of the
imaginary and thus neither a matter of discourse nor something that can be
explored within a singular research site. Rather, as suggested by Marcus (2007;
2009), the imaginary is something that emerges across multiple material and
discursive locations and thus requires a mobile methodology and a theoretical
framework attentive to emergent objects (Bonta and Protevi 2006; Massumi
1999). Research requires an experimental procedure, one that works to make
visible or summon into being the research object in order to ask how it comes to

be, how it endures and how it produces a state of impasse.

[ would suggest that the broader import of this thesis lies in the exploration of how
forms of knowing the world shape not only praxis but what kinds of hope we have
access to, and what these forms of hope enable and disable politically. While Braun
and Castree argue that hope is to be found in understanding how our world is co-
produced and how we are situated in a more-than-human world, and thus in the
articulation of a politics that, pace Haraway, is neither beholden to a myth of
environmental Eden nor a future of technological dominance but rather is
attentive to the consequences of how we construct and care for our worlds

(Bellacasa 2012; Papadopoulos 2014), [ would suggest that such an understanding
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may just as easily produce a sense of hopelessness and fatalism. Rather, we need to
know how it is that we are produced as hopeless not only despite but through our
attentiveness to the world in order to make our way through the impasse of

modern environmentalism and engage with ecological catastrophe.

1.6 — Thesis outline

This thesis is a story about stories, specifically of how catastrophic stories are
made, told and circulated and about what happens to politics as narrated within a
tale of ecological catastrophe. I start by outlining my methodological approach in
‘Chapter 2 - How to imagine the end of the world’. In this chapter I bring my
account of the imaginary into conversation with multi-sited ethnography (Marcus
1998; 2007) and memory-work (Haug 1999) as a method of exploring social

imaginaries through the work of juxtaposition and bricolage.

In ‘Chapter 3 - The horror of the end’, [ connect my account of the mechanics of the
imaginary, particularly their reproduction via the refrain (Deleuze and Guattari
1998:312) to the discursive field within which my research sites are situated. I
draw out the character and functionality of the three refrains of the eco-
catastrophic imaginary, ‘catastrophe itself’, ‘humanity in excess’ and ‘the end of
nature’ and outline how they specifically work to orientate UK environmental
praxis. [ examine the work of a number of specific writer-activists (Nixon 2011) -
Mark Lynas and Clive Hamilton, George Monbiot and Bill McKibben - as well as a
smaller host of associated writer-activists and scientist-activists. This engagement
takes place in three movements working through recent scholarship in science and
technology studies (i.e., Edwards 2010; Jasanoff 2010; Stengers 2000; 2010), the
work of geographer Nigel Clark on the inhuman scales of ‘natural’ processes and
forces (2010) as well as discussions on the naturalisation and construction of

limits, boundaries and nature as an object of concern.

In ‘Chapter 4 - Managing catastrophe and counting carbon’ I turn to the first of my
field sites Climate Camp. Through a particular approach to memory-work I draw
out the various tensions in the Camp’s practice and history, and outline how the
state of impasse was produced through the Camp’s praxis and in particular its

cruel attachment to a vision of active citizenship. The impasse in climate change
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activism in turn undermined the Camp’s radical political positioning and induced a
shift towards a politics of advocacy over one of direct action. Taking up a number
of critiques of global-scale thinking (Gibson-Graham 2002; Massey 2014; Tsing
2004) I contend that a shift away from disruptive actions took place in favour of
more politically liberal forms of advocacy. Critically mobilising the work of Wendy
Brown (1999; 2001; 2015) and Nira Yuval-Davis (2008) I contend that the impasse
of environmental activism as expressed by Climate Camp is the outcome of a
politics that rests on the possibility of active citizenship at a point in history when

such a political vision is less realisable than ever.

Continuing to trace the idea of making demands on national governments as a
means of addressing catastrophic climate change, in ‘Chapter 5 - Liberal
utopianism part 2’ [ explore through memory-work a environmental Non-
Governmental Organisation campaign to institute a climate change law in the UK.
This chapter concludes the exploration of the impasse started in Chapter 4 by
turning to an organisation that explicitly rests its hope of solving climate change as
an issue on the nation-state. Over the course of the chapter I explore how the
public professions of faith in government hid a set of privately held beliefs in the
futility of appealing to government and, ultimately, of environmental activism vis-
a-vis climate change. I do so through a continued engagement with Brown’s work
through the use of queer theorisations of both failure (Berlant 2011; Halberstam
2011) and utopia (Munoz 2009), and the necessity and impossibility of both. The
end result is the rise of a form of green melancholia, where humanity and human
nature come to be blamed for the inability to politically address the problem of

ecological catastrophe.

At this point I turn to the details of a specific re-imagining of the eco-catastrophic
imaginary undertaken by a tendency within the UK environmental milieu. In
‘Chapter 6 - The slow violence of collapse’ I make use of the work of Rob Nixon
(2011) to outline how the catastrophic event is re-imagined as a long and slow
process of social collapse by two UK environmental organisations, Transition
Towns and the Dark Mountain Project. I outline how this re-imagining affects the
other refrains of the eco-catastrophic imaginary, and what this future-image of

collapse suggests as possible political strategies. Specifically, [ set out how re-
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imagining the catastrophic event as a process of collapse enables a practice of

dwelling within ecological crisis and the re-scaling of environmental praxis.

In ‘Chapter 7 - Transition Towns’ I make use of ethnographic participant-
observation within a local Transition Towns group in order to explore their
particular approach to the ‘inevitable’ collapse of industrial civilisation, that of
relocalisation. [ explore this strategy as an example of what I call radical fatalism,
or an approach to social change that relies not on human activism but natural
limits to transform society for the better. I interrogate the practices that make up
this strategy through the work of a number of science and technology studies
scholars (Bellacasa 2012; 2015; Easterling 2014; Jackson 2014; Papadopoulos
2010; 2014) as well as the work of philosopher Val Plumwood (1993). [ argue that
Transition Towns’ approach, while both novel and necessary, falls short of the
desire to produce a benign collective form of survivalism by failing to challenge

existing social and material inequities.

Chapter 8 continues to explore radical fatalism and the future-image of collapse
through my ethnographic fieldwork with the Dark Mountain Project. Here we see a
project dedicated to embracing collapse but without the hope for positive social
transformation as found within Transition Towns. In its place we encounter a deep
belief in the agency of catastrophe itself as a force of social change, one that will
correct the horrors of industrialism and necessitate a more intimate, ecocentric
form of life. I set out an account of their attempt to use catastrophe and social
collapse as a means for transforming social imaginaries - that is as a method -
making use of the work of Judith Butler (2004; 2010) and Thom van Dooren
(2014), and continuing in my engagement with the work of Plumwood,
Papadopoulos and Bellacasa. The Dark Mountain Project ultimately embrace a
stronger version of radical fatalism than Transition Towns and are completely
reliant on a catastrophic agent to realise their vision of life after collapse. |
conclude by arguing that neither catastrophe nor collapse can be considered as
unitary or singular events, and that the UK environment movement remains
caught in an orientation towards globe-spanning agents, be they social

movements, governments or inhuman agents such as peak oil or ‘nature’ itself.
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[ conclude in Chapter 9 by outlining the limitations of visions of both catastrophe
and collapse, and suggest it is the politics of the event itself that forms the
foundation of the impasse. I argue that the politics of the event, along with the
legacy of liberalism, is undone by the complexities of ecological catastrophe as a
form of slow environmental violence, one that exists across multiple spatial and
temporal scales. This complex existence produces an excess that cannot be
captured at a global level but rather can only be engaged with by following the
specificities of any given problem as it works its way in and through the world. I
suggest that shifting focus away from the catastrophic event to the complex
unfolding processes that characterise slow environmental violence creates the
imaginary conditions for a transformation of environmental praxis. This
transformation represents a break with existing liberal political traditions and the
cultivation of forms of situated politics that takes the conditions of life as the basis

for action over and against the event.

While this thesis covers much ground, it does not cover everything. It focuses on a
brief period of climate and environmental activism (2006-2013) and within this
period it does not explore all of the environmental organisations or movements of
the UK. As the research period of this thesis was ending, a direct action orientated
environmental movement seemed to be emerging in the UK focused on
confronting and opposing the development of hydraulic-fracturing (so-called
fracking) projects in the UK. This could prove to be an opening into other forms of
environmental praxis marked by a decentring of the catastrophic event in favour of
a concern for what Papadopoulos calls questions of “thick justice” (2010). Finally,
my research does not engage with the small but significant body of activist-
scientists and their practices in any sustained way. Further exploration of the
connections and differences between these activist-scientists and the UK

environmental movements would be a fruitful avenue of future research.
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Chapter 2: Working with the end of the world

2.1 — Introduction

My research set out from the intuition of a problem that first emerged while [ was
within the UK environment movement. I followed this problem through my
research, developing a body of not only theoretical tools but also a specific
methodological approach. Working back and forth through my materials, I
developed a way of mapping what I call the eco-catastrophic imaginary. Making
use of the concept of the refrain I found it possible to set out how this imaginary
worked within the environmental milieu, outlining how the future appeared (the
future-image) and how the future organized environmental praxis in the present

(the strategy).

The work of mapping an imaginary is one of comparison and approximation. By
comparison I do not mean the setting up of a standard against which judgments
can be made, but rather what Isabelle Stengers has suggested is a process of
creating the conditions of a rapport between assemblages (2011). By creating the
conditions of rapport, the refrains can be explored through a process of
juxtaposition. One practice overlaid on another, one set of phrases over another,
one form over another. Juxtaposition is a practice of comparison that relies on the
rapport between assemblages in order to produce situated knowledge (Haraway

1991).

The work of building a rapport was not only a methodological one but, as set out in
Section 1.4, a matter of bringing together a coherent theoretical framework. Both
journeys are processes of political experimentation and both constitute
intertwined styles of following the world. The methodological framework I took up
at the beginning of this journey was one attuned to the thickness of everyday
experience without being contained by it - that of ethnography, or more
specifically, multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1998). Multi-sited ethnography
(MSE) is part of the partisan tradition of ethnography (Marcus 1998; Marcus and
Fischer 1999) that emerged in response to note only the novel problems of the
emerging neoliberal period, marked by anti-colonial, feminist, queer and ecological

struggles, but as an attempt by queer, feminist, environmental and radical scholars
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to engage with everyday experiences of political struggle and life within a
globalised world-system against the colonial and imperial inheritances of the
social sciences (Biehl and McKay 2012; Fortun 2001; Graeber 2009; Marcus and
Fischer 1999; Ong and Collier 2005; Povinelli 2011; Thomas 1993; Tsing 2004). I
brought this current of radical ethnographic practice into conversation with the
use of ethnography within science and technology studies in order to thicken the
methodological account of agency to include the technoscientific and more-than-
human worlds (Helmreich 2008; Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Latour 2004a;
Rabinow 2003; Rajan 2006; Star 1999; van Dooren 2014).

While MSE is the overarching framework, my journey took me into my own past,
and thus called for an engagement with memory. A political engagement with
memory calls for a de-individualising of past experiences. It calls for a political
practice of making private experiences into public affects, a practice common not
only to much environmental praxis (Lockwood 2012) but to feminist methodology.
[ worked with the methodology of Frigga Haug (1999) in order to develop a means
of putting my own past experiences into question with others in order to develop
the accounts that form the basis of Chapters 4 and 5. Haug’s approach to memory-
work resonates with the juxtapositional approach used by MSE, and thickens the
engagement with the UK environmental milieu by drawing in past events,
memories and recollections into the accounts of the present, thus opening up a

mnemonic and genealogical context alongside a geographical one.

2.2 — A mixed multi-sited methodology

The research process I've undertaken starts with a particular problem that I have
access to and then explores the connections that problem has to other problems
(How to apply direct action tactics to climate change for example), things (protest
camps), processes and flows (Marcus 1998:16). My research project works
through an instrumentalisation of my memories and participant observation
fieldwork, supplemented with an analysis of the environmental milieu’s literature,
in order to map the eco-catastrophic imaginary. The methodological framework I
chose at the outset of my project to undertake this analysis was that of a multi-

sited ethnography (MSE). MSE as a methodological approach makes use of a range
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of specific methods that enable the work of juxtaposition and approximation to
map imaginaries (Marcus 2007). After exploring MSE below, I turn to the specific
devices I made use of during my research: participant-observation and memory-
work. These methods are part of the overall work of juxtaposition and serve to
draw together the various elements of the social assemblages and the refrains of

the eco-catastrophic imaginary.

2.2.1 - Constructing emergent objects

Ethnography’s particular contribution to social science methodology rests on the
role of the experience of the researcher (Clifford and Marcus 1986:2; Van Maanen
1988:ix). It is a method for systematically describing and analysing a
contemporary culture, lifeworld or framework of interpretation through the
practices of fieldwork and writing up (Geertz 1973). Traditional ethnography
“privileges an engaged, contextually rich and nuanced type of qualitative social
research, in which fine grained daily interactions constitute the lifeblood of the
data produced” (Falzon 2009:1). Typically the researcher spends a long period in a
single place and draws their data from that single site. The fieldsite is often
conventionally considered as a kind of container for the set of social relations
being researched (ibid). These social relations are brought into relief and studied
through the researchers experience of difference. Ethnography works through
instrumentalising ones own experience of difference in order to represent “the

social reality of others” (Van Maanen 1988:ix).

George Marcus first proposed MSE as a methodology in order to study the process,
ideas and relationships of the globalising world-system (1998). Marcus argued
that rather than compare one site to another it would be better to juxtapose
research sites in order to “put questions to an emergent object of study whose
contours, sites and relationships are not known beforehand” (1998:86). This
meant shifting the locus of research from the fieldsite to the relationships between
sites, and in doing so took up the challenge of researching trans-local phenomena
such as social imaginaries (Marcus 2007) by understanding them as emergent
phenomena, and not cultural practices bound to a particular location (Nadai and

Maeder 2005).
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This approach to trans-local and global phenomena is functionally focused on
examining what Collier and Ong call “both the ‘mechanical’ foundations... and the
actual processes and structures” of assemblages (2005:10). Collier and Ong deploy
a Deleuzian conceptualization of the assemblage as a means of exploring the
articulation of different aspects of globalization in specific locales (ibid:4). They
situate this particular approach to the assemblage alongside other accounts of the
assemblage such as Foucauldian accounts, as a ‘middle range’ theoretical device.
Paul Rabinow’s reworked approach to anthropology also builds on a Foucauldian
framework of assemblages and apparatuses (dispositifs) (2003) and is part of
what Marcus and Saka call a tendency in research that seeks to engage with “the
imaginaries for the shifting relations and emergent conditions of spatially

distributed objects” (2006:106).

The labour of juxtaposition is thus an additive not differential practice, one that
can and does incorporate a number of specific methods in order to fabricate an
account of the emergent object of research. In order to map the contours of the
eco-catastrophic imaginary, there needs to be a process of ‘following’ a thing
(Marcus 1998:16) across various sites using whatever method most appropriate to

that terrain.

2.2.2 — Following the world

MSE as an approach is mobile, following a ‘thing’ from one site to another, moving
by way of “displacements and juxtapositions” (Marcus 2007:12) and mapping not
only the social processes that organize the movement and ‘liveliness’ of the thing,
but the range of “actual and possible outcomes” of its functioning (Marcus

1998:69) in an iterative and emergent process.

This movement constitutes what Falzon suggests is the key practical difference
between single and multi-sited ethnography, where the analytical direction is to
extend social process out in a manner that undermines the boundedness of single
sites as opposed to looking to contain social processes within a territory
(2009:13). This movement is itself a heuristic model, one that Marcus links back to
Deleuze & Guattari’s account of the rhizome (1998:86). One of the crucial

characteristics of rhizomes is how they work - via “variation, expansion, conquest,
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capture, offshoots” (Deleuze and Guattari 1998:21). Such a movement suggests not
only an approach to researching emergent objects, but also a mechanics for how

social assemblages themselves function.

Researching such objects requires what I would suggest (following Deleuze &
Guattari) is a kind of nomadic fieldwork; not only in the sense that each site of
research is only visited in order to be left behind, favouring the relation over the
site, but also in the sense that the objective is not to construct a holistic or
universal account but to follow the flow of things in order to develop an account of
a specific problem (ibid:362). Nomadic fieldwork is a work of situated social
science, but one that employs the techniques not of an ordered discipline but
rather whatever tools come ready to hand that can be put to work in order to
“attend to material[s] and forces” (Bonta and Protevi 2006) that condition the

problem under study (Deleuze and Guattari 1998:362).

There have been thus far few efforts to make use of the concept of the refrain in
ethnographic accounts (Crociani-Windland 2011; Ivinson and Renold 2013;
Palmas 2011). My own approach follows the conceptual schema laid out in Chapter
1 and looks to combine both repetitive discursive and non-discursive practices as
the “social correlates and groundings” (Marcus 1998:108) of the refrains. Such an
approach is necessarily a work of experimentation with the refrains (Stengers
2008a), where the fabrication of connections requires moving not only across
different geographical sites using participant-observation, but different
temporalities via memory-work. In addition, the UK environmental milieu hosts a
diffuse discursive site in the form of circulating texts and documents that also
requires careful analysis as a site in its own right and not just a supplement to
territorialized fieldsites. This latter diffused field across sites serves as the

departure point for my analysis in Chapter 3.

2.2.3 — Locating the researcher

My position is that of a partisan researcher with dual membership (Anderson
2006b) to both the academy and the UK environment movement. As my research
is a work of critical MSE and more broadly located within the radical social

sciences, such partisanship does not undermine my research. Indeed, much recent
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critical ethnographic research has been built deliberately on partisan foundations
(Marcus 1998; Shukaitis, Graeber and Biddle 2007; Thomas 1993). As outlined in
the introduction (and in Chapter 1), the actual historical process of research did
not include the idea of the refrain or imaginary as objects of research but rather
started with an intuition of a problem that captured my attention. Indeed, the
concept of the imaginary itself emerged through mapping the connections and
relations of the various fieldsites. This is not to say that the imaginary is only a
heuristic device. While the imaginary is a social construction insofar as the
researcher articulates it through a project of research and analysis, this does not
mean they are the only agent involved in its construction. An environmental
imaginary, as I set out in greater detail in Chapters 3, 4 and 5, emerges out of a
series of experiments and articulations: scientific devices and labours, activist
practices, journalism, writing and awareness raising, the organisational concerns
of NGOs, questions of finance, of policing and of international law. Which is to say
while I in no way discover the imaginary, it should not be said that it is my
invention. Rather it is an emergent research object (Marcus 2007:7), one that
compels me to understand how the imaginary unfolds (Stengers 2005), to find way

to make it visible as I in turn act on and shape it as a partisan researcher.

My overall research stance is methodologically and theoretically critical, in that
while I do not set out specifically to address entrenched or ‘elite’ power structures
(Biehl and McKay 2012; Thomas 1993), my research does set out to become a
(limited) means of “social consciousness and societal change” (Thomas 1993:4).
My focus is on the limits to the praxis of the environment movement as expressed
in the current political impasse of the milieu. As such my fidelity is to the political
problem of the impasse, a fidelity aided by my dual memberships (Anderson
2006b) insofar as moving between worlds partially dislocates me from both. My
assumption is that political knowledges and practices are far from innocent
(Haraway 1991:584) and thus require interrogation as a part of a reflexive

political praxis.

2.2.4 — Research ethics

In the latter part of my fieldwork, what Marcus outlines as my epistemic

partnership or complicity (2007:7) was limited to debates and conversations with
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people I had only just met, or knew only for a short time, as often occurs in
traditional participant-observation. The first half of my fieldwork was undertaken
amongst friends and colleagues from the environment movement. There are a
number of potential issues with and advantages to working with friends.
McConnell-Henry et al. (2009:3) suggest that one advantage is that research time
is not “wasted” establishing a forum in which the participant feels comfortable
opening up”. Previous dialogue and relations enable an immediate depth to
conversations that often is produced only after much fieldtime in traditional
ethnographic methods. To know a terrain well often means that time need not be
spent getting to know the field and attention can be turned to more productive
questions. There are two potential problems here. The first often identified is that
familiarity might disable the ‘newness’ of a site that produces knowledge. As
outline above, MSE does not rely on difference as a method so much as
juxtaposition, and thus this objection is less relevant to my methodology. If | were
to remain in the terrain of the familiar, then it might perhaps undermine even the
work of juxtaposition. Therefore there is a necessary balance to be stuck between
novel and known. However, as Falzon outlines, there is a significant degree to
which no site is entirely novel in a world of rich globalised connections (2009:5-6).
Marcus’ initial suggestion as to the ‘problem’ that MSE was responding to a
suggestion that difference is in fact no longer operative in a globalised world,

where difference is now only a matter of degree and not kind (Marcus 1998).

The second problem as identified by Howell (2004:345) is that while close social
relations may often produce the richest data they are often also relationships a
researcher may feel reluctant to betray through exposure. As Fraser and Puwar
note, taking “private moments of exchange into the public realm in the name of a
scholarly ‘good’”” may result in “a sense of betrayal and disloyalty” (2008:10). My
approach to this dilemma is twofold. Firstly I work to ensure that I meet strong
standards of ethical practice - data is anonymised, consent gained for use of
individual materials, and I ensure that I do not misrepresent or distort the views or
opinions of others but faithfully reproduce not only the detail but general sense
and context of a statement or position. Where individuals may feel that I have
misrepresented or ‘betrayed’ them, I will be able to provide notes and transcripts

in order to work through the issue at hand, correct any errors on my part and any
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misunderstandings on theirs (Brewis forthcoming). This may not be sufficient to
ward off feelings of betrayal however, as it may be my conclusions or analysis that
could be the contestable elements: that is, the problem could be a political or
theoretical disagreement, not one of fair representation. In this instance my
approach is to state clearly and forthrightly my own complicities and alliances, as
well as positions, making clear that my location as a researcher is not neutral and
thus, as Haraway reminds us, is a way of “being for some worlds and not others”
(1997). As a critical insider - a member of the UK environmental milieu - I am
focused on where the movement is going and what we can do to face the problem

of catastrophic climate change.

2.3 — Research methods

My research and methodological exploration is arranged as a journey instead of a
predesigned research programme. My methodology grew iteratively as the
intuition that compelled my research developed into a research problem, coming
together as a MSE project. The specific devices 1 deployed to undertake my
research, including concepts and theories, also accrued over the journey as I
followed the specificities of the refrains across the UK environmental milieu,

taking turns I did not anticipate at the outset.

In this section I outline the specific methods I made use of across this journey in a
chronological order, starting with the texts of the environmental milieu, moving
onto memory-work and ending with participant-observation. This mirrors the
exposition in Section 2.4 where I outline the research sites, starting with an
overview of the textual materials before moving onto the memory-work territories

and finally the sites of participant-observation.

2.3.1 — Memory-work

The method used to explore my past involvements in the UK environment milieu is
memory-work. Like much map-making, memory work functions to patch “together
reconstructions out of fragments of evidence” (Kuhn 1995:4). My focus here is not
on the much contested and debated nature of memory as a thing (Brown 2008).

Rather, my focus is on working with memory in order to understand how a
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particular way of imagining the future impacted on past activity in which [ was
involved. This means the process of memory-work takes place on contested
imaginary terrain (Stephenson and Papadopoulos 2006: 52), and is explicitly
political in its orientation (ibid: xvi). Memory-work is a “multi-sited affair” as “the
production of remembering and forgetting... demands research in multiple loci,
involving many and diverse types of materials” that often produces a
methodological framework that resembles MSE even when it is not explicitly

invoked (Hamilakis and Labanyi 2008:11).

My particular approach to memory-work is initially inspired by Frigga Haug’s
methodological prescriptions (1999). For Haug, it is the repetitions across
individual memories, drawn out through a process of writing, sharing and
discussing specific memories, that enables the mapping of common mnemonic
points of reference (1999:43). The identification of repetitive elements enables
collective political practice as it brings to light those processes and social forms
that organize and maintain existing social structures (ibid). The process Haug
outlines involves individuals writing up an account of their memory of a specific
event or episode, then the sharing of these texts among a collective group, leading
to a group discussion focused on differences and commonalities. This creates a
situation where each individual’s memories are subject to the “gaze cast by one
stranger on another” (ibid), thus echoing the instrumentalisation of experience

found in traditional ethnographic research, and my own work of juxtaposition.

The approach I have adopted to working with memory in my research differs from
Haug’s. Where Haug starts with a collective work of writing, I start with my own
written reflections as a basis for discussion, both with individuals and within
group environments. This is because my object is less to create a shared
recollection and rather to trouble my own memories of the two sites, and subject
my intuition of impasse and its relationship to catastrophe to interrogation. The
instrumentalisation of my own memories serves as the common third source of
memory-work as outlined by Steve Brown (2008). In this way, I shift the work of
interpretation in the first instance to my epistemic partners, and only secondly to

myself after the conversations during the process of writing up. The troubling of
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my own memories produces an object of common concern - a shared problem but

not a collective recollection.

The conversations themselves took place in a mix of public and private spaces,
depending on where best suited individuals. As the participants will be associates
of mine from adventures past, the setting is less important than honesty as to my
purposes, hence the methodological recourse to starting with something [ have
produced in order to ‘show my hand’ and open the conversation. This also affects
the presentation of the material: the contributions of conversationalists are
integrated into the narrative alongside my own memories as compliments or
series of counter-points, not necessarily presented as consensus but all organized

around a similar problematic.

2.3.2 — Participant-observation

Participant-observation is a well-established range of methods that includes direct
observation, participation in the activity of the research group, involvement and
engagement in individual and collective discussions and the analyses of the
documents produced within (or by) the group (Flowerdew and Martin 2005:167-
8). At its simplest it involves gaining access to the community or group to be
researched and observing what happens in that community: “sitting back and
watching activities” (ibid:168) and recording what is noticed and seen in a field
diary. While observation is always theoretically informed and guided, it is crucial
to excessively record data and make notes - its unclear at the time of observation
what details will become later relevant or significant. The objective is to create a
‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973) that makes the context of events clear, and
outlines the various roles, relations and practices of the site. The process of
participant-observation involves analysis of data throughout the process: what
details are important or significant, and what questions to ask or pursue come
from analysis. As Emerson outlines, the ethnographer’s role is to “identify and
communicate the connections between actions and events”, and thus requires
theoretical attention throughout the research process (1988:24-5). I undertook the
full range of participant-observation methods across two sites, attending both

events (local and national) and regular meetings of groups.
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2.4 — Research sites

In this section I outline my research sites. They are ordered according to the
narrative structure of this thesis, starting with the literature of the UK
environmental milieu where my research problem was first clarified and
contextualized. I then turn to the two sites that provide the context of the problem
- Climate Camp and an environmental Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) that
[ worked in from 2007 to 2011. While Climate Camp was an open protest camp
through which hundreds, if not a few thousand people moved, the NGO in question
has been anonymised as it is much smaller and there are a number of individual
professional and social relations to be protected from any unwarranted impacts of

my research.

[t is my involvement in these two spaces that first provoked the thought of impasse
and its relationship to catastrophe, an intuition I explore coming back to my
experiences using the method of memory-work outlined above. From these
mnemonic sites [ set out to explore the edges of the impasse, using participant-
observation to look at two specific movements that articulate their approach to
environmentalism as explicit attempts to overcome the situation of failure and
impasse UK environmentalism finds itself in: Transition Towns and the Dark

Mountain Project.

2.4.1 — UK environmental texts

When 1 first set out on my research it became clear that the various sites I had
chosen were all embedded within a broader environmental milieu, one that was
strongly marked by the use of both journalism and literature as campaigning tools.
This is no surprise, and there are several broad overviews of environmental
discourse (Dryzek 2005). My work sets out on a more specific path, in service to a
specific political problem. It is nonetheless inspired by the work of environmental
theorists such as Dryzek and Hay (Dryzek 2005; Hay 2002), and ecocritics such as
Buell and Nixon (Buell 1995; Nixon 2011), all of whom I engage with in Chapter 3.

Much of the future-image of the eco-catastrophic imaginary circulates between

sites in the form of text — books, calls for action, campaign materials, scientific
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papers and journalistic pieces. While there is a strong case to be made for the
impact of fictional works on environmental praxis, [ have focused on non-fiction
because of the direct role played by such works and their authors on the
elaboration of an image of ecological catastrophe. Importantly, I have chosen to
focus not only on the texts themselves to map the circulation of the refrains of the
eco-catastrophic imaginary, but to also to chart the impact and significance of a

number of what Rob Nixon calls writer-activists (2011).

This choice is grounded in the ‘relaying’ role of environmental writer-activists. As
outlined by ecocritical theorists Buell, Lockwood and Nixon (Buell 1995;
Lockwood 2012; Nixon 2011), the role of writer-activists in environmental politics
is crucial. This is not only because of the central role of practices of publicizing
environmental problems or ‘raising awareness’ play in environmental politics
(Forsyth 2003:125), but also because of the specific challenges in making visible
often invisible, slow and dispersed forms of ecological violence such as climate
change or toxic drift (Nixon 2011:15), a task requiring imaginative works of
narration and action (Buell 1995:285). Writer-activists, such as Mark Lynas and
Clive Hamilton who I consider in Chapter 3, play a vital role in narrating the crises,
current and impending, brought to light through scientific research. In addition,
the texts they produce circulate as campaign resources; often serving as
introductions to scientific debates and providing campaign resources for groups
such as Climate Camp to draw on. Writer-activists are, as the name denotes, also
activists functioning as relays for ideas and images within the environmental
milieu, or as conduits for scientific research, but as campaigners in their own
rights. As such, the writer-activists I focus on in Chapter 3 tend to reappear across
subsequent chapters, both as central characters and as reference points. Some
writer-activists that feature heavily in later chapters, such as Rob Hopkins and
Paul Kingsnorth, are largely absent from my discourse analysis in Chapter 3. This
is because these writer-activists (along with others in later chapters) are
approaches as expressive of their respective movements, and their work is
therefore used as a resource for the specific chapters. My intention in Chapter 3 is
to draw out via a close reading of a small number of texts chosen from the broader

discursive field the key refrains of the future-image of ecological catastrophe.

41



The texts I examine in Chapter 3 are all well-known and influential non-fiction,
science-based texts. Selected from a broad survey of non-fiction environmental
literature, they most clearly capture the refrains of the eco-catastrophic imaginary.
Those three refrains are the ‘catastrophe itself’, ‘humanity in excess’ and ‘the end
of nature’. I outline each through a common image that they invoke: respectively
the image of climate change, the limit and extinction. Here it is important to
reiterate that these refrains emerged from both a reading of the literature and my
fieldwork. As the refrains emerged they became themselves the tools of critical

analysis for the eco-catastrophic imaginary.

While all the texts articulate the eco-catastrophic imaginary, I have made use of
them separately through how they express more clearly distinct refrains so as to
draw out the refrain details more strongly. In addition each of the texts as well as
being well-known and clear in its articulation references the others as a part of a
web of Anthropocenic discourse®, thus articulating the circulation of ideas in an
overt manner. The authors of the texts are themselves well-known as writer-
activists, both by the social movement actors considered in later chapters of this
thesis (this forming a direct personal link between text and social movement), and

the UK environment milieu more generally.

Thus the refrains and the writer-activists all play important roles in producing the
consistency of the eco-catastrophic imaginary (Deleuze and Guattari 1998:327). By
treating discourse as a practice or set of strategies (Foucault 2002:74), and the
discursive plane as a single fieldsite in interaction with the others, I am able to
bring the different aspects of discourses of the UK environmental movement into
conversation with the specific groups and sites I consider via my MSE fieldwork,

strengthening the overall analysis.

2.4.2 - Climate Camp and the NGO

[ introduce both Climate Camp and the NGO in question fully in Chapters 4 & 5,

where | outline my research on both sites. Here I will outline why they were

6 By using the term Anthropocenic discourse I am outlining a broad field of discourse that takes the idea of
humanity as a species-agent that acts on the whole Earth as its principle concern, be it focused on energy,
climate change, pollution or extinction. My account closely resembles, but is not identical to, that of Eileen
Crist. Crist, Eileen. 2013. "On the Poverty of Our Nomenclature." Environmental Humanities 3:129-47.

42



chosen and how my research on them was conducted. Climate Camp was an
environmental protest camp and network that existed between 2006 and 2011 in
the UK. I was involved as a participant between 2008 and 2011, attending a
number of protests and meetings. [ worked in the environmental NGO for four
years between 2007 and 2011 in a number of roles, including as a political
campaigner and in Copenhagen in 2009 for the intergovernmental negotiations on
climate change, COP15. The reason for starting with these sites is twofold. The first
is that both sites are in themselves significant organisations within the UK
environment movement. Climate Camp was perhaps the primary grassroots
movement on the issue of climate change during the period it was operative
(Monbiot 2007a; Russell 2012). It could be argued that Climate Camp changed the
framework of debate on climate change and introduced thousands of individuals to
environmental activism (Plows 2008). The NGO has a long history in the UK
environment movement, and has worked on a number of significant local and
national (and international) campaigns, including, with other NGOs, the world’s

first climate change legislation, the 2008 Climate Change Act.

The second reason is pragmatic. Not only where these the sites that produced the
intuition of the problem that orientates this research project, they are also sites
that I have sustained and deep access to through my own social networks and
connections. In returning to the sites through memory-work, I am able to develop
a shared account of the problem, further refining it and developing the context and
contours of it. [ can do this my mobilizing existing contacts and relationships, thus
enabling the kinds of deep reflections afforded by familiar relations as outlined by

Howell (2004).

2.4.3 — Transition Towns and the Dark Mountain Project

These sites were chosen as both explicitly set out from the failures of modern UK
environmentalism in attempts to overcome them. Both start from an embrace of
the idea of catastrophe, and seek to make catastrophe the core of their praxis. As
with both Climate Camp and the NGO, I will introduce both sites in depth in
Chapters 7 & 8. Transition Towns is both a national organization and a network of
hundreds of local groups, which was started in 2004 by permaculturalist Rob

Hopkins (Hopkins 2008). Transition Towns take the idea of ecological catastrophe
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beyond climate change, the principle figure of the eco-catastrophic imaginary for
both Climate Camp and the NGO. They add to climate change the idea of peak oil -
that oil production either has or soon will peak, bring about the collapse of
industrial civilization (Hopkins 2008). The response of Transition Towns is not to
campaign on either issue but to attempt to transform local economies in order to
make them less reliant on fossil fuels and more self-sufficient or what they call

resilient (Hopkins 2008).

The Dark Mountain Project departs from UK environmentalism in another way.
Where Transition Towns attempt to directly engage sociotechnical infrastructure
as a political response to catastrophe, the Dark Mountain Project set out an artistic
and literary response that seeks to embrace collapse and fabricate new stories for
dwelling within the ruins of industrial civilization and what we now call the
Anthropocene (Crist 2013). The Project was launched in 2009 by Paul Kingsnorth
and Dougald Hine with the publication of Uncivilisation: the Dark Mountain
manifesto (2009). As outlined in the manifesto, their vision of the future is also one
of collapse like Transition Towns. Unlike Transition Towns, they embrace collapse,
and argue that ecological crisis is less a manifestation of limits per se and more a
manifestation of a disastrous separation from nature and of an ideology of
progress (ibid). The focus of their activity is a series of artistic and literary
projects, including a number of published volumes or works and a series of
gatherings (four in total), running from 2010 to 2013, that set out various visions
of life in a world post-collapse. Alongside these publications and events, and like
the Transition Towns network, there are a series of websites, blogs and online lists
and forums. The Project currently claims a network of 1700 members, with 18

local Dark Mountain groups in eight countries (Kingsnorth and Hine 2013).

[ undertook participant-observation within my local Transition Towns group for
six months, including attending group meetings and public events, and social
gatherings. This was complimented by further analysis of both printed and online
materials. With the Dark Mountain Project, over the course of a two-year
involvement in the network I attended a two of the national gatherings as well as
numerous smaller local events and social gatherings. In addition, I supplemented

this work with analysis of printed and online materials and debates.
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2.5 — Conclusion

As should be now clear from my exposition, my theoretical framework is itself a
work of methodology, and my methodology a theoretical framework. As the
chapters ahead progress it should also become clear that many of the theoretical
and methodological concepts I have explored in this chapter emerged during my
fieldwork, fieldwork itself also serving a duel theoretical and methodological
exploration. As such my thesis is very much a work of experimental situated
knowledge construction, one that works as a nomadic account focused on finding a

path through the current impasse of the UK environment movement.
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Chapter 3: The horror of the end

3.1 — Introduction

This chapter sets out to map the future-image of the eco-catastrophic imaginary by
critically analyzing a series of refrains. It analyses a set of texts that form a
common discursive resource for the UK environment movement - from scientific

papers to books, films and TV shows to blog posts by well-known writer-activists.

The three refrains of the eco-catastrophic imaginary explored in this chapter are
the catastrophe itself (Section 3.2), humanity in excess (Section 3.3) and the end of
nature (Section 3.4). The texts I examine in this chapter are all well-known in the
UK and are influential non-fiction, science-based texts. From a broad survey of
non-fiction environmental literature, they most clearly capture the refrains of the
eco-catastrophic imaginary. Each refrain constitutes a co-produced object of
concern - a thing that has emerged during the course of my research through an
involved practice of experimental co-construction (Stengers 2008b; 2010). That is,
the refrains as they appear in this thesis are the manifestation of a particular
encounter with the UK environmental milieu. I outline each refrain through a
common image that they invoke: respectively the image of climate change, limits

and the Anthropocene and extinction.

Peter Hay contends that the genealogical basis for modern environmentalism is to
be found amongst "doom-preaching scientists” (2002:16) and not the various
philosophers and authors who populate environmental political philosophy texts.
According to Hay, the orientation of modern environmentalism is towards the
future and not nostalgically to the past insofar as it is not a political tendency
focused on returning to a lost Arcadia but one firmly anchored in scientific

narrations of human impacts on the more-than-human world (ibid:10).

Talk of limits in modern environmentalism gave way to questions of sustainability
in the 1980s and early 90s (Dryzek 2005; 2007). Hay suggests that the eclipse of

the discourse of limits was in large part due to the failure of apocalyptic
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predictions to come true (2002:185)7. Starting in the late 1990s, there has been a
powerful resurgence of the discourse of environmental limits, once again hitched
to scientific accounts of catastrophic futures. However where once the talk of
doom and catastrophe was coupled with the hope for a recovery after the losses
caused by human excess, now the talk is of a 49C future world, empty of more-
than-human life and strewn with the exhausted excavations of natural resources: a

world in ruins.

The recent resurgence of limit-discourse differs from previous iterations in that it
proposes that the Earth itself has undergone an irreversible radical transformation
(McKibben 2010; Steffen et al. 2011). Much recent scholarship has taken up the
proposed geological name for this transformation, the Anthropocene (Castree
2014a; Zalasiewicz and al 2008), in order to signal the emergence of humanity as a
geological force that shapes the Earth on par with other more-than-human

processes.

As an element of the future-image of catastrophe, the concept of the Anthropocene
proposes a ruined Earth as the horizon of ecological thought (Clark 2014), where
every inch of the planet has been transformed, or better yet exhausted, through
human activity to the point of threatening humanity (along with innumerable
other species) with extinction. This chapter is not concerned with the various
debates over the definition of the Anthropocene, and nor are the facts of the
Anthropocene identical to those of climate change, peak oil or extinction. I focus
more broadly on the image of ecological catastrophe that the Anthropocene speaks
to - the concepts of the limit, of dramatic and sudden transformations, extinction
and the derangement of human agency. The Anthropocene serves as a useful point
of reference for my analysis however, as the problematics foregrounded by the
concept are where to locate responsibility for ecological catastrophe and how we

are to live on a ruined Earth. Both problematics in turn put forward the question of

7 It could be argued that another aspect to the eclipse of limit-talk was the renewal of global economic growth
that took place after the incorporation of socialist and post-socialist economies in the 1980s and 90s, the new
enclosures driven by IMF and World Bank structural adjustment programs, as well as a number of so-called
post-Fordist techno-economic developments such as the shipping container, all of which reconstituted the
‘ecological regime’ of global capitalism. Arrighi, Giovanni. 2007. Adam Smith in Bejing: Lineages of the Twenty-
First Century. London: Verso, Harvey, David. 2005. The New Imperialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
Midnight Notes. 1990. New Enclosures. New York: Autonomedia, Moore, Jason. 2007. "Ecology and the Rise of
Capitalism." in Geography. Berkeley: University of California, Berkeley.
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political-economy, or more specifically, the question of whether or not capitalism
and economic growth are compatible with an adequate response to ecological
crisis (Hulme 2009; Jackson 2011; Klein 2014). Or, indeed, whether capitalism

thrives on the basis of crisis and disaster (Fletcher 2012).

Such considerations lie at the heart of political responses to climate change, peak
oil and extinction. But more is at work here than a debate over political-economy.
Much Anthropocenic writing outlines a vision of human nature, expressing both its
‘essence’ and its relation to the more-than-human world (Castree 2014a), as either
corrupted by civilization or as naturally rapacious and greedy - a desiring force to
be tamed least the Earth be destroyed (Monbiot 2014a). This conflictual vision of
humanity in turn frames how political action is taken - to constrain humanity, to
mobilise people to act - or indeed not taken when the understanding produced is

that conscious social change will not be forthcoming.

3.2 — Catastrophe Itself

3.2.1 - A 4°C future

In recent years, the notion that we as a species may mitigate or limit future climate
change to so-called ‘safe’ levels has lost much of its valiance. Whereas many early
climate change campaigns sort to limit future climate change to 29C or less as
outlined in international agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol or national
legislations such as the UK’s Climate Change Act, the sense that it is still possible
politically to achieve such a goal has all but dissipated (Hamilton 2010; McKibben
2010). One of the UK’s most well-known climate scientists, Kevin Anderson?, has
‘done the math’ along with fellow scientist Alice Bows and claims that for there to
be any chance of limiting future climate change to 2°C - a figure many scientists
including Anderson now suggest is too high in itself - greenhouse gas emissions

need to peak no later that 2015 (Anderson 2012; 2013; Anderson and Bows 2010).

In this chapter, when citing earth scientists such as Anderson [ am not suggesting

their statements should be considered as a ‘factually true’ background against

8 In addition to appearing in a number of the texts explored in this chapter, Anderson also makes frequent
appearances in public forums, policy spheres such as intergovernmental climate negotiations, and in briefings
to environmental NGOs such as the one in which [ worked from 2007 to 2011 and is the subject of memory-
work in chapters 4 & 5.
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which politics takes place. Rather in drawing on their work as both discursive
underpinnings of environmental praxis and as political interventions in their own
right, I am suggesting we consider the production of scientific knowledge and

accounts as part of the process of environmental politics.

The math of climate change suggests that in 2015 (the year [ am writing this
passage) there would have to be a binding international agreement to limit the
carbon dioxide content of the atmosphere to 405 parts per million (ppm). The
current carbon dioxide content of the atmosphere is around 400 ppm and thus “to
avoid breaching the 405 ppm threshold, fossil-fuel burning would essentially have
to cease immediately” (Mann 2014). Given much of the industrialized world
remains trapped in economic stagnation, and many of the world’s most powerful
governments are fully signed up to a doctrine of not only economic growth but
neoliberalism, and the deep linkages between fossil fuel use and economic growth
(Midnight Notes 1992; Mitchell 2013), such an agreement appears as unlikely at
best, especially given the inadequate existing carbon reduction pledges of most

national governments (Neslen 2015).

A sense of despair that we could call climate realism emerged after the failed 2009
international climate change negotiations, themselves touted by some politicians
and environmentalists as the last chance to stop dangerous climate change (Gray
2009; Wintour and Sparrow 2009). These failed negotiations were also in many
respects the inspiration for this thesis, and as such 2009 features as a turning point
in my research, the point at which the supposed failures of modern
environmentalism provoked much soul searching and rethinking of environmental

praxis (i.e., McKibben 2010). It was after this that many began to think

“we can no longer prevent global warming that will this century bring about
a radically transformed world that is much more hostile to the survival and

flourishing of life.” (Hamilton 2010:xviii-xix)

There is no one temperature increase that marks the exact point of catastrophic
climate change, although beyond a 6°C increase there are few details as to what the
world would look like (Lynas 2008:217). 4°C serves as a useful figure for my

purposes here as it is at once a figure that before 2009 was treated as
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unimaginably catastrophic by many environmentalists and after 2009 as a figure
that haunts the present as the likely future of the Earth’s climate (Hamilton 2010;
Lynas 2008). As such it serves as a minimally horrific baseline of catastrophic

climate change, one shared within the environmentalist milieu at a global level.

The following section paints a picture of a 49C future using the works of writer-
activists Mark Lynas and Clive Hamilton. Both authors serve a number of functions
that make their work useful for such purposes. Both have outlined what a 4°C
would look like in some detail using the most recent and comprehensive scientific
documentation available to them. Both are well-respected writer-activists whose
work is well read and referenced within not only their national contexts (the UK
and Australia respectively), but internationally. Finally, they serve as bookends to
the period I am researching: Lynas wrote his book Six Degrees in 2007 as a follow
up to his 2004 book High Tide; Hamilton wrote Requiem for a Species in 2010, after
the failure of the Copenhagen climate negotiations. Lynas and Hamilton present a
49C future through two different approaches. Lynas makes use of climate and
paleo-climate research to narrate a vision of the future, whereas Hamilton takes us
into the world of climate and earth science to show us what scientists think about a

40C future.

3.2.2 - Mining the past for a catastrophic future

Lynas presents a threefold vision of the future as transformed by a 49C global
temperature rise. First, he sets out how rising sea levels will inundate coastlines,

driving a process of mass human displacement

“..judging from the palaeoclimatic evidence from the Pliocene®, eventual
rises of 25 metres [of ocean levels]... are pretty much inevitable...”

(2008:166)

“The destabilisation of both major Antarctic ice sheets could yield sea level
rises of a metre or so every twenty years - far outside the adaption capacity

of humanity” (ibid:170)

9 The Pliocene was the geological epoch that extends from 5.34 million to 2.4 million years before present, and
was a period of global cooling. Despite this, it was substantially warmer than the present climate. Archer,
David. 2009. The Long Thaw: How humans are changing the next 100,000 years of the earth's climate. Oxford:
Princeton University Press.
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“The pressure on cities will be immense. Inland cities will face a constant
stream of refugees from coastal areas, with thousands - and perhaps

millions - arriving all at once when major storms hit.” (ibid:165)

This mass displacement will come at a time when the biosphere’s capacity to
support extensive human life is severely compromised, and in some instances

exhausted.

“Global warming is joined by other mounting threats - including
population growth, soil loss, fossil aquifer depletion, and the wholesale
destruction of ecosystems - each of which has the potential to escalate into

a major survival crisis for modern civilization” (ibid:170-1)

“...agricultural breadbaskets will be suffering declines right around the
world by this time, with whole areas knocked out of production one by

one.” (ibid:173)

“[in the European Alps]| with neither snowmelt nor rain, vegetation will
wither, turning the green landscape into baked-earth browns as the grip of

droughts intensifies.” (ibid:181)

“The world’s weather will go increasingly haywire, with wilder storms

mobilizing undreamt-of ferocity as they strike ever-larger areas.” (ibid:176)

These transformations will increasingly strain existing social institutions and

structures, leading to social collapse in many instances.

“With world food supplies crashing, humanity’s grip on its future will

become even more tentative.” (ibid:186)

“..it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that mass starvation will be a

permanent danger for most of the human race...” (ibid:174)

“History... is littered with the ruins of societies that collapsed once their

environments became overstretched...” (ibid)
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“In some ways the situation is even worse now because this tie our
ecological crisis is truly global... Civilisational collapse, like the blast wave

of a neutron bomb, will sweep around the globe” (ibid:175)

This is the future-world as a scorched and flooded landscape battered by ferocious
storms of undreamt-of magnitude, where humanity’s future appears as mass
migration, conflict and starvation. Lynas concludes by noting that with a 49C
increase in global temperatures a tipping point will likely be crossed, causing

runaway climate change.

“Once again humanity could be powerless to intervene as runaway global
warming continues to push the world into an extreme - and increasingly

apocalyptic - greenhouse state.” (ibid:190)

The conclusion of his chapter on a 4°C world, Lynas suggests that climate change is
a kind of catastrophic agent - a force unto itself that once started is difficult if not
impossible to stop. There are a number of figures in Lynas’ account that require
unpacking. The first is the basis for Lynas’ account, what Hamilton calls his
“comprehensive and compelling synthesis” of the science (2010:190). What is the
basis and nature of the scientific facts that such accounts are built on? The second
is how the scale of the problem is co-produced. As Lynas describes, the problem is
global, and affects food production, weather patterns, human migration and
settlement, etc. There is nowhere and nothing that is not affected by climate
change, and nowhere for humanity to escape to. The third is how Lynas’
description of a series of processes that will take hundreds if not thousands of
years to unfold is presented as a series of events. Civilizations will collapse,
agricultural sites will be knocked out of production, ice sheets will disintegrate

suddenly, the Earth’s climate will be (finally) tipped into a new state.

3.2.3 — The facts of climate change

What makes Lynas’ vision so powerful is not just its compelling language or
shocking descriptions but its status as a narration of scientific fact. Equally it is
precisely the nature of catastrophe as a scientific fact that drives Hamilton’s

account of a 4°C world. Describing a 2009 scientific conference, at which Dr
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Anderson presented his vision of the ‘brutal numbers’ of likely climate change

futures (2012), Hamilton writes

“by the time the conference came around, scientific knowledge had developed
to the point where the likelihood of the world warming by four or more
degrees had moved from the edge to the middle of the probability distribution.
Based on all of the evidence, an extreme scenario had become the most likely

one.” (2010:192)

Hamilton presents an account of scientists becoming increasingly alarmed at what
their research indicates the future holds. As he reports, with only a 2°C rise,
something that will mostly likely occur by 2036 (Mann 2014), all coral reefs will
die off, oceans will rise by 50m, and the methane trapped in the permafrost in
Siberia will be released, meaning “we will be toast” (2010:195), and, according to
Anderson, a lot of poor people will die. And that is just halfway (2°C) on the way to

a 49C world. As Anderson writes of a the feared 4°C world scenario,

“There is a widespread view that a 49C future is incompatible with any
reasonable characterisation of an organised, equitable and civilised global

community” (2012:29).

Hamilton goes on to translate the various emission reduction models into his own

set of ‘brutal numbers’ with respect to government policy:

“If developing-country emissions peak in 2030 and decline at 3 per cent per
year thereafter... and developed-country emissions peak in 2015 and decline
by 3 per cent a year thereafter, then the world has a 50:50 chance of limiting

warming to four degrees.” (ibid:196)

These accounts of “doom, constructed in order to avert doom” (Buell 1995:296)
are docu-dramatic renderings of particular scientific facts - the facts of climate
change. The entanglement of environmentalism with earth sciences (Hay
2002:16;173) is not one where environmentalism reads or misreads the ‘facts’
however. Both environmentalism and the earth sciences are mutually entangled,
the point of common convergence being a shared sense of impending disaster and

ecological crisis (Weart 2008:66), one that few outside of the epistemic community
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share with the same affective vigour. The state of the global environment is the
matter of concern from which matters of fact are derived, reversing the often-
claimed passage from scientific fact to political concern (Latour 2004b). As such,
the various experiential and scientific approaches to knowing and constructing the
world weave together, making for a two-way traffic in both ideas and affects

between political and scientific communities0.

With regards to climate change, this traffic takes place on an abstract and global
terrain, blending both personal intimacy and the digital aesthetics of “whole-earth
technologies” that enable a global sense of place (Heise 2008; Yusoff 2009) and
producing a conceptual scalar gulf between the lived experience of the weather
and the fact of global climate change (Hulme 2009). Thus the matters of common
ecological concern come to be framed by the abstract and technical languages of
those techno-scientific perspectives (Jasanoff 2010). These debates are enabled by
and organized through the currency of scientific data (Yusoff 2009:1010), and
often via a single molecule COz that acts as a common measure for
commensurating differentiated climatic processes. This framing of the problem of
climate change tends to reduce political action to questions of policy (Wynne
2010:291) - to discussions over which technical solution should be used in order

to reduce CO; levels in the atmosphere (Demeritt 2006).

Much of this has to do with how the facts of climate change are constituted. Climate
change as a phenomenon is constructed out of a series of calculated
approximations using sophisticated computer models (Edwards 2010; Weart
2008). It is for this reason climate is commonly described as time-averaged global
weather (Archer 2009:25). And as with many other scientific facts it is inseparable
from the instruments and technosocial relations through which we come to know
it (Jasanoff 2010; Stengers 2000): in particular, the computer models that we use

to simulate the Earth’s climate.

10 While with regards to catastrophic climate change predictions and the mobilization of images of 49C the
conjoined epistemic communities are scientific and environmentalist, as Shackley & Wynne have noted
elsewhere, there is a concurrent conjoinment between climate science and climate policy, scientists and
government. Shackley, Simon, and Brian Wynne. 1995. "Global climate change: The mutual construction of an
emergent science-policy domain." Science and Public Policy 22(4):218-30.
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The data that we use to narrate the fact of climate change is in a very real sense
inseparable from the models we use to understand it (Edwards 2010). It is not the
case that we observe the world, then plug this data into a computer model, finally
coming to see the processes at work in the thing we call climate change. Climate
models and thus our knowledge of climate change, in so far as this is what most of
our knowledge of climate change boils down to, exist in parallel to the observed
data. In climate science there is no clear distinction between data (the ‘facts’) and
models (2010:433). Climate models start from their own simulations and not
observable ‘facts’ in order to generate what are essentially inductive arguments

(ibid:347); in other words, models are scientific fictions that tell the truth.

[ am not only suggesting that the construction of climate science involves
contestable judgments and practices (Demeritt 2006:462), but that the scientific
facts being contested are in many ways themselves fictional, as outlined by Latour
(2010), Stengers (2010) and Haraway (1997). This however does not make them
any less scientifically useful; climate science would not be possible were it not for
the various fictions at play. As Edwards has outlined, climate scientists use a series
of proxies for the various elements of the Earth’s climate, then construct a series of
algorithms that mirror the observed climatic processes, put the two together in a
model and ‘spin it up’, letting it run for a few simulated years. These models are
then checked against the observed data to ensure that they match. Edwards
suggests that in fact there is no data without the models in a real sense. As he says,
“everything we know about the world’s climate - past, present, and future - we

know through models” (2010:xiv).

Crucially, the fact of climate change is constituted as a global abstraction. That is,
not only is it constituted through digital simulation, it also applies universally as
fact (Jasanoff 2010:234) thus functioning as a scale-making device (Braun and
Whatmore 2010:xxii). The work of climate science co-produces an epistemic scale
- the technical apparatuses of climate science, the planetary constitution of the
Earth’s climate and the specific nature of the digitally simulated Earth that
manifests in climate models all work to co-produce the political scale of climate

change as an abstract global scale. This scale matches existing global socio-
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economic scales, including their hierarchical ordering of influence and power

(Marston, Jones Il and Woodward 2005:416; Massey 2014:81-3).

The scale of climate change is sociotechnically maintained by a vast machine
(Edwards 2010), one that interpellates scientific, government and environmental
milieus and requires constant labour in order to secure its factuality. As outlined
by Edwards (2010), the narration of climate change facts requires the combined
analysis of multiple climate models in order to produce a best-fit description of
climatic dynamics: no one model or series of calculations is sufficient. This means
that there is never constituted a single, decisive fact that would ‘speak the truth’
and allow climate scientists to withdraw. If as Stengers argues the power of
scientific fictions is to silence those who would argue they are ‘only fictions’
(2000:79), what we find with climate change is that such epistemic closure does
not and cannot occur. As such climate change as a fact requires the continual and
active participation of climate scientists in supporting its narration; not only
supporting its narration but disavowing climate uncertainty in general (Shackley
and Wynne 1996). Hence while the construction of climate models constitutes an
“experimental practice” (Stengers 2000:85) that allows them to be presented as
scientific facts and therefore distinguishing them from other accounts of the
climate or weather (ibid:84), the significance of the facts - what they ‘mean’ as

“matters of concern” (Latour 2004b) is open to dispute (Demeritt 2006:472).

It is the scale of climate change as a global problem that in many ways necessitates
the particular approach outlined above, one that opens the science up to processes
of dispute and produces earth scientists as the producers of political uncertainties
(Stengers 2000:143). At stake here is the political question of who can make
nature speak, and who will be listened to when doing so thus conferring social
legitimacy (Demeritt 2006; Stengers 2000:81). That climate change is a fact is, in
the UK, in little dispute (Rogers 2013). What is in dispute is what the facts ‘mean’
(Demeritt 2006:472). And as suggested by Hulme, what they mean is deeply
entwined with economic and political calculation - with the question of what sort
of socio-economic system humanity will inhabit in the future (2009). Or, as
outlined by Kirsch and Mitchell, how complex processes are ossified into facts

depends very much on who benefits from their co-production (Kirsch and Mitchell
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2004). Climate change as a fact is not only a matter of approximation and
abstraction, but also of the economic calculus of emissions pathways and the
energy intensity of production methods, as outlined by innumerable
environmental and scientific authors (Anderson 2013; Hamilton 2010; Hulme
2009; Inman 2010; Klein 2014; Monbiot 2007b; Spratt et al. 2009; Stern 2006;
World Bank 212). The economic calculus of climate scientists such as Anderson
and Bows (2010) is a process of scale-making (Tsing 2004), one that positions the
world economy as a crucial element of a global economic-scientific model of

catastrophic climate change.

3.2.4 — Global scale

Lynas’ text presents a series of global crises - events of vast geographical scale and
importance - through the image of climate change. The problem of climate change
is not confined to any one territory but rather exceeds each human political unit.
There are several excessive scales at work in this image. The events that populate
catastrophic climate change are themselves sublime in scale - ice sheets
disintegrate, storms engulf continents, whole agricultural areas collapse. Hamilton
paints a similar, if somewhat drier, account of the global scale of climate change
and the vast size of the events that populate it, including ‘civilisation killing” events
such as the sudden release of methane trapped in Siberian permafrost (2010:194).
What Hamilton does in a more thorough fashion than Lynas is present the
scientific scalings - the vast enterprises of research and the mathematical sublime
of the calculations of how much COz we can emit, and when the peaks must occur
(2010:4-5). The scientific scale often blurs into an economic one, as the labour of
building a global climate simulation involves creating a model of economic
processes. Climate change science is at once scientific and economic in import. We
can obtain a sense of the obscene eco-scientific scale by turning to the more
detailed work of one of the primary figures presented in Hamilton’s text, Kevin

Anderson.

In Anderson’s paper “Climate change going beyond dangerous: brutal numbers and
tenuous hope” (2012) he explicitly sets out the vast scale of the problem of climate
change. He starts by saying that if the consumptive behaviour of humanity

followed a conventional population biology graph, then humanity would be facing
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a “sticky end” (ibid:21). He takes for granted the global scale of the problem, as
well as the sublime import of the particular events that would populate
catastrophe, all well illustrated in the quotes from Lynas’ above in Section 3.2.2.
His paper focuses instead on the mathematics and temporality of climate change as
catastrophe. Anderson sets out the mathematics of emissions reductions in terms
of economic activity. By Andersons calculations there would need to be a period of
emissions reductions of 10-20% year on year for fifteen years (between 2020 and
2035) in order to have a 50:50 chance of maintaining the Earth’s climate below a

29C increase (ibid:24). And as Anderson notes,

“The disastrous collapse of the Soviet Union triggered 5 per cent year-on-
year emission reductions for about 10 years - a rate just half to a quarter of
what is necessary to give us a 50:50 chance of achieving the 2°C goal”

(ibid:25)

And this reduction would have to happen around the globe, everywhere, at the
same time. As he goes on to note, “we simply have no precedent for transforming
our economies in line with our commitments to avoid dangerous (or even

extremely dangerous) climate change” (ibid:25).

The timetable outlined by Anderson suggests a fourth aspect to the scale of climate
change - the impossibly contracted timeframe in which to act, even as we are
presented by the long tail of climate change’s effects, which will take centuries if
not millennium to unfold completely (Archer 2009). In Anderson’s paper above
2020 is suggested as the final point at which the wvast socio-economic
transformations required must take place. Elsewhere it has been suggested that
2015 is the last temporal point at which dramatic change must take place
(Anderson 2012; 2013; Anderson and Bows 2010). The mathematics suggests that
we must act now in order to affect an unfolding transformation of the climate
across inhuman timeframes. These four registers of scale - the global terrain,
sublime catastrophic events, the dizzying mathematics and the impossible
timetables of social transformation - evade human political comprehension. Clark
suggests that it is individually impossible to grasp the totality of global ecological
events all at once (ibid:152), and that this impossible scale produces a

derangement of the ethical and political senses (ibid). These scalar derangements
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further compound our inability to grasp climate change at anything other than an

abstract level.

As noted by Clark, individual actions do not scale in any rational sense vis-a-vis
climate change. Unlike in cartographic scales, there is no smooth transition from
one level to another with environmental issues (from the local to the global for
example). As with political processes, ecological processes jump between scales,
there are ruptures, breaks and incalculable scale effects (Clark 2012b:149;
Prigogine and Stengers 1984:160), as well as chaotic feedback loops and
organisational processes (Prigogine and Stengers 1984:195-6), that means that
unlike cartographic scales the connection between the local, the intimate, and the
global or abstract is disjointed and often unidirectional. One is no guide to the
other. This is captured, Clark suggests, by the common ethical injunction found in
many climate change books to “never to fill the kettle more than necessary when
making tea” (2012b:151) as some kind of response to the threat of looming
ecological catastrophe. What Clark is gesturing towards here is a confrontation
between the aggregate responsibility of humanity for climate change and the
singular global fact of climate change - a derangement of political scales, where

agency fails to translate smoothly ‘up’ from individual to global expression.

Scale here designates both a framework of understanding and an organizational
form. We ‘see’ climate change globally and at the same time it works to organize
our practices and actions around a global reference. The lack of equivalence
between scales within climate change as a framework further undoes the relation
between politics as collective action and personal ethics. Not only is there no clear
connection between individual actions and aggregate effect, there is no
equivalence between one instance or tonne of CO2 and another (Clark 2010:113).
As Clark asks, how are we to understand the tonne of CO: that finally tips the
climate over into a near climatic regime? That no single act can be known to be the
one that will ‘push’ the Earth’s climate into a new state in advance (nor, given the
nonlinear nature of the Earth’s climate, in retrospect), means existing modes of
justice and political agency come undone by the deranged scale of climate change

that functions without equivalence (ibid:118).
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While climate change as a global phenomenon discursively demands humanity
think and act on a global scale (Chakrabarty 2009:213), no commensurate political
praxis has yet to manifest despite 40 years of environmentalism framed by the
injunction to ‘think global and act local’ (Heise 2008). As Buell argues, the dilemma
of ecological ‘apocalyptic tales’ is that the problem is often without ‘place’, and thus
can only be fixed by “fixing everything” (1995:295) - something that only
government appears able to do in most accounts (i.e, Lynas 2008; Monbiot
2007b). In the gap between an aggregate species effect and a missing species
agency, climate change figures as a ghostly antagonist, one that haunts
environmental actors. | follow Wendy Brown in her suggestion that such ghostly
figures indicate a blockage or impasse in thought - an inability to “master” the past
and present, and a deep uncertainty as to what either mean in light of the haunting
(2001:146). I would suggest that in order to grasp such a ghostly antagonist, many
authors, scientific and environmental, have turned to the literary-scientific device
of tipping points as thresholds around which politico-economic action can be

organized.

3.2.5 - Tipping points

The device that enables the climate to change from one state to another - from the
baseline of 1990 to the 29C increase of 2036, for example - is the tipping point
(Hamilton 2010:21; Lynas 2008:189). A tipping point “commonly refers to a
critical threshold at which a tiny perturbation can qualitatively alter the state or
development of a system” (Lenton 2008:1786). It is the moment that cannot be
precisely predicted in advance, that a system moves from one state to another. It
also marks a point in time that cannot be reversed such as the collapse and
desertification of the Amazon Basin (Flannery 2007:198). Ontologically then, it is a
real point insofar as it accurately describes the behaviour of complex non-linear
systems such as climatic regimes and ecosystems (Anderson 2010b; Barnosky and
al 2012; Prigogine and Stengers 1984). As a concept it is not exhausted by its

ontology however.

An example of a tipping point common to many climate change texts including

Lynas’ and Hamilton’s is the ‘methane bomb’ contained in Siberian permafrost.
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“Perhaps most worrying, the threshold for release of methane and COz from
the vast permafrost of Siberia is approaching, driven by temperature rise in
the Arctic, which at nearly 4°C is three to four times the global average”.

(Hamilton 2010:10)

“The ‘really big giant’, he noted, is the methane trapped in the permafrost in
Siberia and northern Canada, estimated to be equivalent to twice the total
amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. ‘If this is ever released we will

be toast,” Schellnhuber said” (ibid:194)

“How much will the Arctic meltdown add to further global warming?... what
we do know is that the potential amounts are huge, and very, very scary”.

(Lynas 2008:189)

“...because of the amounts of carbon in question are so enormous - perhaps
as high as 900 billion tonnes in total - even small changes can have a

colossal impact”. (ibid:190)

What we find in this example of tipping points is an image of a future event!! that
will occur suddenly and transform the world into an apocalyptic greenhouse state.
The existence of many climatic tipping points are known, though when and how
they are triggered is as yet not clear - they exist as ‘known unknowns’ and thus
induce an affective state of anxious anticipation for the future (Adams, Murphy and
Clarke 2009b). Tipping points therefore function to accelerate the feel of the
process of climate change in two ways. They break the process of climate change
up into a series of events, transforming the steady transformation of the Earth’s
climate into a series of ruptures with the past. Each rupture is in turn a burst of
climate changing activity, where in place of a steady change the Earth’s climate
suddenly ‘tips’ over into a new state in a rush of rapid transformation. The science
of complexity compels the Earth to speak in the language of events and ruptures -
it compels the Earth to engage with environmental politics through the staging of
events that human actors can engage with. That is, the scientific work of narrating

tipping points is also a political work of narrating an event.

11 Or not. There are reports of giant ‘sinkholes’ opening up in the Siberian permafrost while I write this chapter
that, it is suggested, are the result of just such methane releases. See Moskvitch, Katia. 2014. "Mysterious
Siberian crater attributed to methane." Nature News(31 July).
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We can understand this work of narration through a reading of Nixon's
theorization of slow violence (2011). Nixon describes slow violence as those forms
of violence that occur gradually, dispersed across geographical space and lived
time, and out of sight (ibid:2). Slow violence is often attritional, narrated through
statistics and probabilities, and is often not viewed as violence at all (ibid). Nixon
outlines a series of examples, including toxic drift and accumulation, radioactive
aftermaths, the thawing cryosphere, deforestation, and climate change (ibid),
focusing on the effects this violence has on humanity. [ would suggest that we
could consider these exhaustions of life and the wearing out of populations to
encompass a more-than-human world, and invert Nixon’s perspective. We could
consider slow violence to be a form of violence not only enacted on humanity
through the environment, but on the environment through humanity as a kind of

unravelling of life or work of extinction (Dooren 2014).

Nixon outlines the political dilemma of the environmental writer-activist
(2011:14) as finding ways to bring the story of these forms of violence to the
attention of the public (however constituted) in order that it be acted upon. Nixon
argues that it is only spectacular forms of violence - an explosion, a shooting, etc. -
that Western media audiences see (ibid:13). ‘Uneventful violence’, such as climate
change, has only a weak claim on ‘our’ attention (ibid:8). Nixon’s suggestion is that
there is something specific to the materiality of environmental crisis that resists
easy incorporation into spectacular media narratives. At a time when the
presentation of public discourse through the media is ever-faster and interruptive
(2011:13) the temporality of slow violence poses a specific challenge to
environmental writer-activists, and all the more so when the very constitution of
environmental violence primarily affects those that Butler (2004; 2010) has
described as unworthy of media attention, as structured by race, gender and class.
The challenge Nixon presents is how to translate slow violence into a narrative

form that can capture the attention of political actors.

One solution to narrating climate change as a political event of slow violence is to
present the eventual effects of climate change as though they had already

happened - to stage a future-anterior event, bringing the image of the future into
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the present (Nixon 2011:264). This is what is occurring with the presentation of
various future scenarios in climate change texts such as Lynas’ - there is a staging
of the future in the present, a presentation of images of doom in order to avert
doom as Buell suggests (1995:296). But I would argue that such a staging still
relies on there being specific political events in the future that can serve to
orientate action in order to avoid the catastrophic future imagined in such futures-
to-come. Nixon outlines a stunt by the government of the Maldives, where they
held a government cabinet meeting underwater to illustrate the future drowning
of their islands due to sea-level rise associated with climate change (ibid). This
image in turn relies on other sets of images of collapsing ice sheets, dramatic
storms and floods, and collapsing civilisations - all of which are organized through
the concept of tipping points. At some point, the Maldives will sink beneath the
waves. At some point the ice sheets will collapse. At these points, it will be too late,

but before them politics is still possible.

Tipping points are thus future moments that enable the organisation of political
action around the urgency of their prevention. As they are currently constituted
however they also present a number of issues with regards to slow environmental
violence. As both Fredrick Buell and Evan Williams have noted, the image of a
catastrophic event works to obscure the fact that many people around the global
already exist on ruined Earth, particularly in the global South, in a post-
catastrophic landscape (Buell 2010; Williams 2011). As such, the implicit audience
of texts such as Lynas’ Six degrees and Hamilton’s Requiem for a species is an

audience in the global North.

Bringing together the previous arguments on abstraction and scale, I argue that
tipping points work to further translate situated processes into the total abstract
event of climate change. Tipping points present situated events such as a
collapsing ice sheet or a sinking island as the expression of a global phenomenon.
They work to render them as local expressions of a global phenomenon,
subordinating the local to the global and reproducing the scalar logic of
globalization (Massey 2014:81-3). More than this, each local event signals an

irreversible transformation of the global system: once a tipping point has been
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passed, the Earth’s climate will have already switched into a new state that may

take thousands of years to be undone, if ever (Archer 2009).

The non-linear processes of climate change and the existence of tipping points
seriously trouble existing conceptualisations of human agency (Clark 2010:116-8).
Compounding the derangements of scale, the existence of tipping points suggests
that it is unknowable just what our actions will result in with any certainty, even if
the general tendency or trajectory of (geo)history is well established, thus
reproducing the sense of inevitability that accompanies notions of the global

within environmental politics (Massey 2014:82).

Hence while tipping points might offer the sense of an event to orientate political
strategy around, the event appears inhuman in that it is the expression of a
catastrophe over which we have little if any direct control (Clark 2010). Or rather,
tipping points as localised manifestations of a global problem suggest that
anything less than a global response is doomed to failure. Within the refrain of
‘catastrophe itself’ there exists a derangement of political scale that poses a
problem of agency that must be addressed. Most iterations of the eco-catastrophic
future-image, including those of Lynas and Monbiot, propose government or some
other global scale political actor as the only agent that may resolve the tension

between an existing species-effect and an absent species-agent.

3.3 — Humanity in excess

3.3.1 — A consumed world

If the image of climate change appears within the eco-catastrophic imaginary as
the catastrophic effect, then humanity as a species is figured as the cause. My
objective in this section is to develop an account of how human excess is imagined
as a part of ecological catastrophe. To do so I outline how humanity figures in the
works of popular UK writer-activist George Monbiot. As a prominent journalist and
writer covering environmental issues, Monbiot is a central figure in the UK
environment movement. He also frequently makes appearances at protests such as
Climate Camp and intervenes in specific issues such as fracking and airport

expansions. I argue that throughout his work Monbiot presents an image of
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humanity in excess of the Earth, one that is laying waste to the world. My argument
is that this figuration of humanity is the dominant one within the eco-catastrophic

imaginary.

3.3.2 - Monbiot’s figuration of humanity

In his 2007 climate change book Heat Monbiot is careful to not speak about a
species and focuses instead on the ‘rich’ population of the global North. He moves
however in later works to a more general thesis of humanity as a “destroyer of
worlds” (2014a), a species that destroys other forms of life through its ravenous
consumption of the world. This shift from an account of the impact of consumption
in the global North to a more general presentation of humanity as the destroyer of
worlds I argue is an explicit response to the political failure Monbiot perceived in
the response to the threats of climate change and the extinction of the more-than-

human world.

In Heat, Monbiot outlines how climate change is the result of a “Faustian pact”
(2007b:3). The ‘pact’ is between humanity and the vast solar reserves buried in the
Earth: coal and oil. Monbiot makes use of the term humanity, but frequently adds
that he is referring to the wealthy portion of humanity located in the global North,
and even there his target is the professional and middle classes

(ibid:xvii;20;22;205).

Monbiot outlines the cause of the current ecological crisis as the attempt by some
of humanity to overcome the ecological limits of life. According to Monbiot, ‘our’
discovery and exploitation of fossil fuels have enables some portion of humanity to
be released from the constraints of the biosphere for a short period, a period that
is coming to an end with climate change and peak oil (ibid:xxi;3;56). As Monbiot
writes: “we inhabit the brief historical interlude between ecological constraint and

ecological catastrophe” (ibid:xxi).

Oil and coal, according to Monbiot, have enabled us to construct a vast globe-
spanning civilization, to perform “miracles” (ibid:3), a point made by many other
environmental authors (Diamond 2006; Flannery 2007; Hopkins 2008; Jensen
2006; Klein 2014; Lynas 2008; Spratt et al. 2009). While fossil fuels enable some

portion of humanity to live a life of “voluptuousness” (2007b:2), of plasma screen
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TVs, monster trucks and holidays on palm-fringed beaches (ibid:xvi), Monbiot
argues that climate change marks this life as but a brief moment before we are
carried away into the “flames of hell” that will be the climate change future

(ibid:2).

While Monbiot often overtly identifies the rich as the true culprits of climate
change, he more generally suggests that it is human desire that is the actual
problem. This manifests in Heat as a matter of who has access to power, and a
condemnation of those who know about the problems of their consumption and
have the power to do something about it but refuse: what Monbiot identifies as the
professional and middle classes, and the environmental movement itself
(2007b:xxv;20;22;205-6). Monbiot outlines how even environmentalists that he
knows refuse to give up their wealthy lifestyles, despite knowing that it is ‘their’
actions that are destroying not only the Earth but also destroying the poor who are
themselves excluded from such conspicuous consumption (ibid). Highlighting their
hypocrisy, Monbiot writes that environmentalists in the West act as though

“environmentalism is for other people” (ibid:xxv).

For Monbiot this hypocrisy is built on two elements of human nature, elements
that in his later writings suggest that it is not the global North but humanity itself
that is the problem (2013; 2014a). The first element is the denial of the problem as
applying to ‘us’ in the global North (2007b:205-6). Echoing survey and poll results
(Chambers 2013), Monbiot notes that many people with something to lose in
giving up consumerism deny that climate change will affect them at all. Not only is
environmentalism for other people but also catastrophe will affect the poor, not
the rich. The power of fossil fuels here figures as a means to escape the
consequences of ‘our’ actions. The second element is that as Monbiot describes it,
when someone has access to this power to escape both the confines of the Earth
and the consequences of their actions, they will not give it up. The Faustian pact
thus figures in Monbiot’s work as something deeply troubling - an image of
humanity as essentially susceptible to the seductions of petro-power. Clive
Hamilton reviewing Heat argues that to solve the problem of climate change means
changing ourselves, unmaking ourselves as consumers and thus to “experience a

sort of death” (2007:92). Indeed, while suggesting that Monbiot has written a
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disorientating text Hamilton notes that he has correctly identified the key problem
within climate change politics - the psychology of people and their lack of desire to

give up what they have (ibid:95-6).

Monbiot concludes Heat by calling on us in the West to take up an alternative
reading of Faust (ibid:17-9), one that suggests that redemption is possible “by
working, with frenzy and agonizing lust” to affect political and economic change
(ibid:19). The required change, in Monbiot’s various texts, is realized through
government action (2007b:xxv;214; 2008a), but government action will only be
brought about through a campaign by social and environmental movements. That
is, we must campaign to force government to impose limits on our consumption.

This is a campaign that Monbiot describes as:

“a campaign not for abundance but for austerity. It is a campaign not for
more freedom but for less. Strangest of call, it is not just against other

people, but against ourselves.” (2007b:215)

There is an obvious tension here: if humanity is seduced by the power to escape
the confines of the Earth, who will campaign to reimpose them once they’ve
acquired such a power? It is precisely this tension Monbiot is describing when he
condemns the hypocrisy of professional and middle class environmentalists in the
UK. The question of human nature arises not in the matter of assigning blame, but
when outlining who will act to solve the crisis of climate change, with Monbiot
arguing that no one with the power to do so will in fact take action as it would
mean acting against their own interests. It is for this reason that Monbiot calls for
the imposition of green austerity by government in Heat, a call he repeated
elsewhere including at the 2008 Climate Camp (Association 2008). The evolution
of Monbiot’s thoughts on human nature are apparent in a later newspaper article,
where he describes humanity as a trans-historical force of natural destruction - a
“destroyer of worlds” that has driven endless numbers of species to extinction
(2014a). In this latter article, Monbiot fully situates humanity as a force in the
Anthropocene, leaving little room for doubt as to the cause of our current

ecological crisis:
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“The Anthropocene, now a popular term among scientists, is the epoch in
which we live: one dominated by human impacts on the living world. Most
date it from the beginning of the industrial revolution. But it might have
begun much earlier, with a killing spree that commenced two million years
ago. What rose onto its hind legs on the African savannahs was, from the

outset, death: the destroyer of worlds.” (2014a)

3.3.3 — Boundaries and peaks

That the world is constituted by a series of physical boundaries and that human
consumption of natural resources exceeds those boundaries, has long been a
fundamental aspect of modern environmental discourse (Buell 1995; Dryzek 2005;
Hay 2002). As outlined by Buell (1995) and Hay (2002), the original discursive
basis for modern environmentalism was a set of scientifically grounded texts, such
as Carson’s call to arms against the pesticide DDT Silent Spring. Equally famous and
influential was the report The limits to growth (Meadows et al. 1974). Published in
1974, The limits to growth outlined a looming conflict of ‘brutal numbers’: between
the growing human population and the finite nature of the world’s resources
(Dryzek 2007:49). Its basic Malthusian postulate was that the world’s resources
are finite, and that there will be in the not too distant future a need to propose a

limit to growth - defined with regards to economic, urban and population growth.

After a period of eclipse in the 1980s and 90s (Dryzek 2005:25; 2007:49), talk of
limits has returned to the centre of environmental discourse. The past decade has
seen the publication of a number of books on limits, and a spate of films and
documentaries on ecological boundaries, climate change being but one. Most
climate change texts are stories about the limits to the carbon cycle and our
greenhouse gas emissions. To this list we could add those texts on the limits of the
biosphere, expressed as the threat of extinction, such as The Sixth Extinction
(Kolbert 2014), The Revenge of Gaia (Lovelock 2006) and films such as The End of
the Line (Murrary 2010).

The core of the resurgence of the talk of limits is to be found in the concept and
literature of peak oil, particularly with texts such as The Party’s Over (Heinberg

2005), Peak Everything (Heinberg 2007) and The Long Emergency (Kunstler
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2006b), and popular films such as The End of Suburbia (Greene 2004). Fossil fuels,
and oil in particular, are the key to unlocking the current moment of crisis
humanity finds itself in (2007b:3). Fossil fuels are both finite as resources and a
means to overcome ecological limits. In this way they constitute a complex and
threatening ‘gift’: they enable people to overcome the limitations of the biosphere,
yet themselves are limited and will one day be exhausted as a resource, thus
rendering an oil-dependent society precarious (Urry 2013)12. In addition they also
enable the destructive consumerism that Monbiot, among others, claim is bringing

about an ecological catastrophe.

While the magic of fossil fuels may be seductive in Monbiot’s account, the
ecological question presented by the idea that oil is a finite resource is whether or
not so-called peak oil - the point in time at which the global production of oil
reaches a maximum and begins the slow process of ‘running out’ - will occur soon
enough to ‘save’ humanity from climate change. While Monbiot subsequently
argued peak oil would not arrive in time to prevent runaway climate change
(2012b), he does argue that its inevitable arrival will produce a complex disaster
when combined with climate change. Thus as Monbiot argues in Heat,
governments will soon have to start transitioning their economies to low-carbon,
non-fossil fuel regimes. This is precisely the argument of many peak oil activists
with whom Monbiot has engaged in debate, including Rob Hopkins, founder of
Transition Towns. As Hopkins argues, “climate change says we should change,
whereas peak oil says we will be forced to change” (2008:37). While there are
some in the peak oil community who, in 2007 at least, suggested that peak oil
would cause the collapse of industrial civilization in the near-future and thus
effectively solve climate change as an issue (Heinberg 2007:145), most take up a
variation on Hopkins’ position and argue that climate change will eventually
radically transform the Earth and civilization as it responds to this altered climate,
but that peak oil is a more immediate threat and will definitely ‘crash’ civilisation

well before substantial climate change (ibid).

12 And thus constitute for Timothy Mitchell the basis upon which an ideology of endless growth or what
Brown describes and technological progress can be constructed. Brown, Wendy. 2001. Politics out of History.
Oxford: Princeton University Press, Mitchell, Timothy. 2013. Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of
0Oil. London: Verso.
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In 2007 Monbiot and Hopkins argued that taken together peak oil and climate
change necessitate a massive and swift ‘de-carbonisation’ of the global economy in
order to deal with both threats. Since then however, Monbiot and ‘Transitioners’
like Hopkins have parted ways, as debate began to rage over so-called
unconventional oil supplies!3. Unconventional oil is oil produced through any
other means other than the traditional method of sinking a well, and including
processing the tar-sands of Alberta, Canada, and accessing the oil trapped in shale
rock deposits by breaking them apart in a process known as hydraulic fracturing
(fracking). The increase in the price of oil per barrel during 2011 and emergence of
unconventional oil reserves led many, including Monbiot, to claim that ‘peak oil is
dead’, and that the idea that peak oil would lead to the collapse of civilisation was
wrong. As Monbiot argues, “the automatic correction - resource depletion
destroying the machine that was driving it - that many environmentalists foresaw

is not going to happen.” (2012b)

Hopkins responded to Monbiot's piece on the end of peak oil, arguing that the
claims of vast reserves are over-stated, and questioning the economic basis of
unconventional oils (Hopkins 2012b). Indeed, the basis for Hopkins’ argument is
that industrial civilization cannot possibly survive without cheap and plentiful oil,
a position shared by many peak oil proponents (Heinberg 2005; Hopkins 2008).
While the image presented here is not without its tensions, perhaps most notably
the failure of limits to check the growth of industrial civilization thus far despite
doomsday threats, the image of humanity as sketched by Monbiot is if anything
strengthened by the end of peak oil. Peak oil manifests as a failed check on human
desires, desires that are boundless and destined to bring about ecological

catastrophe.

Within the refrain ‘humanity in excess’, the nature of humanity itself constitutes a

force that escapes all limits. In the quote from Monbiot above, peak oil is described

13 That conventional oil production has now peaked is widely accepted in the energy industry. However,
recent innovations in fossil fuel production, notably deep sea exploration and shale gas extraction (also called
fracking) - so called extreme energy - have caused many to question the existence of peak oil. These rebukes
to the theory of peak oil have of course in turn provoked further defences of the peak oil thesis. Despite the
controversy, peak theories continue to be widely influential in environmental circles and beyond. Ahmed,
Nafeez. 2013. "Former BP geologist: peak oil is here and it will 'break economies'." in The Guardian, Andrews,
Steve, and Richard Miller. 2014. ""Peak is dead" and the future of oil supply.” ASPO-USA, Initiative, Extreme
Energy. 2013. "What is extreme energy.” University of London, Inman, Mason. 2010. "Has the World Already
Passed “Peak 0il”?": National Geographic, Rotman, David. 2011. "Peak Oil Debunked." MIT Technology Review.
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as an “automatic correction” - a limit, in the population biology sense, that stops a
population breeding too far past the ‘carrying capacity’ of a given territory (i.e.,
beyond what the ecology of that terrain can support physically). As Dryzek
outlines, modern environmental talk of limits is often framed by a use of
population biology and ecological science (2005), a framing that implicitly
suggests a figuration of humanity as a single species-agent. This logic is appears
throughout the eco-catastrophic imaginary and is implicit in the framings of CO2
emissions, population growth, resource usage and biodiversity loss as modelled

graphically.

Whereas Monbiot’s earlier work set out how it is the demands of the rich that
drive ecological destruction, in his later works after the failures of the climate
movement in the UK (post 2009), he adopts a more general stance against
humanity. As he writes in his most recent book Feral, much recent scholarship on
past human relations with nature across the entirety of ours species history shows
that “there was no state of grace” (2013:7), that humanity has always destroyed
the wild. This line of reasoning leads to other formulations of humanity as a
pathological subject, one that would, if it could, chew its way through the world.
Within the eco-catastrophic imaginary, the question of how to limit human
consumption looms large. For many in the movement, including Monbiot, it is this
question that compels a turn to government as the only actor that can possible
confront the problem global ecological catastrophe at its source by constraining

human desire.

3.4 — The end of nature

Nature in the form of resource limits and boundaries appears in the refrains above
as a kind of lost object. Through one resource - fossil fuels - we have managed to
overcome the other limits to our growth, transform the Earth’s climate and, it has
been suggested, end nature itself (McKibben 2003; Steffen et al. 2011; Zalasiewicz
et al. 2010). The idea that nature has ended is separable from the notion explored
above that humanity, by its very nature, has wrought destruction on the natural
world from its genesis. Importantly the claim that nature has ended is not, contra

ecocritics such as Tim Morton (2007), a claim that a pre-civilised ‘pristine’ nature
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existed without human interference. According to Hay this argument is a straw
man, as rarely do environmentalists speak of untouched or pristine nature
(2002:173). Much modern environmental writing focuses in on the co-produced
nature of nature (Mabey 2012) as well as on liminal environmental spaces such as
roadsides and derelict spaces (Farley and Roberts 2012). Taking up environmental
author Richard Mabey’s characterization, modern nature writing focuses on the
entanglements between human and non-human, more often than not with the
expressed desire to trouble our received notions of personhood and community
(2013). It is the balance of power within these entanglements that is the focus of
much modern nature writing; what is perceived as lost is a more-than-human
world that is not shaped or subsumed by humanity, and that has a degree of
agency that exceeds us. When Bill McKibben suggests nature has ended, what he is
referring to is the end of nature as existing beyond us; specifically, beyond our

control!4.

3.4.1 - The extinction of summer

Bill McKibben is one of the best-known US environmental writer-activists, with
strong connections to many UK-based environmentalists and environmental
groups, including Transition Towns, George Monbiot, Naomi Klein, and NGOs such
as Greenpeace and the university student group People & Planet. He is a founding
member of the global climate change organization 350.org (referring to 350ppm),
and is deeply involved in a number of other campaigns including against the

proposed Keystone XL oil pipeline project.

In 1989 McKibben published The end of nature, possibly the first campaigning
book written on the effects of climate change for a general audience. It sets out
how humanity, through climate change, is “decreating” the world (2003:xx).
Decreating means reducing the diversity of the more-than-human world and
reducing the meaning of the more-than-human world as something outside of or

beyond us.

14 This is also the case for Monbiot in his rewilding book Feral, where he argues that the wild, as a concept, is
about the limits to human control, and that a positive environmental vision is one where humanity confronts a
“fiercer, less predictable ecosystem” (2013a:11).
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"If the waves crash up against the beach, eroding dunes and destroying homes,
it is not the awesome power of Mother Nature. It is the awesome power
of Mother Nature as altered by the awesome power of man, who has
overpowered in a century the processes that have been slowly evolving and

changing of their own accord since the earth was born." (McKibben:51)

Time is crucial to McKibben'’s vision of the transformation of nature. As he outlines
in the opening passages of the book, until very recently nature and the Earth were
viewed through deep time - as changing slowly, over generations if not much,
much longer. He sets out a contrast between the short history of humanity as a
species against the single life spans of trees and lichen (ibid:5), noting how this
contrast produces a false sense of comfort in that deep change such as the drift of
tectonic plates or the evolution of new species appears gradual rather than abrupt.
He then notes that humanity has yet to notice that it has passed a threshold, and

entered a new world where nature has ended.

“By the end of nature I do not mean the end of the world... When I say ‘nature’
mean a certain set of human ideas about the world and our place in it. But the
death of those ideas begins with concrete changes in the reality around us...”

(ibid:7)

To suggest that humanity had killed off nature as an independent force (ibid:xiii)
was a dramatic statement to make in 1989 when the book was first published!®. As
he says in the preface to the revised 2003 edition, the book charts humanity’s
envelopment of the Earth: where once geological change was viewed as slow,
through the lens of climate change it is understood to be fast; where humanity was
understood to be small and the Earth large, now the Earth is understood to be
shaped as a single territory by humanity. Humanity is large, and the Earth but one

planet among many (ibid:ix;3;152).

15 Around the same period, similar arguments were being made in the social sciences and in science and
technology studies by numerous authors, most famously Bruno Latour and Donna Haraway. [ would argue that
the common basis for both lies less in direct experience and more in the developments of the earth sciences
themselves, from which both currents of thought draw. There is, as far as I can tell, little direct traffic between
the two currents of thought. This thesis hopes to redress this lack of cross-contamination in a small way.
Though it may be, as Clive Hamilton has argued, that the social sciences have no come to and end. It is yet to be
seen whether the same could be said for environmental politics, though [ would think (and hope) not.
Hamilton, Clive. 2013. "Climate change signals the end of the social sciences." The Conversation.
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Humanity is prefigured in McKibben’s text as an Anthropocenic being - the speed
with which our species acts and the scale of its actions overwhelm the Earth as a
territory; indeed, in the guise of Gaia or Mother Earth, as McKibben narrates in the
quote above, the Earth is overwhelmed as an entity by humanity as a force. The
overwhelming of the Earth takes place via a series of events that start in the
Enlightenment, take off with the industrial revolution, and rapidly speed up after
WWII (ibid:4-5) - what has elsewhere been described as the Great Acceleration
(Steffen et al. 2004), and is an outcome of both an increase in population and
resource use (2003:13). As McKibben describes it, humanity overwhelms nature
through pollution: radioactive toxins, DDT, ozone pollutions, plastics and oil spills,
genetically modified organisms and most powerfully greenhouse gases

(2003:xv;10).

Through these increasing and aggregated acts of pollution that occur at ever-
greater scales and speeds the independence of nature is compromised. Where once
there were boundaries to humanity’s impacts, both in terms of the geographical
scale of them and the bio and geological depth of them (we did not previously
make fish glow in the dark by modifying their genetic codes...), those boundaries
have been overcome and we now face the Earth as a force that has effected and
shaped all of it (ibid:xiv-xv). Our impacts are no longer ‘locally’ containable, they
are global (ibid:60). It is not only the fact that the deep ocean contains millions of
pieces of microplastic, or that traces of pesticides and herbicides can be found in
the ice of both the Arctic and Antarctic, but that with climate change everywhere is
now transformed as the weather is transformed. Climate change is the point at
which humanity polluted the world, marking a qualitative threshold over which

the sheer quantity of pollution has carried us, and thus ending nature (ibid).

As suggested in the quotes above, McKibben does not hold to a crude figuration of
nature. Rather, nature exists as a set of relatively independent forces and
relationships upon which humanity has constructed an image of ‘nature’ or the
wild, a reflexive understanding that mirrors much recent work on the construction
of nature within the social sciences (Braun and Castree 1998b; Castree 2014b).
McKibben sets out how, starting with the Enlightenment and ending with the

emergence of climate change, humanity has separated itself from the rest of nature
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and progressively eroded the autonomy of the more-than-human world¢. This
resulted in the eventual loss of nature as an independent force, and with it

something of profound importance for environmental politics.

“A child born now will never know a natural summer, a natural autumn, winter
or spring. Summer is going extinct, to be replaced by something else that will

be called ‘summer’.”(ibid:61)

McKibben argues that the meaning of nature was its independence from us (ibid).
As he notes, there have been numerous ecological catastrophes prior to the rise of
human civilization. And he is not making a point about the essential separability of
nature from human society. Indeed like many environmental scholars (Merchant
1990; Plumwood 1993) he argues that the human-nature dyad is an artefact of the
Enlightenment, one that created the cultural grounds for the destruction of nature.
What he is arguing is that the foundational separation between humanity and
nature has come to an end (ibid:68). This has two meanings. The first is that the
distinct histories of human society and nature have now collapsed into each other
- there is no separate ‘natural’ history anymore in McKibben’s reckoning!’.
Secondly, and more profoundly, where once humanity was subject to the forces of
nature in an uneven relationship, and humanity’s effects on the biosphere bound
to specific places, McKibben is suggesting that now the reverse is the case - that
humanity shapes the Earth, and may be subject to localized set-backs and
disasters, but that our global civilization now has the capacity to ‘ride out’ local
disruptions. Turning to the works of writer-activists Tim Flannery and George
Monbiot, we could suggest here that the capacity to ‘eat the future’ and undermine
our own ecologies has expanded to encompass the globe, thus making us not the
future eaters of Flannery’s text (2000), but the world destroyers of Monbiot’s
(2014a). The outcome of this qualitative transformation is the emergence of a new
world that subjects humanity to global disasters, most notably climate change -

disasters that threaten humanity as a species (ibid:108).

16 Again an account that mirrors critical academic accounts of the Enlightenment and Modernity. Merchant,
Carolyn. 1990. The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution. New York: Harper Collins,
Moore, Jason. 2015. Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital. London: Verso,
Plumwood, Val. 1993. Feminism and the Mastery of Nature. London: Routledge.

17 Here McKibben could be said to have prefigured Dipesh Chakrabarty’s argument about the end of separate
human and natural histories. Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 2009. "The climate of history: Four theses." Critical Inquiry
35(2):197-222.
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McKibben returned to this theme in his book Eaarth: making a life on a tough new
planet (2010). He outlines how the planet we now inhabit is different in a number
of crucial respects to the one we inhabited for the first 200,000 years of human
existence, give or take a few centuries. Where in The end of nature he invoked a
sadness at the loss of nature (2003:xix), in Eaarth he says this sadness has turned

to fear (2010:xii).

“We need now to understand the world we’ve created, and consider—
urgently—how to live in it. We can’t simply keep stacking boulders against
the change that’s coming on every front; we'll need to figure out what parts
of our lives and our ideologies we must abandon so that we can protect the

core of our societies and civilizations.” (ibid:xiv).

McKibben is calling for a project of reconciling to the world we have created and
learning to live within it, post-nature. He is, like Clive Hamilton, calling for action to
stop things getting worse. McKibben outlines in chapter 2 of Eaarth how humanity
has pushed beyond the limits of the biosphere, and that the new Eaarth can no
longer sustain the economic growth that defined human civilization from the
industrial revolution until today. That is, we have altered the planet and with it
undermined our capacity to live on it, and now face the real possibility of the
collapse of civilization. He suggests, in an interview on the book in Scientific
American (Mirsky 2010), that we have hit the limits to growth that were first
outlined in the 1970s (Meadows et al. 1974). The end of nature here is more than a

matter of pollution - it is a question of extinction.

“We cut down the greatest temperate forests in the world and drove to the
edge of extinction the greatest herds of buffalo and flocks of birds the world
has ever seen.” (2010:112)

Published between McKibben’s two texts was the Millennium ecosystem assessment
- a four-year study conducted by 1,300 scientists to assess the health of Earth’s
biosphere. The conclusions weren'’t positive. Of the twenty-four ecosystems that
scientists thought essential to human life, fifteen were being pushed beyond their

sustainable limits towards a state of collapse. McKibben, in co-edited book Earth
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under fire (Braasch and McKibben 2007), describes the conclusions of the report as

claiming that humanity has worn down and depleted the Earth (ibid:162).

As imagined through popular nature documentaries such as the BBC’s Planet earth
(Fotherill 2006), and environmental science books such as The sixth extinction
(Kolbert 2014), the depletion of the Earth manifests as the extinction of the more-
than-human world. Nature has been physically lost, and no amount of campaigning
will bring it back. This loss is measurable not only numerically, but in terms of

diversity as the biota of Ea(a)rth is becoming massively simplified (2010:220).

McKibben et al. all suggest that the political task on our new ‘Eaarth’ is to ensure
the survival of the remaining species, starting with humanity. This is what appears
at the end of the eco-catastrophic imaginary: an overriding concern with the threat
of human extinction. The suggestion is that the various processes humanity has
unintentionally brought into being, captured by the concept of the Anthropocene,
demonstrate not mastery over nature but that we have accidentally broken the
world, producing a geological epoch that constitutes one long environmental
disaster (Clark 2014). The politics of ecological catastrophe is situated in this
space of accident and break-down. McKibben suggests as much in Eaarth by
describing the transformation of our planet from an oasis to a “desert”, suggesting

that while the planet itself may survive, we might not (ibid).

3.4.2 - Dreams of extinction

In this final refrain the point of departure is the failure of environmental politics,
what has been lost, not won; specifically, the failure to stop nature coming to an
end. Like Hamilton, McKibben marks the failed COP15 negotiations of 2009 as a
turning point - a moment the climate crisis was resolved not for the better but for
the worse (2010). The political problem of the refrain ‘the end of nature’ is that of
how to act when it is already too late. When the political objective appears as not
making things worse, or fighting to limit how bad things will get, it mobilizes a
weak form of hope. In this case, [ would argue, the politics of the future are far
from utopian and feel grimly realistic. Pollution and extinction occupy the
language of the refrain, with our current epoch existing at the point at which

pollution makes a qualitative jump from local to global, from bounded to excessive
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to the Earth. And with it there is an affective movement from sadness at the loss of

nature to a fear of our own extinction.

The lament for a lost nature found in McKibben’s writing is not a Romantic!8
lament but rather a sadness at the apparent total domestication of the more-than-
human world. This lament manifests in two ways. The first is as a lament for a
relationship that has been lost. Lost not only to extinction or destruction, but lost
in a substantive sense as even those ecosystems that remain have been silenced. In
2013 the RSPB published their State of Nature report (Burns et al. 2013). It paints
a picture of a territory barren in life, where far more species are declining than
recovering, let alone increasing (ibid). As reported in The Guardian, “an
unprecedented stock take of UK wildlife has revealed that most species are
struggling and that one in three have halved in number in the past half century”
(Carrington 2013), with many threatened with extinction (Burns et al. op cit). This
matters as ways of being in the world disappear along with the more-than-human
world itself, as McKibben argues. Not only does the extinction of the more-than-
human world negatively affect human social relations and mental health
(Burkeman 2014; Griffiths 2014), but the loss of the relationship produces a
subject that does not value the more-than-human world and is less likely to try to

establish a relationship to it or even defend it (Monbiot 2012a).

The second way it manifests is as a lament for ourselves - that there is no longer a
world that escapes us and thus denying us of a refuge or way out. The loss of
nature is, in this instance, a manifestation of the scale of our pollutions. We have
destroyed any hope of escaping from the destruction we have brought upon the
world. The end of nature is the end of the ability to escape from the Enlightenment
project and from civilization itself. In polluting the world we have contaminated

ourselves; in domesticating the world we have domesticated ourselves.

What is lost then with the end of nature is a sense of possibility, that there are

alternatives and worlds beyond the one we have manufactured. The end of nature

18 By Romantic lament I do not mean to refer to the contested terrain of the study of the Romantic period, but
rather to the lay conceptualization of Romanticism as a form of nostalgia for a lost wilderness, one that was
destroyed by the rise of industrial civilization. On both the expression of such a vision of Romanticism, and a
critique of it see Hay, Peter. 2002. Main Currents in Western Environmental Thought. Sydney: UNSW Press,
Morton, Timothy. 2007. Ecology without Nature. Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics. London: Harvard
University Press.
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as a refrain does not solely look back on what we have done, and what
environmentalism has failed to do. It also suggests that our ruination of the world
has undermined not only our social relations and mental health, but the very

future itself.

In the end, the eco-catastrophic imaginary presents us with the image of our own
extinction prefigured in the end of nature. The stable geological time of the more-
than-human world is no more: the long warm summer of the Holocene has past
and with it we have entered into a period where the future horizon of
environmental politics appears predominantly not as one of sustainability but

survival.

3.5 — Conclusion

The eco-catastrophic imaginary as sung through the three refrains explored in this
chapter, ‘catastrophe itself, ‘humanity in excess’ and ‘the end of nature’, outline a
complex image of past and future, humanity and the world humanity has brought
into being. We could summarize the preceding refrains as telling a story which
suggest that humanity in the aggregate has brought nature to an end and
inaugurated a new geological period - the Anthropocene - on a new planet -
Eaarth. What has brought nature to its end is an excess of humanity, an excess
enabled by the exceptional power of fossil fuels. This excess of humanity is an
excess of aggregated desire and not one of agency. The excess of effect and surfeit
of agency has accidently brought a particular ecological relation - nature - to an
end. In addition, through our excessive consumption of the world we have brought
into being a catastrophic event, one that looms uncertainly on the horizon manifest
in the form of climate change. The event of climate change is fabulated through the
language of the earth sciences, thus producing it as a ghostly problem, one that is
beyond the grasp of individual activists and thus calls for a global actor capable of

imposing restraint on an excessive humanity.

To be sure, this narration is not without its breaks, contradictions and tensions, as
outlined above. Humanity occupies a complex place in the story, at once the culprit,
impervious to transformation or reform, yet also an ecological actor that desires

social change. Government appears as both salvation and as that which has failed
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to act. Nature has ended yet returns doubled in the form of storms, weeds and

cracking ice sheets.

The future-image of ecological catastrophe does not prescribe the actions to be
taken to avoid or adapt to it as a future event however. As outlined in Chapter 1,
there is a dynamic relationship between the future-image and strategies of an
imaginary. The problematic that compelled my research was precisely to explore
the relationship between the two, to map how the future-image constrains political
praxis, and how in turn political praxis and the material conditions of political
action shape the future-image. It is to this dynamic and the forms of politics it

enables and disables that [ now turn.
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Chapter 4: Managing catastrophe and counting carbon
Introducing Liberal Utopianism, Part 1

4.1 — Introduction

As outlined in Chapter 1, the impetus for this thesis was the experience of a state of
impasse within the UK environment movement, specifically bound to the climate
change politics of 2006-2011 and the trajectory the movement has taken over the
past decade. This chapter turns to one of the germinal sites of my experience,
Climate Camp. The approach I take follows on from my particular reading of
memory-work as a method (Chapter 2, Section 2.7.2). In order to produce a
‘frictive’ account (Tsing 2004 ), where the juxtaposition of various texts produces a
thick description of what I see as the state of impasse in the politics of the UK
environmental movement, I closely juxtapose my own mnemonic accounts with
the responses of my conversationalists as well as with archival and academic text.
As outlined in Section 2.3.1, the role of conversationalists is to trouble my own
mnemonic account and add further thick detail, and not act as a respondent to my
questioning. The conversationalists have been anonymised and are differentiated
by single letter designations such as J. Their accounts analysed in this chapter are
responses to a specific “memory fragment” drawn from my own experiences, a
memory fragment that formed the basis of our conversations and was sent to them
prior to our engagements, and were developed in real time conversation with

myself1°.

My contention in this chapter is that Climate Camp is organised by the eco-
catastrophic imaginary. The future-image of catastrophic climate change was the
impetus for first organising the Camp; it was its orientating device around which a
strategy was developed out of pre-existing environmental praxis and the problem
of climate change. The relationships between the Camp and the imaginary can be
described as one of reciprocal capture (Stengers 2010:36). Reciprocal capture
describes a process of co-invention, in which both terms participate in the
construction of the other and where it is the friction of the encounter (Tsing

2004:4) that works to produce (and contain) both terms of the relationship. The

19 Full transcripts of the conversations are not included due to the sensitivity of the materials and the need to
maintain anonymity for both the conversationalists and those referred to during the conversations.
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imaginary organises the Camp, and the Camp’s practices in turn shape the
imaginary. The focus in this chapter is on what was enabled and disabled by this
vision of climate change, and how the practices and form of the Camp shaped the

imaginary in turn.

The strategy pursued by Climate Camp in order to engage with the future-image of
ecological catastrophe is what I call ‘liberal utopianism’, a strategy I suggest is
shared by the NGO in Chapter 5. Liberal utopianism is the idea that reinvigoration
of egalitarian liberal ideals as expressed by active citizenship and participative
democracy is the solution to the problem of ecological catastrophe. It is a vision of
a humanity reformed and of a state either made redundant by the universalisation
of self-governance (Chapter 4) or rebuilt as a responsive social-democratic actor

(Chapter 5).

4.2 — Shutting down Kingsnorth

4.2.1 — Introducing Climate Camp

Climate Camp was arguably the most significant element of the climate change
protest wave that took place in the UK between 2006 and 2011 (Russell 2012;
Schlembach, Lear and Bowman 2012). To be sure climate change activism is not
exclusive to this period in the UK, with a history that dates back to the early 1990s
and continues to this day. With respect to media coverage and participation
however, it is arguable that this 5-year period was the high point of climate change
activism (Russell 2012; Schlembach, Lear and Bowman 2012). Indeed media
coverage of the Camp itself peaked in 2009 (McGregor 2015:5), prior to the Camp’s

end.

4.2.2 — Going camping

When I first read the call out for the 2008 Climate Camp, what inspired me to go
was the commitment to taking direct action against climate change. The promise in
the call out was that Climate Camp was part of a growing movement of climate
change activists — a mass grassroots social movement that confronted climate
change as a problem, one so dire that time could not be wasted waiting for experts

or politicians.
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“...the threat of climate change is so vast, so urgent, so universally shared,
that the action we need to take must be similarly wide ranging, immediate
and carried out by everyone; not delegated to ‘experts’ and ministers who
will deal with the issues sometime tomorrow or the day after...” (Camp

2008b)

The focus of the 2008 Camp was the Kingsnorth coal-fired power station. In 2008
the UK government was planning on building six new coal-fired power stations,
which in the words of the Camp would emit “50 million tons of COz a year” (ibid).
Kingsnorth was to be the site of the first new build of the short program, and alone
would account for between “6 and 8 million tons of CO; every year” (ibid). The idea
of the camp was to mobilise enough people to take direct action in order to make
building the new coal-fired power stations physically impossible, a strategy that
drew on the practical legacy of campaigns such as the anti-roads protest
movement in the early 1990s that stopped the UK governments road building

program through direct action camps (Wall 1999).

[ want to set out my memory of the main day of action, and the mass direct action
in particular, because it was in this moment that it first occurred to me that the UK
environment movement was in a state of impasse. The first section below is a
presentation of an entire memory-fragment on a Climate Camp day of action,
supplemented with materials from the Camp where appropriate. The subsequent
accounts and recollections are fabricated from my memory-work conversations,
where the outcome was to produce a thick mnemonic account, one that presents a
critical appraisal of my own memories and thickened with the (at times
conflicting) contestations and memories of my conversationalists. These accounts
have been written up as narrations alongside critical readings of Camp and

environment movement materials.
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4.2.3 - The day of action: a memory account

The Climate Camp day of action was to be the day when

"climate camp will go beyond talk and culminate in a spectacular mass

action to shut down Kingsnorth. Permanently!" (Camp 2008a)

But that’s not how things were looking the day before the main action. The day
before it became apparent that the mass direct action had yet to be organized. I
had gone to the camp with a number of old friends from the anti-globalisation
movement - a movement that took direct action against both international
institutions such as the IMF and World Bank, and attempted to disrupt significant
international government meetings such as the G8, as a protest campaign against

the global processes of neoliberalism (often called globalisation).

S remembered thinking “holy crap, there is no mass action that people can join in”".
Talking that moment of realization through with W, she said, “I don’t think that
much thought had gone into it”. After trying to find out what was going on, then
passing through a ‘holy crap, nothing is planned’ moment myself, I met up with §
and a few other people to figure out what to do about the lack of a plan. In the end
the five of us decided to make a plan and organize the action. It was why we were

there after all.

The day before the main day of action, S, a few others and I got hold of a map of the
area and concocted a hasty plan for getting to the power station. We didn’t have
one for getting into the power station, but at least we could see how we could get
people there. It all appeared a bit ramshackle the day before the action, and the
lack of preparation was disturbing. While none of us said it at the time of the action
we all thought that the lack of organization did suggest, as B said to me, “that [the

lack of preparation] was because people didn’t think it was going to happen.”

Despite all of our misgivings, at the appointed hour for the mass direct action we
trundled down to the advertised meeting point. Around 140 people turned up (out
of what the organisers were saying was 2000 people present at the camp). As we
all milled about at the appointed time in the appointed place, it became painfully

clear that the camp hadn’t organized a facilitator or a camp representative to host
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the action on the day. My friends and I called the 140-odd people together and
presented our plan to them. It was a simple plan - people should form themselves
into groups of around five people who would look out and work with each other.
Then we’d jump the back fence into a field of wheat, make our way around the field
to the train tracks that ran along the bottom of the field, and head along it towards
the power station. Once we’d gotten to the tracks it would be quite easy to make
our way to the fence - the power station was visible from everywhere, and there

were any number of paths, tracks and roads to follow.

Figure 1: action route from Climate Camp (top) to the fence, Kingsnorth power station (bottom), approximately

2.5 miles. Source: Author.

[ remember there were no questions and no discussion, so we asked if people were
up for it - voices came back saying yes. We said we’d give people time to organize
themselves, and then, a few minutes later, we yelled out that it was time to go and
made for the fence. All 140-odd bodies came tumbling down the hill we had met on
towards the fence. When we got there a few cops, perhaps three or four, tried half-

heartedly to stop us, batons flailing, but the mob of us made it past them, through
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the field and down to the tracks. The trip between the field and the power station
was notable only for one incident when a dozen cops in riot gear tried to stop us
crossing a road. After a few people got battened by the police we made our way
around them. A few roads and fields later we found ourselves at the fence of the
power station, being trailed by a couple of motorcycle police and, more distantly, a

squad of riot cops.

Where we found ourselves, in fact, was facing two fences topped with razor wire, a
moat and a line of police with dogs inside the power station itself. We dutifully
dismantled some temporary fencing that was ready to hand and used it to create
some ladders up the first fence, but almost all of us hesitated before climbing up
and going in. It was painfully obvious that we were not going to get into the power
station, and that if we tried the best we could expect would be to be arrested. As S
said, “If we had been hundreds more people we could have actually shut it down,
we could have caused mayhem in there.” But we weren’t hundreds, we were a
small crowd with no substantial plan outside of a well-fortified power station. Still
despite this around a dozen people did try to make it into the power station and

were arrested by the police inside.
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Figure 2: climbing the fence, Kingsnorth power station. Source: Indymedia UK

Talking this through with S later on, I found my feelings of that moment perfectly
expressed in something he said: “I don’t know how the people who jumped the

fence felt, but I do know how we felt which was ‘Huh. Now what?””

None of us climbed the fence in the end. I think we were hoping something, some
way of taking action, would present itself if we just got there. But there wasn’t an
opportunity. All we could do was watch as some of the people who had tried to get
into the power station by raft got rescued by the water police. One person actually

made it as far as the power station cooling outflow pipe and was arrested.

After a while, we made our way back to the Camp. I went down to the main
assembly tent for the post day of action debriefing. It was in this debriefing that I
heard from the front of the assembly that everyone present should give a cheer for
those people who tried to enter the power station on the direct action because it
meant that “we [Climate Camp] could say we did it” (personal notes). That is,
symbolically Climate Camp had entered the power station, achieving ‘our’ aims. We

did not shut down the power station however - not even temporarily. We did
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arguably contribute to the Governments decision to not allow the future power
station units to be built in March 2009 (Adam and Tran 2009), along with a
number of NGOs such as Greenpeace who had taken action against it in 2007, 2008
and later in 2009. But that was a government decision based on its more general
energy policies, and not a result of our disruptive efforts. We didn’t even convince
the company responsible - E.ON - that we as a movement would make it too costly
for them to continue, as is the case in many other direct action campaigns (Wall
1999). In the end the power station ceased generation in 2012 when it consumed
all of its Large Combustion Plant Directive hours, as mandated by law (DEFRA
2013).

There are four questions from this episode that I explore through the remainder of
the chapter. The first concerns the role and effectiveness of direct action as praxis.
The second explores how Climate Camp understands the socio-political changes
demanded by the science being instituted: what the Climate Camp theory of social
change is. The third concerns the subject of the Camp - who is it that could or
could not participative in the Camp, and what do these limits tell us about the
political vision of the Camp? Finally | examine the relationship between means and

ends, strategy and utopian promise in the Camp praxis.

4.3 — Situating Climate Camp

4.3.1 - Urgent action

The point of departure for Climate Camp was the inaction of the UK government

over the urgent issue of climate change (Camp 2008b).

“Climate change is already affecting millions of people around the world
through extreme weather events, flooding and other disasters. We need
urgent action now to avoid reaching catastrophic tipping-points.”

(Camp 2012)

As outlined in Chapter 3, tipping points function in the catastrophic imaginary to
render the process of climate change into a series of events via global thresholds:

moments in the future where the Earth’s climate ‘tips’ over into new, horrifying
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states. In Climate Camp communications these climatic tipping points appear as a

matter of calculus:

“As Drax shareholders rake in the profits, the rest of us tremble as we wake
up to the effects of the 21 million tonnes of carbon released by Drax each
year. If we carry on at this rate in the next few years we will have emitted
enough CO; to cross the dreaded 2-degree temperature threshold”

(Camp 2006).20

Responding to this future threat, Climate Camp advocate taking direct action as

government has not only failed to act, but will not act:

“The climate crisis cannot be solved by relying on governments and big
businesses with their 'techno-fixes' and other market-driven approaches.

Their grip on political and economic power lies at the heart of the problem.”

“We must therefore take responsibility for averting climate change, taking
individual and collective action against its root causes and to develop our

own truly sustainable and socially just solutions.” (Camp 2012)

While the question of urgency and government inaction are both crucial to the
form Climate Camp took, there is also the question of the political legacy Climate
Camp inherited from previous protest camp movements and how this shaped its

response to climate change.

4.3.2 — A brief history of Climate Camp

Table 1: Climate Camp events and actions (Source: personally compiled)

Date Place Action Attendance
August 2006 Drax power Protest campand 600 approx
station, West mass action
Yorkshire
August 2007 Heathrow Airport, Protestcampand 2000 approx
London mass action

20 Climate Camp go on to argue that “predictions at this point include the Greenland ice sheet collapsing and
sea levels rising, water shortages in many parts of the world, the extinction of the polar bear, and most
worrying of all runaway climate chaos” (ibid).
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August 2008 Kingsnorth power Protestcampand 2000 approx
station, Kent mass action

April 2009 European Climate Mass office 1500 approx
Exchange, London blockade

August 2009 Blackheath, Education & 1000 approx
London training camp

October 2009 Ratcliffe-on-Soar ~ Protestcampand 800-1000 approx
power station, mass action
Nottinghamshire

December 2009  COP15, Mass actionsasa  1000-2000 approx
Copenhagen, part of
Denmark international

mobilisation

August 2010 Royal Bank of Protest camp and  600-800 approx
Scotland, mass action
Edinburgh

February 2011 Dorset Final network 100-150 approx

meeting

The aims of Climate Camp remained the same for the years it was active: to take
direct action, to produce a media spectacle, and to build a movement through
education and inspiration. The movement Climate Camp sought to create was a
self-organised, participatory and grassroots movement that would challenge
“consumerism, [economic] growth and capitalism” (Camp 2010b) and create “a

vision of a real democracy” (Camp promotional flyer, 2009).

Climate Camp started in August 2006 with a 10-day camp involving 600 people at
the Drax coal-fired power station in West Yorkshire, “the UK’s biggest single
source of carbon dioxide” (Camp 2009a), in order to “kick-start a social movement
to tackle climate change” (Camp 2009a). The Camp culminated in a single mass
action on 31 August with ‘campers’ attempting to “breach the perimeter of the
fence” (Features 2006) and “shut down one of the root causes of climate change:

Drax coal fired power station” (Wroe and Schlembach 2007).

The second Camp in 2007 against the expansion of Heathrow Airport gained
massive media coverage and drew almost 2000 attendees (Willis and Agencies

2007), and could be described as the Camp’s public ‘breakthrough’ moment. While
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the official target was the proposed third runway (one that has still not been built
largely due to public opposition), many Climate Campers also sought to highlight
air travel as a form excessive consumption that needed to be stopped (Ford 2008).
This meant that while the Camp expressly tried not to disrupt the airport’s
operations and focused attention on the corporations that profit from air travel
and not airline consumers (Camp 2007a), this public attempt to avoid ‘guilting’ air-
travel consumers was contradicted by the “narrative of personal responsibility to
reduce one’s own carbon emissions [that] ran through the publicity literature,
workshops and protests of the Camp. Often the Camp’s message was a moral

argument against flying.” (Schlembach 2011).

Media coverage increased in 2008 at the Kingsnorth coal-fired power station
protest (Hickman 2008; News 2008; Zee 2008). The camp had around 2000
participants, though with a more subdued atmosphere and fewer direct action
participants (Features 2008). The camp itself was also heavily policed, sparking a
public debate over the role of police in environmental protests (David 2008; Vidal

2008).

The next year, 2009, was the peak of Climate Camp activity in terms of the number
of actions taken (if not in the numbers of people participating), as well as the peak
of radical climate change activism in the UK more generally (Russell 2012)21. It
was also the peak of public awareness and concern with climate change (Climate
2011). There were three Climate Camps in 2009 (but only two mass direct
actions), and a substantial Climate Camp contingent that travelled to the
Conference of Parties on Climate Change conference (the ‘COP15’) in Copenhagen
in December?? (KM 2009). The three camps took place on Blackheath in south

London, outside the European Climate Exchange in central London (ECX) (Camp

21 Russell has produced an excellent summary of climate related environmental direct actions throughout this
period. His table finds there to be one Climate Camp action in 2006 (out of three total actions), one in 2007
(against six in total), one in 2008 (against twelve in total), nine in 2009 (against twenty six in total) and two in
2010 (against seven in total). Russell, Bertie. 2012. "Interrogating the Post-Political: The Case of Radical
Climate and Climate Justice Movements." in Department of Geography: University of Leeds.

22 COP15 was the fifteenth Conference of the Parties (COP) under the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The conference took place from December 7 to December 18,

2009 in Copenhagen, Denmark. The COP is the highest body of the UNFCCC and consists of environment
ministers who meet once a year to discuss the convention’s developments. The summit was famous both for
its failure to reach substantive agreement and for the open rebellion by the G77 against the wealthy countries
comprising the G8. See Vidal, John. 2008. "Those Kingsnorth police injuries in full: six insect bites and a
toothache." in The Guardian. London.
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2009b), and at the Ratcliffe-on-Soar power station (Camp 2009d). The Blackheath
camp was constituted as a series of workshops and debates and fundamentally
about separating off the educational and showcase elements of Climate Camp from
the actions in order to better facilitate both. The Camp in London against the ECX
took part at the same time as a very large and at times very confrontational anti-
G20 protest around the Bank of England (Lewis and Walker 2009; Weaver 2009).
Climate Camp’s rationale for targeting the ECX was to draw attention to the
“underlying cause of climate change, airport expansion and coal-fired power
stations: our political and economic system” (Camp 2009c). The third camp of
2009 at Ratcliffe-on-Soar was smaller than previous camps with around 800-1000

people attending (BBC 2009b).

The December 2009 COP15 protests drew a large number of participants from
across Europe to the venue in Copenhagen, and was the site of numerous
demonstrations that brought together both ‘mainstream’ environmental and
development NGOs and more grassroots climate change campaigning groups. The
protests did not aim to shut down the meeting but to make an intervention, one
that had mixed results. The COP itself was widely understood to be “the last chance
to stop climate change” by Climate Camp (Adam 2009) among others (Gray 2009;
Monbiot 2009). The meeting was a failure, ending in a non-binding agreement
(Vidal, Stratton and Goldenberg 2009). While it has been contended that the
COP15 mobilisations heralded a significant development in environmental praxis
vis-a-vis climate justice (Chatterton, Featherstone and Routledge 2013b), no
climate movement emerged out of the protests as hoped, and the protests
themselves had little impact on either the negotiations or the public perception of

the COP23,

The last Camp for Climate action took place in August 2010 at the headquarters for
the Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS), Edinburgh (Camp 2010a). Around 600 campers
broke into the RBS compound and set up camp, focusing their attention on RBS’s
involvement in tar sands production in Canada, their role in financing fossil fuel

production more generally and their recent public bailout (Camp 2010c). However,

23 One of the contentions of this chapter is that in contrast to the somewhat relentlessly positive analytic one
finds in social and environmental movement literature, such as in Chatterton et al. (2013), what is required is
a constructive attentiveness to the failures of environmentalism.
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public and media attention had significantly waned by this point

(McGregor 2015:5).

The final Climate Camp event was the A Space for Change meeting in Dorset,
February 2011 (Camp 2011b) where it was decided to disband the network. The
final Climate Camp act was the release of the Metamorphosis statement that stated
that “This closure is intended to allow new tactics, organising methods and

processes to emerge in this time of whirlwind change.” (Camp 2011a).

In this brief history we can start to see how the questions outlined in Section 4.2.3
were broadly articulated over the lifetime of the Camp, setting out a number of
points of tension. The practical focus on direct action found itself in tension with
the urgency to act on climate change as an issue and the perceived need to produce
a mass movement in order to do so. There was a continual tension between the
need to promote the Camp (the Camp’s media presence) and the desire to take
effective action. The repeated failures of the actions also put direct action into
question as a tactic capable of affecting change vis-a-vis the scale of climate
change. These tensions suggest a deeper conflict between means and ends with
regards to the Camp’s praxis, between the negative vision of climate change and

the positive vision of an ecological society prefigured by the Camp.

4.3.3 - Seeds of Climate Camp

The idea for Climate Camp emerged from the debates concluding the anti-G82*
protests in Gleneagles, Scotland, in July 2005 (Harvie et al. 2005; Schlembach
2011:2). Climate Camp came out of the Horizon eco-village, an anarchist protest
camp that was situated within the broader anti-G8 protest. In out conversation
about the Climate Camp action, B outlined the continuity between the anti-

globalisation movement and Climate Camp:

“There were discussions in the [Horizon] camp about what happens after

Gleneagles, and that was the first time that people put forward the

24 The G8 refers to the Group of Eight - eight ‘highly developed nations’, France, Germany, Italy, the United
Kingdom, Japan, the United States, Canada, and Russia, that hold an annual meeting to build consensus on
global issues such as economic growth and global security.
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argument that we need to move issues to climate change because if we

don’t sort the climate out all the other issues become irrelevant.”

The anti-globalisation movement was a global movement focused on opposing the
processes and institutions of neoliberal globalisation (Kingsnorth 2004; Nowhere
2003). For roughly seven years (1998-2005) a movement comprising a wide range
of actors from unions to peasant armies, Non-Governmental Organisations and
anarchist networks all mobilised jointly on the global stage, focusing their
attention on the meetings of key global institutions such as the World Bank, IMF,
the G8 and the World Economic Forum (Nowhere 2003). This movement saw the
fusion of radically democratic or horizontal political forms, of the primacy of the
tactic of direct action, and of the centrality of protest camps into the lexicon of the
radical left (Feigenbaum, Frenzel and McCurdy 2013; Graeber 2009). For many
this period of radical politics in the UK was one where anarchism as a political
praxis came to dominate with respect to organisational forms and procedural

practice (Graeber 2002; Nunes 2005).

Many of the protests of the anti-globalisation movement were characterised by
experiments in prefigurative forms of social and political life (Feigenbaum, Frenzel
and McCurdy 2013; Mueller 2006; Nowhere 2003). Generally these experiments
were characterised by horizontal or flat organisational structures, participative
processes and a ‘do it yourself’ (DIY) or direct action ethic (ibid), all characteristics
taken up by Climate Camp (Schlembach 2011:4). Climate Camp explicitly
developed the ‘living alternative’ model used by the Horizon camp in order to
produce an example of the kinds of democratic and infrastructural processes that

could form the basis of a low-carbon society (Camp 2012).

“We think that one of the most exciting things about the Camp for Climate
Action is the way that it is organised. Rather than having a small group of
people running things, we encourage everyone who comes to the camp
(that means you!) to take part in deciding how it will be run. Democracy is

at the heart of our beliefs.” (Camp 2007c)

Climate Camp was organised through mass assemblies using consensus decision-

making and operated on a volunteer basis (ibid). This process was meant to
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prefigure a future centred on the institution of a radical form of participative
democracy. But where as the anti-globalisation movement had been organised
around globalisation as an issue, Climate Camp set out to tackle the issue of climate
change. The choice of climate change as an issue by the (post)anti-globalisation
movement was justified on the basis of the gravity and urgency of the issue of
climate change. As B said of the call to form Climate Camp, promoters of climate
change as an issue argued “climate change means that if we don’t sort this issue

out first then the other issues don’t matter because we’ll all be dead.”

4.3.4 - Starting out from the wrong kind of decline

In addition to the legacy of praxis and a future-image of ‘catastrophe itself’ as the
point of political orientation, in this section I argue that Climate Camp started out
at a moment of social-movement decline. By 2005 many within the anti-
globalisation movement had started to note the decline of the anti-globalisation
movement as a social force, with the peak of activity being in 2001 (Scholl 2012;
Thompson 2010). People had also started to criticise the form politics had taken
within the movement, activism, as it was no longer considered capable of

confronting something like capitalism (Thompson 2010:129-30).

One thing that strongly emerged from my memory-work conversations was the

sense that Climate Camp started with a sense of pessimism, not hope. M said that

“even with Gleneagles, my memory of that process is that people didn’t
go through it with a huge sense of optimism. Or that it was the right thing

to do.”
W remembers that:

“There was a real debate in the movement at that point [2005] about
summit hopping, about what was the point of having these mass
mobilizations. So, [ remember being cynical with the initial rising of Climate
Camp because we were like these mass mobilisations don’t necessarily
cause radical change or cause mass direct action. The anti-globalisation

movement was dying at that point.”
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B concurs, noting that:

“From ]J18 [1999] when there was thousands of people up for it [direct
action], to Gleneagles, it was six years, and that’'s a lifetime. People

disappeared. They stopped going to protests.”

These statements reflect that at its peak, tens of thousands of people mobilised for
the protests of the anti-globalisation movement (Kingsnorth 2004; Nowhere
2003), and it was common place for activists to travel long distances to other
countries to take part on the various mobilisations. But as noted by M, W and B, by
2005 the mobilisations had decreased in size, with many openly questioning the
movement’s praxis and strategy. But, as W said of the 2005 Gleneagles
mobilisation, “there were far more people at Gleneagles than any of the Climate
Camps.” Indeed, media reports for the Gleneagles protests suggest that the main
protest march had 4000 people, with 1000 breaking away from the march to
confront police and attempt to break into the venue of the G8 (Tempest and Clarke
2005). In addition to this march there was also a counter-summit and rally
organised by a number of large NGOs, called Make Poverty History, and attracting
up to 200,000 people.

While some theorise the anti-globalisation movement as a success and highpoint of
political mobilisation (Graeber 2009), I argue that the memory-work accounts as
well as other internal reflections of the movement suggest that by 2005 an impasse
had been reached at the level of praxis, with attendance at the mobilisations
starting to decline from around 2003 (Nunes 2010; Scholl 2012; Thompson 2010).
Looking at the figures of attendance at Climate Camp from Section 4.3.2, we can
see that after a short period of growth from 2006 to 2009 Climate Camp went into
decline, and that at its peak it never drew more than 2000 people, a far cry from
the preceding mobilisations of the anti-globalisation movement from which it

emerged.

4.3.5 — Internal tensions

The final point to note in order to situate the 2008 Kingsnorth action is the state of
the internal camp debates at the time - specifically, the documented tension

between the sections of the camp membership who were explicitly anarchist in
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political orientation, and those we held to more liberal or ‘mainstream’ political

perspectives (Plows 2008; Schlembach 2011).

There was a lively debate ‘inside’?> the Camp over the political tensions and
direction of the Camp, with a minority decrying what they saw as the drift towards
a more pro-government, liberal political perspective over time (Shift and Dysophia
2010). This perspective narrates the history of Climate Camp in a way that
emphasises its anarchist roots in the anti-globalisation movement, and argues that
having started out radically anti-capitalist, Climate Camp became more reformist
having been “hijacked by liberals” (Charsley 2007) as it tried to draw more people

into the climate change movement.

The tensions inside the Camp have been described as being between either strong
and weak green perspectives (Plows 2008:92), or, more commonly, between
reformists and radicals (Schlembach 2011:5). In the latter instance, the key debate
was over the role of the government (Saunders and Price 2009:120; Schlembach
2011:15). These accounts of an internal political conflict are contested by Saunders
(2012) who suggests that based on her fieldwork there was in fact no common
radical political basis for the Camp from its inception (ibid:329). Saunders argues
that while there was a marked drift to more reformist political positions over the
lifetime of the Camp (ibid:329;340), there was always a majority position that held
to “pragmatic” political positions (ibid:329). This resonates with the Camp’s own
reflections that noted the Camp hedged its bets politically and tried to “strike a
balance between broad social objectives and immediate strategic objectives”
(Camp 2010Db). Saunders suggests that the Camp appeared more radical than it in
fact was because the public presentation of the Camp via the press-work and
outreach materials was dominated by Campers who held more radical political
perspectives (2012:330). Saunders argues that the majority of the Camp was
constituted by a pragmatic liberal political tendency, and that over time as the

Camp grew in size this tendency increased proportionately (ibid:336;342). In the

25 The designation of inside and outside is for convenience sake: there is no clear boundary between inside
and outside of Climate Camp, with the Camp being a site of convergence and overlap between different social
networks, NGOs, organisations and currents. As an assemblage, it drew on and concentrated a number of
social flows, and marked out an identifiable terrain. As such, there was a sense of the Camp as a space, making
the idea of internal debates methodologically realistic.
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end it was the near-eclipse of the more radical political tendency that formed part

of the basis for the break up of the organisation (ibid:343).

The debate over the roots of Climate Camp and the state of internal political
tensions marks a more fundamental debate over how change occurs and what the
relationship to the government should be. The radical tendency argued for the
need to act autonomously from government and the majority liberal tendency
argued for a pragmatic engagement with government, including seeking short-
term reforms. This debate can be framed as one over how best to organise

grassroots activism.

4.4 — Taking grassroots action against climate change

4.4.1 - Doing the brutal math

The Camp’s foundation in opposition to government inaction suggests that direct
action, the method favoured by the Camp, is sufficient to the problem of climate
change (one way or another). The question then is how was direct action meant to

tackle climate change as an issue?

As with much environmental direct action the focus is on stopping a process of
production, in this case one that produces COz emissions. The initial problem to
overcome is the fact that every aspect of social life is in some way bound to
processes that produce greenhouse gases, prompting the question of ‘where do
you start?’ Indeed, the global scale of climate change and the idea that everything
has to change all at once could be said to render grassroots politics difficult if not
impossible. As explored in Chapter 3 climate change is made comprehensible to
publics through a work of mathematical abstraction - it is articulated as a set of
‘brutal numbers’ (McKibben 2013) that ‘add up’ to different climate change
futures. This mode of articulation suggests that actions can be translated into a
series of calculations, into quantifiable events that can all be brought together as
equivalent vis-a-vis climate change through the climate equivalent CO2, what the

think tank Cornerhouse argue is a carbon fetish (2010)326.

26 While there is much to be said in support of calling COza fetish, especially as it acts within carbon trading
and government policy, it is more accurate to call COz a factish, following Bruno Latour and Isabelle Stengers
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Returning to Section 4.2.2, the Kingsnorth direct action was framed in terms of its
potential to stop 6-8 million tons of CO; per year. This method of framing actions
and making a set of quite distinct events equivalent as a part of a single campaign
is also used by more policy-orientated climate change writer-activists and NGOs
such as Mark Lynas (2008) and George Monbiot (2007b), both of whom have
outlined their proposals for transforming society through government policy,

through a series of carbon calculations.

This way of understanding or framing actions draws on how climate change is
constituted as catastrophe. Catastrophe is articulated through a series of figures
and calculations where to grasp the problem is to take hold of it mathematically.
Understood in this way as an operation on the future through a series of
mathematical calculations, direct action appears as a possible way of ‘doing the
numbers’ where any given action is made fungible with any other through the use
of CO; as a universal equivalent. I argue that the logic that inheres in this form of
action is a logic of counting carbon: as long as enough direct actions take place,
undertaken by enough people, the numbers will add up. At the same time it also
de-politicises direct action, as the justification for direct action is less a matter of
expressing a vision of radical or participative democracy, and more a matter of
efficacy and expedience?’. As long as it is the fastest and most direct way in which
to reduce carbon emissions, direct action is justified. But when it does not produce
the outcome required ‘by the science’, then its value as a mode of political praxis
comes into question. In essence, environmental action is economised or
managerialised, with ends and means collapsing into each other along purely

instrumental lines.

4.4.2 — Back to Kingsnorth

Because of the global scale of climate change, Climate Camp is premised on the

idea that there needs to be enough people taking action in order to do something

formulations of scientific experimental constructions. See Latour, Bruno. 2010. On the Modern Cult of the
Factish Gods. London: Duke University Press, Stengers, Isabelle. 2010. Cosmopolitics. London: University of
Minnesota Press.

27 This is consistent with the way Wendy Brown characterises neoliberal social logic as a matter of economics,
a characterisation that concurs with a number of environmentalists attempts to calculate the cost or worth of

climate change. Brown, Wendy. 2015. Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism's Steakth Revolution. New York: Zone
Books.
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substantial about climate change. In this way the camp itself was structured as a
machine that would produce a movement: the actions, propaganda, workshops
and various prefigurative elements were all designed to build a mass climate
change movement so that direct action would be effective. According to my
reading of the Camp, direct action was both the means to build a movement and
the ends the movement was supposed to pursue in order to stop climate change.
This is a particularly interesting instance in which memory-work around the
action at the Kingsnorth Climate Camp in 2008 (Section 4.2) produced a series of
reflections that put both the process of movement building and the utility of direct

action against climate change into question.

More than a few conversationalists pointed out that the Kingsnorth power station
was never realistically going to be shut down; indeed, that wasn’t even the plan. L,

reflecting on the role of the mass direct action at Kingsnorth, told me that

“The idea of the stunt was that it's always a stunt until we can built our
power and it’s no longer a stunt. It was a stunt to help build a movement so
we could move beyond stunts. And we never got to that point. I mean, in the

end, how different is this [the Camp’s actions] from theatre?”

B suggested something similar, that: “I think there was a symbolic nature to the
direct action at that point, and the idea was to do more, an actual direct action at a
later point.” As Y said, “in the shutting down of Kingsnorth, I think the action was a

Greenpeace style stunt”. Talking with B about the 2006 Drax Camp, Y said:

“At Drax there was a lot of research in order to switch it off, lots of briefings
and stuff like that; but not much of a plan other than chaos. But with Drax
we could have beaten the cops. At one point three cops basically stopped
[the action] and people weren’t prepared to take on the cops. At that point

we were still trying to legitimate civil disobedience and climate change.”

Direct action and civil disobedience was still in the process of being legitimated by
2008 and the Kingsnorth Camp. B said of the Camp’s objectives and direct action
that:
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“By the time you get to Kingsnorth, we knew that in order to shut down a
power station it's going to involve something the public is not ready for.
And just holding a camp was what the battle was for at that moment. By
Kingsnorth absolutely nobody thought they were going to get in and shut it
down ... basically at that point people thought there only way it could work
would be to increase numbers to the point where you wouldn’t need that

level of determination.”

But two years after Kingsnorth, by the time of the 2010 Ratcliff-on-Soar camp, the
movement that had been hoped for still had not arrived. Indeed the number of
participants at the 2010 Camp was smaller than in previous years, and the levels of
preparedness for direct action on the part of the campers was still not at the levels
necessary for mass direct actions. As L said to me the action of Ratcliff-on-Soar was
in itself little more effective than the much smaller action of the 2008 Camp

despite there having been more preparation and training:

“With Ratcliff-on-Soar there were [sic], we dropped grappling hooks near
the fences, and made all sorts of preparations. But, you know, I've got a
friend who was arrested at Ratcliff who is really fucking bitter, because he
felt [his arrest] was pointless, it was just a stunt. He saw that he was up for

[the direct action] but nobody else was.”

Over the lifetime of Climate Camp, the requisite levels of militancy and activist
numbers never quite emerged, making the direct actions of the Camp a series of
stunts and not direct actions per se. The internal reflections of the Camp suggest
that participants didn’t “distinguish between direct action and publicity stunts”
(Camp 2010b), while many of the internal critics argued that the actions were
never more than spectacles (Shift and Dysophia 2010) or symbolic gestures

(Charsley 2007).

Part of the problem with Climate Camp direct actions was that unlike the

genealogy of environmental protests in the anti-roads and anti-GMO movements
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that preceded them, no one quite knew how to tackle a power station technically,

in order to shut it down?28, As Y said,

“...about shutting down Kingsnorth permanently, that was never going to
happen. I've organized plenty of direct action, but [ don’t know how to shut

down Kingsnorth permanently.”

W and M both suggested that the Kingsnorth action had always been set up as
symbolic, and that there was something about climate change as an issue that

made direct action difficult:

W: “You might be able to blockade one power station but in the grand

scheme of things you'll just make a publicity stunt.”

M: “There is something about scale. You can’t imagine Climate Camp, even if
they had stopped a runway being built, or a power station, that it was going

to stop climate change.”

There is something to M’s suggestion that with climate change the technical
problem extends more broadly and is not resolved by just knowing which button
to press. S suggested that actually directly intervening into climate change as a
problem required more than just technical knowledge - it required finding a point

of leverage, something that was missing in the climate change movement:

“We do not have the power to do more than [symbolic actions and stunts].
Kingsnorth was symbolic partly because we have no idea of how to actually
disrupt the plant, and that’s a function of our actual material weakness.
Overall it seems we are thrown back to our overall weakness. The reason
we do symbolic actions is a function of our weakness. What we lack, what
we don’t have, is a point of intervention. A point of leverage. But it's all
about ‘where is our point of intervention’? Where do you go to exercise

power? And we don'’t really know.”

There is a suggestion here that the problem with direct action is that the numbers

simply won’t add up - that the scalar logic of climate change is non-linear, and that

28 And, in the case of the 2007 Heathrow Airport protest, few were willing to disrupt the functioning of major
public infrastructure such as the airport.
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localised actions of individuals’ accountings do not add up to the systemic effect.
Climate Camp’s answer to this problem was to try to build a mass movement that

could act on the appropriate (read equivalent) political scale.

Speaking about the idea that Climate Camp would produce a mass climate change
movement, L said, that there was a “real lack of faith” in people on the part of the
‘official’ Climate Camp organisers. Both Y and B said that many of the organisers of
Climate Camp that they knew had privately given up on the idea of creating a mass
movement, and that many thought the best they could do was to intervene in the

public debate through media-friendly actions.

4.4.3 - Direct action as praxis

Woven into the fabric of Climate Camp are two competing understandings of direct
action. These two understandings fused in the period of the anti-globalisation
movement and became an unresolved legacy inherited by Climate Camp. This
legacy included not only a conflictual understanding of direct action, but also a
sense that the agent of direct action need be equivalent in scale to the problem.
That what was needed in the case of both globalisation and climate change was a

mass global movement, something the same ‘size’ as the problem.

In the recent history of UK direct action the early 1990s figures as a conjuncture
where the long tradition of civil disobedience (Plows 2008:105) came together
with a more confrontational and antagonistic approach to direct action (Wall
1999). It was in the early 1990s, and around the anti-roads campaigns of the 90s in
particular, that the moral action of environmental civil disobedience was
transformed into a practice of active disruption (Seel, Paterson and Doherty 2000).
Carter has suggested that disruptive direct action as an environmental practice
emerges in the global North during the early 90s as a reaction to the lack of
responsiveness of government and corporations to environmentalist demands.
Walls makes a similar claim for the UK direct action movement, adding that the
lack of responsiveness - what Carter calls democracy - extends to the
environmental organisations that emerged in the 1970s (Wall 1999). Concurrent

with this break with established groups, there was also a notable turn to more
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radical critiques of capitalism and industrial civilisation within the environment

movement (Hay 2002; Luke 1997).

Among both academic and movement literature, there is much commonality to the
definitions of direct action and civil disobedience, the latter often used to clarify
the former. There are three commonly outlined aspects to direct action. The first is
that it is action that seeks to actively and directly disrupt or intervene into a
contested process, often (though not necessarily) illegally, but falls short of armed
militarised intervention (Graeber 2009:201; Seel, Paterson and Doherty 2000:1;
Wall 1999:156). This disruption is often both a disruption of a particular process
(the construction of a road) and a repudiation of the legitimacy of government.
This contrasts with the more-often legal yet still disruptive protests of civil
disobedience that do not seek to contest the legitimacy of government per se. The
distinction is often suggested to centre on the question of antagonism. Where
direct action actively sets out to antagonistically produce conflict, civil
disobedience works through a practice of refusal, often without hostility or
outright opposition to the government. The second commonly agreed element is
that direct action is described as a style of praxis, one that constitutes an overt
declaration of antagonism or dissent (Graeber 2009:204; Tormey 2005:337). The
final element is that direct action, like civil disobedience, is described as a form of
morally compelled protest that suggests an ethical logic or accounting of individual

behaviour (Carter 2005:4; Seel, Paterson and Doherty 2000:1).

As described in Section 4.3.5 many within the Camp understood the defining
feature of direct action to be an opposition to government, both to lobbying
government and more generally a disposition against government tout court.
Graeber argues that this is the common historical definition of the term
(2009:203), though this perspective has been contested by a number of other
authors (Carter 2005; Plows 2008). Indeed there is a substantive body of thought
that would argue that direct action is part of the vitality of the democratic process
(Carter 2005), with direct action constituting a part of the practice of active

citizenship (Plows 2008:105).

Graeber’s suggestion that direct action works against government as an institution

(2009:203;433) could be said to apply whether or not direct action is considered
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intrinsically opposed to government or not, as the work of disruption is a practice
premised on the existence and use of situational power - leverage, in a word, build
on the foundations of a social power autonomous to government and the workings

of the state.

4.4.4 — Blockading ghosts and the logic of equivalence

Acting against existing social processes and institutions, constituting friction vis-a-
vis the processes of state governance (Tsing 2004:4), requires locating sites where
leverage can be exerted through disruption or interference. Confronted with the
totality of climate change and the factual need to transform every aspect of society
from what we eat to how we move around to how the economy functions, Climate
Camp’s answer was to construct a movement on as global a scale as possible,
starting with the UK. The logic at work here is that a global problem requires a
global actor. To be sure Climate Camp is not the only environmental actor who
suggests the need for equivalence. From government officials (Wintour and
Sparrow 2009) to economists (Spratt et al. 2009; Stern 2006), from writer-
activists (Lynas 2008; Monbiot 2007b) to academics (Heise 2008), there is a
general contention that global problems that exceed local confines such as climate

change can only be confronted on a global scale.

[ argue that there is a confusion here, one that mistakes the scale of the problem
for the necessary scale of the intervention. This confusion is in part an artefact of
the scalar logic of climate change (Chapter 3). Climate change scales the world in a
particular way, both through its sociotechnical composition and through it role
within the imaginary. As Massey argues the perception of space and spatial scales
shapes the organisation of space and scale (2014:84). That is, scale is both

descriptive and prescriptive as a concept.

The global scale of climate change mirrors existing global scale narratives (Cook
and Balayannis 2015; Jasanoff 2010). The sense of planet (Heise 2008) produced
has all the characteristics of globalisation as a concept: the Earth is rendered as an
abstract space, one where global forces such as technology and economics (and
climate dynamics) cannot be controlled but must be adapted to, where power

resides at the level of the global and the local is always-already a victim of global
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forces (Massey 2014:81-3). This scalar framing designates some political practices
as valuable (those that can act ‘globally’) and some as ineffectual (those that are

local). As Gibson-Graham argues:

“We are all familiar with the denigration of the local as small and relatively
powerless, defined and confined by the global: the global is a force, the local
is its field of play; the global is penetrating, the local penetrated and
transformed.” (Gibson-Graham 2002:27).

It is this hierarchical logic that organises the praxis of Climate Camp. Contrary to
this scalar logic, both Massey and Gibson-Graham argue that the global and local
are variously constructed, always partial and open to the influence of the other
(Gibson-Graham 2002:32; Massey 1994:151; 2014:10;154), and that there needs
to be a critical interrogation of how power moves between scales, and where
change can be implemented. Gibson-Graham argue that the focus on global actors,
be they a political organization or a singular historical agent such as the multitude,
is evidence of a capture by a “vision of power that inheres in greater size and
spatial extensiveness” (2002:28), and is more of a bodily state than a well-

reasoned intellectual position (ibid:27).

Anna Tsing outlines how the global scale is a product of global/local congeries,
emerging out of the friction of the “grip of the encounter” (2004:5). The global is
thus, like the universal, not a thing that explains anything, but rather a thing that
must be explained (Deleuze 1995b:62). For Tsing it is the confluence between
different processes, the encounter between varied materials, flows and forms that
produces social arrangements including the immaterial and abstract social
arrangements such as imaginaries. This matches Massey’s account of the co-
construction of local, regional and global places, where places can be considered as
spatial-temporal events that mark the accumulation of different human and more-
than-human histories and exist as sites of possibility and thus as always open to
contestation (ibid:139). Contrary to the hierarchical logic of global scale,
conceptualising place as an event enables a political attentiveness to how places

and scales are constructed (Massey 2014:102).
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By evacuating all but the global scale of political potential, Climate Camp de-situate
the problem of climate change thus making it difficult to grasp. As Buell suggests,
the dilemma of global apocalyptic tales is that the problem is often without ‘place’,
and thus can only be fixed by “fixing everything” (1995:295) - something that only

a global mass movement or government appears able to do.

This is the logic deployed by Climate Camp where direct action appears as a kind of
sorcery that sets out to conjure a mass social movement into being through
symbolically representing the actions that the movement will take in the future. It
is as such a kind of theatre machine (Raunig 2010) that seeks to produce a people
by articulating what the people will do. It is not the only mode of direct action
possible however. Massey’s formulation of the co-production of global/local
suggests that it is possible to contest the processes of globalisation at a situated
level by taking actions that wear down or disrupt globalising processes, a mode of

political action Timothy Mitchell calls sabotage (2013:22).

Sabotage works by disrupting of the free flow of crucial materials, including energy
(ibid:22). Sabotage expresses a logic not of equivalence but of vulnerability, where
what is being contested is not inclusion in a global process of governance but the
very capacity to exert control over a flow. An example within the modern UK
environment movement of effective sabotage is the anti-roads campaigns of the
1990s, where small numbers of protesters effectively occupied sites through which
roads were to be built, denying the smooth and free flow of the construction
process. The process of sabotage does not work in an all or nothing manner
however, and it is not necessary that sabotage completely disrupt a particular
process. Sabotage targets not only the smooth functioning of a process, but the
expectation of future-functioning that maintains social investment in that process.
It disrupts the smooth functioning of return that maintains the future as a

progression of the present, thus undermining the present.

Climate Camp did not set out to contest the control over the production of CO,.
While it located several key emission sites, the project the Camp embarked on
sought to construct a mass movement capable of acting on a commensurate scale,
and not to produce sustained disruptions to energy or transportation processes

(as might be constructed around power stations or airports, for example). In their
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own terms then the limits to Climate Camps mode of spectacular direct action then
are to be found in the limits of its power to create a mass movement, in not only
how well it works to bring a new people into being through its theatre, but also in
the contours of the people that it fabricates: who they are, what they can do, and

the shapes of their utopian visions of the future.

This latter point is crucial. As outlined in Chapter 2 and explored in Chapter 3 how
the future is imagined is a crucial element in social organisation, one that
constrains how we act and who be become. Within any imaginary, there are always
countervailing influences, other fragments of images that draw us into the future.
While the dominant future-image of the eco-catastrophic imaginary is that of a
looming catastrophic event, one that must urgently be averted if the threat of
extinction is to be staved off, the promise of a reformed humanity offers up a
utopian possibility. The utopian seed contained in the eco-catastrophic imaginary
is that humanity might act to constrain its excesses, to turn its hand to managing
itself as the dominant species on Earth but in a way that denies the authoritarian

impulse and instead realises a vision of radical democracy.

4.5 — The unfulfilled promise of activism

4.5.1 - The future is not what it used to be

Lauren Berlant suggests we consider utopian dreams and social fantasies as
clusters of promises (2011:23), as declarations or assurances that something will
come to pass. This echoes my suggestion in Chapter 1 that the imaginary be
understood as a claim on the future, where future-image serves as a warning of
future catastrophe and the strategy as a promise that the future could be otherwise
- that the catastrophe can be averted. If the promise of Climate Camp is that
humanity can work to constrain its own excesses, that radical democracy can
triumph where liberal democracy has not, how are we to describe the strategy

outlined thus far in this chapter?

Climate Camp suggests “the future is not what it used to be” (Camp 2008b). The
future as it used to be has failed. The future that failed was certain - it was the

future as continuation of the past, a past of natural certainties - the cycles of the
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seasons, the rhythms of the Earth. While this image of the past itself is highly
contestable (Clark 2010), we can treat it here as a contrasting device, one that sets
out how the present is a state of “creeping confusion”, one that marks a “crucial
transitional moment” where either climate change is stopped or humanity faces a
harsh future where death and extinction threaten us all. This current moment has
been brought about not only by rampant consumer capitalism but also by a “failure
of imagination”, where humanity thought itself independent of nature, where
humanity could “somehow transcend limits - and live without a body”

(Camp 2008b).

The crucial point here, one that reflects the analysis of humanity explored in
Chapter 3 as a species in excess of the Earth, is that the current crisis is one of
human excess where humanity has failed to respect the limits of the biosphere, and
as such has plunged the Earth and itself into existential crisis. The solution as
presented by the Camp is to conjure a mass movement of activists into being:
active citizens who will act to stop climate change directly. That is, the objective or
end of climate activism is to create a mass movement of climate activists through
the means of climate activism. The vision of social change presented through this
collapse of means and end is one where through the work of self-education,
participation and direct action, climate change will be addressed and humanity

restrained, resolving ecological catastrophe.

4.5.2 — The education of the self

Much of the focus of Climate Camp was on the workshops. Education was one of
the three aims of the Camp and one area many would claim as a success. Each
Camp hosted a series of workshops, seminars and talks, on topics ranging from
renewable energy to veganism, the role of government to direct action methods.
The workshops were in themselves just one element of the process of education
within the Camp however. As outlined in Section 4.3.3, the Camp as a whole was an
exercise in prefigurative politics - it was meant to serve as a heterotopic example
(Saunders and Price 2009), where the promised future could be glimpsed and
lived in the present. The Camp itself ran on renewable energy and had compost
toilets and communal kitchens that served vegan food. But more than any of these

sustainable alternative technologies the principle prefigurative element was the
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system of internal radical democracy. As the Camp claimed, they were creating a

“vision of real democracy” (2009 Flyer, author copy)

The Camp attempted to do this through the creation of a democratic infrastructure.
There were the foundational aspects to this infrastructure, including wheelchair
assessable pathways, a volunteer desk where people could do to get involved in
the various maintenance activities of the Camp, the Camps open organisational
meetings prior to the action camp, and most importantly the Camps

neighbourhood and general mass assemblies.

The major Camp decisions were made at the general assemblies - mass

participative forums that worked by consensus (Camp 2007b).

“Rather than having a small group of people running things, we encourage
everyone who comes to the camp (that means you!) to take part in deciding

how it will be run. Democracy is at the heart of our beliefs.” (Camp 2007c)

Consensus decision-making is a process of deliberation that works through debate
and discussion, and reaches final conclusions by all participants reaching an
agreement, and is characterised by processes of compromise around proposals
and points of debate (Kauffman 2015). This is a vision of a radically democratic
process of self-governance where participation and not delegated representation
is practiced (Feigenbaum, Frenzel and McCurdy 2013:149). The democracy of the
assembly is counter-posed to existing forms of ‘deliberative’ or representational
democracy (Graeber 2007:331-2) and exists as both an expression of what existing
democracy lacks (engagement with the broad mass of the public) and what it could
be (mass participation), with “ordinary people collectively managing their own

affairs” (ibid).

4.5.3 - Who participated?

The desire to create a mass movement of activists - of actively engaged and
participating individuals - was a promise made with particular material
constraints. The two most significant constraints were the urgency of climate

change as an issue, creating a truncated timeline within which to create a
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movement, and the existing social terrain of the UK environment movement,

including those people potentially capable of being engaged.

As outlined in Section 4.3.5, the majority of the Camp was politically liberal and
pragmatic vis-a-vis how to achieve their outcomes. As suggested in Section 4.3.5,
there was a drift to a stronger liberal political position vis-a-vis the Camp over
time, with some of the reason for this drift being the influx of new people into the
organisation of the Camp. The influx of people had, according to my

conversationalists, a certain consistency. B noted that

“The new generation of people who got into Climate Camp tended to be
quite well heeled. Most of the people at Climate Camp had never been on a

protest before, let alone done direct action.”

There was a general consensus among conversationalists that Climate Camp had
deliberately set out to mobilise people who already held beliefs that resonated
with Climate Camp’s aims - green or environmentalists ethos - and largely were
already engaged in environmentalism, meaning it drew heavily on university

educated activists, as W outlines:

“As more and more of the old school people dropped away, you could see it
becoming more and more NGO-ified, because those were the people they’d
tried to bring on board. Because who are you going to recruit? People
already into green issues, and you attract them by making direct action less

scary and more stunty.”

Generally speaking, modern environmentalists and activists tend to be young,
white and university educated (Bergman 2014; Graeber 2009; Wall 1999). In
addition, activists tend to be time-rich and without commitments such as care or
work responsibilities that would mean being unable to go to a protest camp for
five days (Frenzel 2014). These constraints did not just reflect who attended, but
who was able to rise to positions of leadership and responsibility in the Camp
structure (Saunders 2012:830), including who could participate in the often-time
consuming processes of consensus decision making (Kauffman 2015). These
constraints are reflected in the Camp’s composition, itself critically noted within

the Camps own reflection process, where it was noted that the structure of Climate
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Camp favoured the “young and fit” and that there was a notable lack of “working
class people and people from different races” (Camp 2010b). This final point is
reflected in the scholarship on the camp that argues the Camp lacked local
community engagement (Saunders and Price 2009:119), and no support or
engagement from the workers in the targeted industries (Saunders and Price
2009:119; Schlembach 2011:18)2°. All of this gestures towards what R called the
NGOification of Climate Camp, by which [ wunderstand to mean the
professionalization of activism as a social form, where the ad-hoc practices of the
activist milieu become codified as professional skills, and those skills in-turn
become subject to managerialist and neoliberal logics of best-practice and

benchmarking and subject to an instrumentalist value-system.

4.5.4 - Liberal utopianism

It can be argued that no project of creating a people through educative processes
comes without a population. In other words, there is a reciprocity to the efficacy of
particular modes of subjectification and the bodies interpellated by them. Existing
social forms of life constitute a material basis on which modes of subjectification
can (or can’t) work. It is a process of reciprocal capture (Stengers 2010:36), where
the process of subjectification and the material of the subject shape each other;
where the materiality of social life introduces a necessary friction into the process
of subjectification. Which is to suggest there is a connection between the project of
educating the self and the kinds of people drawn into Climate Camp, one that is not

entirely contingent or coincidental but bound together by a particular logic.

The project of education posited a particular form of subjectivity as the ideal
Climate Camp subject - the activist. The activist is someone who practices activism
as a self-defining activity where activism is broadly defined as a practice of
engaged or vigorous campaigning to bring about political or social change. Such a
definition includes both Climate Camp and the work of a campaigning NGO, but
excludes industrial action or armed insurgencies (Graeber 2009). In general terms

it is a form of engaged or active citizenship (Carter 2005; Plows 2008), one that

29 Indeed, the 2009 Kingsnorth Camp saw a campaign waged by the coal workers union, National Union of
Mineworkers, against the Camp.
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became associated with political radicalism and disruptive protest tactics in the UK

during the 1990s (Seel, Paterson and Doherty 2000; Wall 1999).

The shared political horizon of activism is democracy, either in a social-democratic
or radical form (Carter 2005; Graeber 2009). This concern with democratic
governance extends to the internal organisation of the movement, with radically
egalitarian and participative organisational structures hegemonic within the post-
90s UK environment movement and new social movements more broadly
(Feigenbaum, Frenzel and McCurdy 2013; Graeber 2009; Seel, Paterson and
Doherty 2000; Wall 1999).

The ‘outsider’ stance of UK activism is part of the activist identity, and activism is
often the preserve of a specific subculture of activists (Graeber 2009). Membership
in this subculture is often fluid with people moving in and out of the milieu, or
occupying multiple roles (Wall 1999), such as being a member of an NGO and a
member of Climate Camp at the same time (Saunders 2012). As such we should
consider activism to be a porous milieu, one that overlaps with a range of other

organisations and milieus including environmental institutions such as NGOs.

In the late 1990s in the UK, the figure of the activist and the activist milieu came
under sustained internal critique, the most famous intervention being the
pamphlet Give up activism (X 2001). The principle arguments of Give up activism
have been repeated numerous times since it was first published in 1999, including
once directly after the 2005 Gleneagles protest prior to the emergence of Climate
Camp (Trott 2005). As Trott argues in the latter piece, Gleneagles, activism and
ordinary rebelliousness, and as M suggests above, there is an element of impasse to
the overcoming of activism as a form, a kind of necessity and impossibility to

producing a non-activist form of grassroots politics.

There are two enduring elements of the critique that relate to Climate Camp. The
first is that activism as a form is inadequate to abstract problems. The roots of
activist campaigning in the UK are to be found in single issue campaigns like those
against genetically modified agricultural crops or the anti-roads protests of the
1990s (Wall 1999; X 2001). While the content of activist campaigns during the late

90s shifted to “capitalism” and later “climate change”, the form remained
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unchanged, and the tactics of blockades, occupations, etc., are said to be not suited

to the different terrain.

This echoes the criticisms of both M and W, and my own arguments in Section
4.4.4. Starting in the late 1990s, the problem around which activism organised
shifted from one of situated issues to global problems of capitalism and climate
change. This transformation produced a strategic problem where the direct action
and protest camp tactics of early activism lost much of their efficacy, and in turn
shifted from being largely disruptive direct actions to spectacular direct action-

style stunts (Shift and Dysophia 2010; Trott 2005).

The second criticism is that activism enacts a professionalization of grassroots
politics and reproduces the separation of politics from everyday life that
characterises existing liberal democracy. As noted by W, there was a certain
professionalization of the activism of Climate Camp. X outlines how this separation
occurs in two steps. Firstly, the production of a milieu that constructs its identity
around grassroots political activism functionally delineates between political
activism and everyday life. Secondly, this cultural separation produces grassroots
politics as a specialist activity. As grassroots activism is set up against institutional
politics as substantially more ‘real’ (as in ‘real democracy’), the practices of
activism occupy all of the terrain of informal politics, in effect de-politicising
everyday life and producing the activists as a political professional. X argues that
as activism draws on a moral conviction (Carter 2005), the separation of
activist/non-activist, and activism/everyday life produces a moral judgement on

those people who ‘refuse’ to take action (X 2001).

We can further develop this point by noting that the separation of politics from the
everyday through activism is materially reproduced through the necessity to
develop and maintain skills and physical capacities on the part of activists; the
know-how to set up protest camps or organise actions, for example (Bergman
2014; Plows 2008). This set of capacities constitutes a legacy that is maintained
within the milieu as a defining characteristic, one that is often cited as a success in
and of itself (Plows 2008). One of the most crucial skills to develop and maintain is
participation in the mass assemblies and consensus decision-making processes, as

suggested by Climate Camps emphasis on the process, and the number of guides to
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the process it produced. The capacity to develop and maintain these skills requires
one to be both time-rich and, for the most part, able-bodied (Graeber 2009; Wall
1999). Clearly people do not arrive at the Camp in a similar state vis-a-vis these
capacities, especially the capacity to participate. Participation as a skill is
differentiated by race, gender and class (Yuval-Davis 2008), with the opportunities
and confidence to participate clearly delineated by access to particular social
institutions such as universities, etc. This unevenness of capacities and resources
produces a social terrain where those with more time and greater resources to
become “de-facto leaders of the camp” (Saunders 2012:830), or within the activist

milieu more generally (Frenzel 2014:906).

My contention here is that there is a frictive encounter between the tendency
within activism towards political professionalization and the constitution of the
problem of catastrophe. Where the problem is situated, as within early direct
action activism such as the anti-roads movements, it is difficult to fully separate
activism from everyday life, as the process of constituting a community of interest
around the problem is necessarily porous and entangles the locally interested
community as well as bodies entangled through relations of work, governance,
political and social interest, etc. (Wall 1999). Where the problem is constituted as
abstract, the passages through which it as a problem circulates are far removed
from the everyday, and become the spaces of scientific research, public debate (the
media, the internet, etc.) and sites of governance. Climate change as a problem is
distant to everyday life (Hulme 2009), it is “abstract” (Camp 2010b) as noted
internally by Climate Camp. This abstraction reinforces the reproduction of the
activist milieu in isolation from other affected communities or communities of
interest, a reproduction unconstrained by the friction of situated encounters and
thus enabling the full development of the tendencies of activism towards a form of

radical liberalism.

Much of the description of activism above matches the outline of active citizenship
(Turner 1990:209). Active citizenship is a subset of citizenship more generally, and
is a role that as Yuval-Davis points out has only ever been occupied by a (gendered,
classed, racialised) minority (2008:83). Active citizenship is the active

participation in the process of ruling, as opposed to the passive (or, rather,
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differently active) process of being ruled (ibid). It rests as a normative concept on
the division between the political and social spheres, where political rights can be
distinguished from social rights (ibid:84). It also references a conceptualisation of
citizenship as having obligations and duties, as well as rights and freedoms
(ibid:88), where the ‘burden’ of rule is a duty of citizenship, one taken up
voluntarily and thus an expression of a moral character. This burden requires, as
Brown outlines, a minimum level of education (2015:177) as well as an
understanding of participation as something to be prized and valued (ibid:204).
Yuval-Davis situates active citizenship ambiguously between liberal and
republican notions of citizenship (individualistic vs. community conceptions), at
the point where social and material needs are translated and incorporated into
properly political concerns (2008:86). Active citizenship is thus perhaps a liminal
notion, one that functions to produce matters of political concern3?, one that
necessarily only enables the involvement of a minority of any given population.
The active citizenship of Climate Camp sets out to legitimate climate change as a

properly political concern, and direct action as a properly political mode of action.

But this mode of politics is limited to who can participate. In addition to access to
time and resources, the key differentiating attribute between active and so-called
passive citizens is education. Education has long distinguished the practice of
active citizenship; indeed acted as a condition for it. In the long history of
liberalism, education has served to demark those who should have access to
politics (and thus, in certain senses, democracy) and those who are too ignorant to
take part (Brown 2015:175-9; Losurdo 2014). Education is said to be a right that
enables social and political participation (Brown 2015:175;189), the current crisis
of which threatens democracy (ibid:179). As suggested by the structure of Climate
Camp, to take part in a “real democracy” requires learning how to take part: the

rules to follow as well as the expectations and norms of participation.

The division between active and passive citizenship suggests that there are those

who are deemed capable of ruling themselves (or at least in participating in their

30 Or, as in the case of the Right’s use of the concept in the UK during the 1980s, to delegitimize matters of
political concern as matters of private concern, what Yuval-Davis and Wendy Brown both call a process of de-
politicisation. Brown, Wendy. 2015. Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism's Steakth Revolution. New York: Zone
Books, Yuval-Davis, Nira. 2008. Gender & Nation. London: SAGE.

116



own rule), and those that should be ruled. Those that have the capacity to manage
themselves and those that need be managed. To be educated means not only
acquiring the skills and capacities to participate in governance, but to be able of
managing oneself, the skills of self-restraint and self-control. This tendency of
thought, that politics requires self-restraint and self-control, collides with the
image of humanity in excess that populates the eco-catastrophic imaginary. The
process of restraint necessary to properly participate in politics is doubled in an
image of personal austerity that suggests that an ecological politics requires an act
of restraint of ones own consumptive excesses. Such an analysis is confirmed by
the anti-consumerist politics of Climate Camp: the vegan food, the guilt of
individualised carbon footprints, the rhetoric of anti-consumerism itself, all of
which was supported by appeals to science (Bowman 2010; Schlembach, Lear and
Bowman 2012). The problem of excessive humanity was tackled by Climate Camp
through an attempt to produce a movement of self-restraint, of “activists for
austerity” (Association 2008) who would willingly restrain their own excessive
consumption and thus solve the problem of climate change without government

intervention.

However, the reading of Climate Camps politics [ have proposed in this chapter
supports the thesis that the separation of activism from everyday life and the
structural impossibilities of universalising active citizenship, doomed this effort
from the beginning. The liberal utopianism of Climate Camp, the vision of a mass
radical democracy populated by active citizens capable of self-restraint, was

unrealised.

4.6 — Conclusion: impasse on a global terrain

Climate Camp ended in 2011 in what I've called a state of impasse. In Berlant’s
work an impasse denotes a situation, a temporality that more often than not does
not result in an event and thus signifying a stretch of time without clarity as what
one should do, where the world appears both “intensely present and enigmatic”
(2011:4). An impasse results from a breakdown in the functioning of fantasy
structure that organises a way of life or set of practices around an object of desire

(ibid:23).
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This mirrors what I described in Chapter 1 as the mechanics of the imaginary,
where an imaginary functions through a future-image and a strategy. The principle
difference between my account and Berlant’s is that while for Berlant the future-
image is positive (if unobtainable), images of catastrophe are dystopian and serve
not as an object of desire but as a warning. An affective regime of fear and not
longing compels climate change activism. The strategy of the imaginary in this
instance can be conceived of as a promise that by taking action the future-horror of
climate change can be avoided. However the failure of a mass movement to arrive
and the lack of efficacy of direct action suggest that the strategy cannot fulfil its
promise. Building on Berlant we can suggest that this inability for environmental
praxis to produce an effective response to the future-image of climate change
undermines environmentalism as a social movement. Moreover it works to
breakdown organisations such as Climate Camp. The lack of effectiveness
undermines its ability to reproduce itself as a social form and weakens its broader
appeal. As the number of people mobilised by Climate Camp dwindled and the
media attention waned, this unravelling of the Camp became a cycle of decline
making it ever-less likely or realistic that a mass movement would form or that
direct action as taken by the Camp would succeed. However the vision of
catastrophic climate change maintained its imaginary hold over Camp activists,
compelling them to act. Camp participants were caught between the compulsion to
act and ineffective practices - stuck in an impasse, one characterised by Berlant as
a moment of “cruel optimism” (ibid:23). As suggested by Berlant, moments of
impasse where one imaginary has ceased to function effectively but another has
yet to emerge often result in a tendency to repeat existing practices and habits not
so much with the hope that a different outcome will occur but because you do not

know what else to do (ibid:24).

In Section 4.5 I outlined how an impasse within grassroots environmental activism
was produced through the encounter between catastrophe as an abstract and
urgent problem and the internal liberal political tendencies of activism as a form.
There is a third factor to consider - the role of the absent people, the people who
failed to arrive as a mass movement, who refused to be mobilised. Climate Camps
proposal was to prefiguratively create a radically democratic movement against

the threat of climate change. Their diagnosis of the problem was that neither
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government nor business could be trusted to act, and that people would need to be
mobilised to ‘do it themselves’. The problem then was one of moving an inactive

population to a state of activism.

Climate Camps’ solution to this state of inactivity was somewhat paradoxical. In
order to address the issue of a lack of participation in climate change activism,
Climate Camp proposed to produce participation through an intensification of
political participation, as though the solution to the lack of desire to participate in
the political campaigns and organisations could be solved by creating more spaces
in which to participate (Dean 2009:94). Dean suggests that this approach to
democratic lack is doomed to fail, as it assumes the solution to the problem of
democracy is more democracy, thus forestalling a proper critique of democracy as
a political ideal (ibid). Instead, it could be more productive to ask why people do

not wish to participate, to interrogate the basis of the refusal to participate.

It is now common place to argue that the preceding 40 years of neoliberal
governance has produced a situation where society has been de-politicised (Brown
2003; 2015; Yuval-Davis 2008), producing what has been called a postpolitical
consensus (Crouch 2012; Valentine 2005) where technical policy solutions, framed
within neo-classical and neoliberal economic orthodoxy, are presented in place of
properly political debate and discussion. While this has been contested as a
concept (Dean 2009; Valentine 2005), there is much to the argument that
neoliberal structures of governance actively work to diffuse and disperse social
and labour demands, and to reframe social concerns as individual problems
(Brown 2015), and that the current economic condition of European capital
renders the détente between capital and state-form conflictual and a return to

social-democracy unlikely (Streeck 2014).

However, while the process of economic exhaustion of and neoliberal assault on
responsive government does partially explain the current impasse of liberal
utopianism, it is insufficient as an explanation in itself. The de-politicisation of UK
society has been co-produced by both tendencies within the UK populace and the
transformation of mechanisms of social and economic governance. As outlined by
Stuart Hall, there was a marked turn away from political engagement, both formal

and informal, in the years preceding the rise to power of the political right and the
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emergence of neoliberal government (1988). Peter Mair concurs, noting that there
was a process of mutual political disengagement of populace from elite, producing
a self-reproducing political mechanism, one no doubt compounded by the
economic processes that undermined the social-democratic ‘deal’ (Brenner 2006;
Streeck 2014). Mair describes the current situation as one where neither
politicians nor populace display much interest either in the functioning of
democracy nor in an actual involvement in the processes that would maintain or
renew democratic practice - what he calls as a general state of indifference

(2013:8).

The figure of the active citizen is, and has only ever been, a minority figure within
existing liberal democracies, one available only to certain bodies that adhere to
social norms and majoritarian forms (Yuval-Davis 2008). To be an active citizen is
more often than not to be a part of a demographic that has access to the
mechanisms of rule. As B said, one of the reasons Climate Camp did as well as they
did in gaining public and media attention was that they “scrubbed up well” - they
were the sort of people who had access to power and the press, and resembled
them in many ways. Or, given the bias towards university education, and within
that towards elite university education, not just resembled but came from the
same social milieu. This is not to suggest that Climate Camp reinforced neoliberal
rule. Rather, it is to suggest that the active citizen and the horizon of radical
democracy as utopian figurations speak to a particular set of bodies to whom self-

management appeals as a cluster of promises and a desirable subjective form.

Ultimately there was a process of exhaustion of Climate Camp where the repeated
failures to produce a movement and to realise the liberal utopian vision
encountered the sense of urgency of the catastrophe itself. Climate change is
presented as a wicked problem: something that requires everything to change
rapidly. It is not a problem that enables a process of partial victories, set-backs and
failures before a final victory. Rather, it suggests that pragmatism and realism, not
idealism, is required. But to maintain a pragmatic political approach to grassroots
activism presents a dilemma - it requires one to either maintain hope in the vision
of a movement to come when it is apparent none will arrive, or to turn to

government and render grassroots activism into a kind of militant lobbying tactic.
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This tension was increasingly resolved in favour of the latter position, though not
before many in Climate Camp appeared to have given up on activism as a mode of
social change. As Berlant suggests there is a reluctance to let go of “cruel”
attachments such as liberal utopianisms attachment to active citizenship as to let
go of the hope that such an attachment maintains is often to lose all hope in the
future, to surrender to the void that constitutes the impasse. Returning to the
themes explored in Chapter 3, here we could suggest that it is at this point that
humanity itself becomes the principle object of political concern and not climate
change per se. Confronted with the impasse in grassroots political action many in
Climate Camp appear to have taken up a political position in favour of the
imposition of change on society by government as a solution to climate change3!. It

is to the attachment and promise of government that [ now turn.

31 It is worth noting here that even Brown argues that at times there are issues that democracy cannot
confront, specifically citing climate change as one of those issues. It is at this point that Brown argues non-
democratic stewardship may be necessary (209). Brown, Wendy. 2015. Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism's
Steakth Revolution. New York: Zone Books.
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Chapter 5: The melancholic state

Liberal utopianism, part 2

5.1 — Introduction

We ended Chapter 4 with Climate Camp in a state of impasse, an impasse that I
argue in this chapter extends more broadly within UK environment movement.
This impasse comes down to the question of political realism; that is, to the
struggle over how we are to see the world (Haraway 1991:194). While throughout
this thesis there is an underlying question of philosophical realism - the ‘reality’ of

catastrophe, climate change, etc. - that is not what is at stake here.

In this thesis I refer to political realism as the notion that the primary end of
political action is the exercise of acquisition of power - it is an arena of conflict
(Brown 2001:139)32. The pursuit of power however is an expression of a
particular kind of political logic, that of an instrumental logic where all that is
valued is effectively and efficiently achieving the desired end (ibid 2015:199). As a
political stance, realism is suggestive of a vision of humanity in which social
conflict would appear inevitable (North 2010b). It also suggests a certain kind of
immediate pragmatism - to be realistic is to accept the world as given and to use

what is to hand to resolve social conflicts and environmental threats.

The question of how to tackle climate change marked a fault line within the Camp
between those who understood direct action and mass movements to be the
approach mostly likely to work, and those who thought that it was only through
government action that climate change could be solved. The focus of this chapter is
on the question of the government, specifically on explaining what happens to
liberal utopianism when government fails to act. How does this affect the strategy
of liberal utopianism, the vision of the future and the constitution of the liberal

political subject?

32 [ am not here endorsing or advocating for political realism; it is something that has come out of my
memory-work as a guiding concept or schema. Rather I see political realism as a kind of trap for thought,
where what ends up being presented is a series of ‘infernal alternatives’ that forecloses the potential of any
given space or moment. Stengers, Isabelle, and Phillipe Pignarre. 2011. Capitalist Sorcery: Breaking the Spell.
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
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5.2 — The state debate: on giving up on humanity

5.2.1 - The state of government

In this section I return to the 2008 Climate Camp outside the Kingsnorth power
station to a debate between George Monbiot and a member of the Free
Association33 over how change is to be achieved: through the state or via the
manifestation of a social movement. The debate became one over where the efforts
of activists should be focused in order to be most effective. It also took place at the
point that, according to my conversationalists, many within the camp privately
gave up hope of a climate change movement emerging and when it first became
clear that the Camp might not be entirely politically radical in its orientation

(Saunders 2012).

This debate captured a broader conversation that raged throughout the camp itself
(Charsley 2007; Schlembach 2011). The debate was entitled The Road to 90% Cuts
in CO2 Emissions and the Role of the State, and hosted George Monbiot, Almuth
Ernsting (the co-director of Biofuels Watch), and Keir Milburn3# from the Free
Association collective3>. The title is a reference to the plan outlined in Monbiot’s
book Heat (2007b), where he outlines the need for a 90% reduction in carbon
emissions. His plan centres on the institution of a series of far-ranging reforms,
from transport to localised power generation. The conclusion reached by Monbiot
is that only the state could implement these changes in the required time and at
the required scale. In the book he calls for the imposition of green authoritarianism
(ibid), a call he repeated in the plenary session3°. It was not the first time such a
call had been made at Climate Camp - in 2007 at the Heathrow camp it was made
twice, once by Mark Lynas and also once by Mayer Hillman, Senior Fellow
Emeritus of the Policy Studies Institute (Charsley 2007). The chair introduced the
debate:

33 The Free Association is a small writer-activist collective based in the UK. See http://freelyassociating.org.

34 My thanks to Keir Milburn for discussing this event and the camp more generally with me.

35 For a summary of the debate, as well as a round up of various materials relating to it including the audio
recording of the event see Turbulance. 2008. "Climate Camp."

36 There was a re-run of this debate at the 2009 Blackheath Camp for Climate Action. See Schlembach, Raphael,
Ben Lear, and Andrew Bowman. 2012. "Science and ethics in the post-political era: strategies within the Camp
for Climate Action." Environmental Politics 21(5).
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“The question is, what should the role of the state be? We hear the
helicopters, we know that a lot of us think the state is an entity that we do
not really want to call upon, but on the other hand how are we to get that
90% reduction [in carbon emissions] without a state that will push it

through?” (debate audio)
Monbiot was the first to respond.

“Now in every other walk of life you can be an anarchist, a statist, a
communist. But climate change, the problem is so pressing and so great that
there is really one ism that allows you to make the right decisions, and
that's pragmatism. With climate change we are faced with challenges that

overwhelm any other political response.”

“We have to start from where we are. We cannot start from a utopia of our
own design. Yes by all means let’s try to reshape the social fabric. Yes by all
means let’s try to create a new political system. But our primary task, right

here, and right now, is to prevent runaway climate change”

“Unless there is a state that comes along to implement wider public policy,
your individual action is meaningless. It only becomes meaningful in the
context of wider public policy. Now, if voluntarism doesn’t work, you
require a degree of compulsion to have a universal across the board cut,
and that requires a state. We have to make use of [the state] as an

instrument or we will fail.” (Monbiot, debate audio)

As outlined previously (Chapters 3 & 4), the urgency of climate change is given as
fact within the eco-catastrophic imaginary. However urgency was not the sole
rationale for Monbiot’s call to ‘use the state’. As we saw in the debate quotes above
and in Chapter 3 the deranging scale of climate change requires an actor that is
capable of engaging with climate change at a global level. In the absence of a
massive and revolutionary international movement this means turning to
government or what Wainwright et al. call the climate leviathan (Wainwright and

Mann 2013). Monbiot said as much both during the debate:
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“What you need is an entity that is capable of dealing with a technological
change on a very large scale indeed. This requires a state, and something

bigger than a state, a system of global governance.” (debate audio)

A third reason for the necessity of state action is to be found in how human nature
is narrated. As discussed in Chapter 3, the cause of climate change and eco-
catastrophe more broadly is rapacious human desire. That is the boundless human
desire to consume. Imagining humanity this way means that politically speaking
humanity is not to be trusted. Humanity as a species and conceived of on a global

scale is the problem and not the solution.

As explored in Chapter 4 a hesitation in making such a historical judgement on
humanity is required in order to maintain a radical democratic vision. Without an
image of humanity as capable of being educated and of self-governance, radical
democracy is unimaginable. It was the failure of a climate change movement to
emerge, the failure of people to participate in their own direct self-management,
which moved the Camp towards a strong pro-government position, one where the

government was viewed as a realistic tool capable of solving climate change.

In Heat Monbiot specifically cites human nature as a factor that required state
intervention (e.g.: xvi; xx; xxii). Years earlier in a piece on peak oil (2003), he
argued people would not willingly ‘give up their stuff or their consumerist
lifestyles and so change will have to be imposed by government. Which is to say
that a force or power abstracted from daily life is necessary to impose change on
individuals against their own desires but, supposedly, in their interests. The
implicit position this suggests, one contained within the refrain of humanity in
excess, is that people cannot be trusted to institute by themselves the changes

required by the science.

Milburn set out his response to Monbiot by taking the political realism of relying
on the state to task, to directly challenge the state as a force for social change. As

Milburn argued in response to Monbiot,

“So when people talk about the state, | wonder what state they are talking
about? Are we talking about the UK state, the Brazilian State, the Chinese

state... The reason I'm saying it is because there are no actually existing
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states that can solve the problem of climate change. There isn’t a magic
button that says ‘State’, we press it and the problems go away. I'm not being
idealistic here, I'm being pragmatic. We have to deal with the problems in
the here and now. We can’t wish there was something out there that could

solve our problems for us, we have to be pragmatic.” (debate audio)

During the debate itself there was the near-constant sound of police helicopters
hovering overhead, and at one point the debate was interrupted by a police
incursion into the Camp (people were called on to prevent this happening by
trying to block their access). In conversation with me about the debate Milburn
noted that contra Monbiot at least part of the State as an institution was present at
the Camp in the form of the police. He noted that the presence of the police, one
that was widely condemned after the Camp for being repressive and heavy handed
(McVeigh 2009), had “made [his] point for [him]” insofar as he was arguing that
the State isn’t a single simple thing to be used. Milburn’s position, one in line with
the more radical elements of Climate Camp, was that the State was not necessarily
available to social movements as an institution that could tackle climate change.
That in fact it was historically complicit in both producing climate change and
acting (sometimes repressively) against the UK environment movement. Such an
intervention also indicates the role of the material in the workings of the
imaginary - how change can be imagined by Climate Camp participants is shaped
as much by the actions of the police and the openness of the power station to
direct action as it is by the images and words of writer-activists such as Monbiot or

Milburn.

The State Monbiot was appealing too, in his own words, did not exist. Monbiot has
argued that corporate interests have captured the UK government and that it does
not represent the interests of the UK public (2000; 2007b; 2008a). Monbiot’s call
to turn to the state during the debate was premised, | would argue, on the liberal
utopian promise of a reformed and responsive liberal democratic state, one

recovered from the de-politicising effects of neoliberalism.

“We are not arguing for the State in its current form to go on as it currently

exists.”
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“We need to make sure that it becomes the democratic state that it is not.
The challenge here is not to say ‘no state’, but to say we must have a State
that is in the pocket of the people and not in the pocket of big business.”
(debate audio)

Milburn maintained that it was dangerous to think that we could rely on the state -
what was far more realistic in terms of achieving the necessary ends was a focus
on building a powerful social movement, one capable of acting to both force the

government’s hand and institute a new social order.

“Whatever the role of the State will be, it’s only by getting massive social
movements that you even have a chance of having a massive social
transformation. You need a counter-force, and there is only one counter-
force powerful enough, and that is a mass social movement. In the
transformations that need to take place, who are the agents? The State is
not the agent. The agent is the mass movement, and that is the only thing

we can rely on.” (debate audio)

In spite of the differences between these two positions that [ take Monbiot and
Milburn to epitomise, there seems to be at stake a particularly liberal
conceptualisation of humanity that can be moved to act in both visions. I argue that
the difference between the two is between a vision of democracy as a collective
project and one where democracy is understood to be a matter of the character of
government. In the former there is a vision of democracy without government, and
in the latter a vision of democracy being found in the susceptibility of government

to public interventions.

In both instances the objective is to transform existing socio-economic
arrangements in order to arrest (and address) climate change. What matters in
both instances is where change can realistically be achieved - through social
movements or by government. The question arises because the physical and
temporal scales created by climate change means social change must be rapid and
universal. With the repeated failures of Climate Camp and non-appearance of a
mass climate movement, faith was increasingly placed on government as an agent

of change. It was (and is) however a weak figure of hope.
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5.2.2 — The waning of faith

It would be a mistake however to overstate the faith in the utopian potential of
liberal government. From the period of the debate in 2008 through to the present
we can witness a loss of faith in the work of writer-activists such as Monbiot,
Hamilton and McKibben. Much of this loss of faith occurred after COP15 in 2009
with the failure of the talks undermining the capacity to maintain hope in

government as an actor (Monbiot 2009). In 2009 Monbiot argued that

“For the past few years I have been almost professionally optimistic,
exhorting people to keep fighting, knowing that to say there is no hope is to
make it so. I still have some faith in our ability to make rational decisions

based on evidence. But it is waning.” (Kingsnorth and Monbiot 2009b)

By 2011 Monbiot was claiming that no one in the environment movement “has a
convincing account of how humanity can get out of this mess” (2011). And as
explored in Chapter 3 (Section 3.3), Monbiot went on to embrace a more
naturalised account of humanity as a “destroyer of worlds” (2014a), a position the
resolved the tension in his own work around the nature of humanity. This
trajectory is emblematic of a broader tendency towards the pathologisation of
humanity and a concurrent call for the imposition of change by the State apparatus
(i.e., Lovelock 2006), a call that is not limited to the question of ecological crisis but
extends to questions of crisis more generally (Aradau and Van Munster 2012;
Cooper 2008). Indeed, green authoritarianism and talk of ecological catastrophe
are historically paired (Dryzek 2005; Hay 2002). However as with the grassroots
orientation of Climate Camp explored in Chapter 4, the subsequent loss of faith in
the capacity of government to act brought about not a shift in political praxis, but a
more general loss of hope in social change, pace Berlant, and a loss of faith in

humanity.
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5.3 — Doing what you know, doing what you can

5.3.1 - The NGO

In order to understand the depth of the failure of government and how it relates to
liberal utopianism, I turn to another memory-work site, a previous workplace of
mine within the environmental Non-Government Organisation (NGO) sector. The
NGO where I worked is a medium-sized UK environmental organisation, with a
staff of around 140 and an operating budget of around £10 million/year (2012
figures). It has been campaigning on a range of environmental and environmental
justice issues for over 40 years, has a strong network of local groups, a large
financial membership and is a member of a large international network. [ worked

there for four years between 2007 and 2011.

In the section that follows I explore a specific campaign that I worked on to
pressure the UK Government to adopt a climate change law. The campaign was
ultimately successful, with a law being adopted in 2008. As I will outline below
however, there were serious doubts as to the efficacy of the proposed law within
the organization during the campaign. I will first outline what the campaign was,
turning to my memory-work conversations to draw out some of the details of the
expectations and understandings of how the campaign functioned within the NGO,

before examining the actual effects of the law on UK carbon emissions.

5.3.2 - The campaign

The campaign kicked off in April 2005 when the NGO, working with a cross-party
group of MPs drafted a climate change Bill committing the government to reduce
carbon emissions by 3% each year until 2050, resulting in an overall reduction of
80% from the 1990 baseline. This Bill served as the basis for the campaign, which
was formally launched in May of that year with the introduction of an Early Day
Motion3” (EDM) by the MPs working with NGOs calling on the government to

implement the Bill. Over the course of the next year the campaign developed a set

37 An Early Day Motion (EDM) is a motion put to the House of Commons in the UK parliament calling for a
formal debate on an issue. They rarely result in an actual debate however, and are primarily used for
“publicising the views of individual MPs, drawing attention to specific events or campaigns, and demonstrating
the extent of parliamentary support for a particular cause or point of view.” See Parliament, UK. 2015b. "What
are Early day motions?": UK Government.
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of high profile supporters, including the current Prime Minister David Cameron. By
October 2006 over 130,000 people had written to their local MP supporting the
call for a climate change bill. By this point 412 MPs (out of 646 in total) had signed
the EDM calling for annual carbon emission reductions?8. In the Queen’s speech3®
in November 2006 the government announced they would introduce a climate
change law, a draft of which was published in May 2007. The draft was considered
to be insufficient by the NGO and many other environmental groups, and after a
year and a half of further campaigning (the period of the campaign I was involved
in) the government agree to take a stronger draft bill to the House of Commons.

The bill was passed into law as the Climate Change Act in November of 2008.

The Climate Change Act calls on the government to act to reduce the UK'’s
emissions of six climate-changing gases by 2050. The primary mechanism of the
Act is the five-year carbon budgets that constrain the amount of emissions for the
period they cover (the first period was 2008-12)40. In the sections that follow I will
first outline how the campaign and the Climate Change Act were being discussed
and seen within the NGO during the campaign. I will then go on to assess the
relative success or failure of the Act and campaign, indicating where some of the

material constraints on success might lie.

When I set out to work with ex-colleagues around my memories of the campaign
and NGO, I wanted to understand the relationship between the vision of climate
change that animated the campaign and the efficacy of the Bill itself. Two
memories in particular seeded the process and served as the starting points for my

engagement with my conversationalists.

The first is from my time as an Events officer, a period where I was tasked (with

others) of orchestrating the actions of local members of the NGO - lobbying MPs,

382006 is notable in UK climate change history as the year the Stern Review was published. The Stern Review
on the Economics of Climate Change is a report published by a team led by Lord Nicholas Stern. Lord Stern is
the chair of the Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment at the London School of
Economics and also chair of the Centre for Climate Change Economics and Policy (CCCEP) at Leeds University
and LSE. The Stern Review discusses the effects of climate change on the world economy, famously calling
climate change the greatest market failure ever seen. Stern, Nicholas. 2006. "The Economics of Climate Change:
The Stern Review." London: HM Treasury.

39 The Queens speech sets out the government’s legislative agenda for the coming parliamentary year, and
takes place at the formal start of the parliamentary year. See Parliament, UK. 2015a. "State Opening of
Parliament." UK Government.

40 See Government, UK. 2008. "Climate Change Act 2008 Summary." UK Government.
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doing media stunts and hosting public events and stalls. I had just finished taking
part in a phone conference with a regional campaigner, and I was sitting with the
then Head of Campaigns J in a small meeting room out the back of the mezzanine
area where I worked. We lingered for a moment after the call, and I took the
opportunity to ask him what he thought about climate change. He said something
that stuck with me. He described how he saw climate change, and why it was the
most important issue that we faced. He said to imagine that we were in a car,
speeding towards a cliff at 100mph. You don’t search for consensus amongst all the
passengers and slow down to 60mph, or even 40mph. Any speed at all means you
still go off the cliff. You hit the brakes. Climate change is a matter of life and death,

and action is either effective or it isn’t.

The second is from towards the end of the campaign. During my time as an Events
Officer, I had started hearing more doubts about the campaign, first from local
group members and then from campaigners within the organisation, including
very senior campaigners. People were suggesting the legislation wouldn’t be that
effective in the end. There were doubts that it would be effective in reducing
carbon emissions, because of the necessary compromises that would have to be
made to get it into law, and because the legislation itself wouldn’t fundamentally
alter the processes responsible for producing climate change that are economic.
This latter point was always made with hesitation or caveats, such as the law
would be symbolically significant, or that it was a part of building a broader public
movement. But it was a powerful doubt, not least because of who was putting it
forward - usually senior or well-respected campaigners. The most significant of
the people advocating it as a criticism was none other than the man who
championed it in the first place, the senior political campaigner. It was his cynicism
that | remember most. More than once he said that he didn’t expect the Climate

Change Act to have an effect on carbon emissions.

These two memories produced a tension in my mind. There is what is politically
realistic to expect and then there is the realism of ecological catastrophe, a realism
that does not negotiate. As [ worked through my memories though I found more
than this singular tension. Coupled to this was a series of tensions inside the

organization and more broadly within the practice of political campaigning inside
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environmental NGOs confronting ecological catastrophe - a tension that expresses

the nature of hope within liberal utopianism.

5.3.3 - What the campaigh was meant to do

The objective of the campaign was to mobilise thousands of people to put pressure
on government to introduce the world’s first climate change law, one that would
set the UK on a pathway to making the reductions in greenhouse gas emissions
necessary to keep future climate change to below 20C. The campaign was
conceived of within a broader campaign on international climate change

negotiations, and in both arenas the logic was the same as F explained:

“it’s really simplistic. Which is climate change is happening, we need to act
now, and the solution is the same logic on the national level and the
international level. The logic is we can only drive action if we have rules and

an international agreement and a carbon budget.”

The campaign was not merely a vehicle for achieving a legislative end - from the
beginning it was constructed to achieve a set of organizational outcomes. During
my time at the NGO I had the sense that this was the case - it came up, or rather
was hinted at, innumerable times. But it was through my memory work that this
aspect of the campaign’s objectives was brought out to me. In response to my

memory of / and the cliff analogy, F said:

“I don’t think there was ever a big picture strategy behind the [campaign]
because the organization doesn’t have one. The organization has always
just used the tools it had to tackle issues, and that's what happened with the
campaign. And the people behind the campaign used those tools to appear
to do something about climate change, and to do something for the
organization. The campaign was riding on a wave of awareness and
pressure on climate change that had come from Climate Camp and other
NGOs. What we did was provide a neat winnable thing. That was the end of

that discussion and that’s why it came about.”

T outlines the campaign as in fact being more about the organization than the

legislation:
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“The Campaign was about positioning the organization as much as it was
about the issue. There was quite a lot of cynicism. Well, not cynicism, but
deliberate internal politics around using climate change in order to force
through that model. It was as much about creating change internally as it

was anything else.”

This is not to say that it wasn’t also about stopping climate change, only that there
were multiple and at times competing priorities within the organisation. It could
be suggested that these differing priorities were in fact involved in the co-
production of climate change as a political issue within the NGO. Rather than
counter-posing environmental and organisational questions here I would suggest
that this encounter between individual, organisational and environmental needs
enables us to see how environmental problems are constructed in practice as

complex matters of concern.

5.3.4 — It’s much worse than vou thought

T: “For me, when I joined [the NGO] I didn’t really understand climate
change. I thought it was a bit airy-fairy. Through being there I learned that
it's bad, pretty fucking bad. I learned it was really bad, and quite unjust as
well. And an early memory was R [a senior climate campaigner| walking
around and pulling her hair out saying ‘I've just been reading the science,
['ve just been reading the science’. She was doing the science stuff and so
she was like the harbinger of doom. Very nerdy but, also, ‘its much worse

that you thought’.”

J talking about climate change as a car speeding towards a cliff, R pulling out her
hair and T thinking “it's pretty fucking bad” - climate change was seen as
catastrophic by many inside the organization. Not all however - N noted “we just
didn’t think about it. [t was a different campaign”, indicating that while much of the
organisation was caught up in the campaign, others inside NGO were focusing on

their own campaigns and jobs. As F said:

“At the time [ remember thinking that climate change was slightly scientific
and scary and the sense of it as a catastrophe wasn’t generalized. Now I'd

assume that we all knew about it, but at the time we didn’t.”
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Much of the conversation with F around catastrophe was bound up with the
campaign to achieve a meaningful international agreement at COP15 in 2009. In
the lead up to COP15, the NGO, like many other NGOs, was pushing the meeting as
a critical juncture for climate change politics. As F says, “all the external
communications for Copenhagen were like ‘this is it, it's make or break’. Prior to
the actual talks, the main international climate campaigner H said to me that the
best possible outcome to the COP was no outcome at all. He explained that the only
likely outcome would be so bad that the best thing to happen would be nothing. |

brought this memory into my conversations and F in response said:

“But | was also thinking about what H said to you, and that the best thing to
do is to have nothing happen. My understanding is that there are degrees of
fuckedness. And what could have happened could have been worse. If you'd
had an even weaker deal at Copenhagen, without showing how bad the deal

was, there would have been even less pressure to act on climate change.”

There is a kind of political realism at work here that functions through a logic of
containment - that there are degrees of fuckedness, and that what must be
campaigned and fought for it not to achieve something, but to stop something
being as bad as it could be and to achieve the least worse outcome possible. In the

end however even this political realism was to be disappointed. F went on to note:

“I think that a lot of people were shocked at how shit it did come out. People

thought they had a lot more power to change it that it turns out we had.”#1

What F is referring to is the ‘farce’ that was the Copenhagen Accord, the final
agreement that came out of COP15. The Accord was not a formal or binding
agreement, set no deadlines for carbon emission reductions, nor a timeline for
reductions (BBC 2009a; Planet 2010). In the end the COP did not even formally
adopt the Accord - it merely noted it (International 2009), giving it no force

whatsoever.

41 Naomi Klein documents an even more emotional reaction to the failure of COP15, describing a dinner with a
climate change activist in Copenhagen after the COP where the activist broke down into tears, sobbing that
they thought “Obama understood” (12), marking just how invested activists were in getting government to
understand and act. Klein, Naomi. 2014. This changes everything: Capitalism vs the climate. New York: Simon &
Schuster.
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5.3.5 - Limits to campaigning

Many of the limits to the model of campaigning adopted by the NGO were apparent
to many people inside the organisation. In exploring these limits two reasons for
not altering the campaign models and methods came out. The first came up in
conversation with N - “you do what you know, because what else can you do?”
Organisations like the NGO campaign to achieve legislative or policy outcomes.
There are some exceptions, but the model of change built into many campaigns is

change as achieved through state governance. As N said:

“If you're playing in the legislative arena, this is what you do. There’s a
certain cognitive dissonance to it. This is the game we’re in, the legislative

game. So what else do you do?”

By cognitive dissonance (Cooper 2007; Mirowski 2013:25) D meant the ability for
a campaigner - or even an organisation - to both not believe securing legislation
will be sufficient to solve a problem and yet still maintain a commitment to a

practice that seeks legislation as its goal.

When [ encountered N’s line of thinking I thought it cynical, especially as

conversationalists [ had talked to prior to N had also called it cynical:

F: “1 think a lot of people were cynical. As far as you can make a
generalization, a lot of the people who are informed and got a good analysis
and are committed, I feel a lot of us would critique something until it got to
the point were you couldn’t change it, then we’d just get behind it, and buy
into it and make it have the biggest impact that it could have, because that’s
the best thing to do in that situation. There comes a point were you think,

»nm

‘we’re semi-locked into this, I think it’s bullshit...
T: “It becomes your job doesn’t it.”
F: “It becomes your job, but it’s also because you care about the end point.”

N disputed that cognitive dissonance was an expression of cynicism. N said, “It’s
not being cynical, it's just being politically realistic.” N agreed that the people
behind the campaign didn’t think that the Climate Change Act would address
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climate change substantially. N said, “in legislative terms we aren’t anywhere near
what we need to do. Legislators aren’t set up for dealing with this problem.” At the
same time as making the analysis that the UK government couldn’t yet deliver, N

argued:

“something can be legally weak but politically strong. Legally, the Climate
Change Act is unimportant. It's about the politics. The idea was to use it

against the politicians, to get them to do something about climate change.”

[ left the conversation thinking that this could be seen as another example of the
cognitive dissonance N was talking about. The conversational narrative runs
something like this: we all known legislation isn’t necessarily effective, despite
knowing that the only level a solution can occur at is a national and international
level. We push for policies and legislation to create political pressure - to fabricate
a tool we can use to push governments to act. But at the same time we hold to the
belief that government won'’t really act, at least not to the degree necessary, and all

that we can hope for in the end is the least worse outcome.

The second reason for not pursuing other campaigning or activist strategies
centres on the perceived need to maintain the organization and the jobs it
produces. This can be seen clearly in the conversation involving F and T above. At
one point T said, “it’s also about the job”. N concurred, suggesting that what was
important was to ensure the security of the organization, something achieved by
maintaining a high public profile and thus ensuring financial security: “It’s in the
nature of NGOs to look to organizational continuity. You're going to play the game,

because jobs are at stake.”

Least we assume a large degree of cynicism here, there should be no doubt that
many in the NGO deeply cared about climate change as an issue (as suggested by
F). Nor should there be doubt as to the desire within the organisation to tackle
climate change as an issue. As N mentioned above, the idea of the campaign was to
create change, even if that change did not take place as a direct result of the
campaign. Cognitive dissonance and not cynicism is what is at work here. [ asked N
what he meant by cognitive dissonance and he said that he meant the ability to

believe one thing and do another, in this instance to both know that government
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action was going to be inadequate yet still campaign to bring about legislative

change.

In response to the failure of government to act and the formal inadequacy of the
Climate Change Bill, I would suggest that what takes place is a shifting of emphasis
within institutional and personal priorities, with the self-perpetuation of internal
organisational priorities taking precedent over campaign outcomes vis-a-vis
climate change. This shift of priorities contributes to the preservation of the core
belief that climate change and other environmental issues can be addressed
through legislative action - that government can be mobilised to address
ecological catastrophe. Thus it is less a work of cynicism and self-interest and more
a labour of preserving liberal political beliefs and hope in the capacity of
government as a political actor. For liberal utopianists to give up entirely on
government as a political agent is effectively to give up hope tout court (Berlant

2011:24).

5.3.6 — The end of the world stuff

The question of cognitive dissonance goes deeper than recognition of the limits of
legislative campaigning to questions of deeper political and ethical values and
visions of the future. The positive visions (the utopian dreams) subscribed to by
some people within the NGO, including some of the key campaigners involved in
the Campaign, were at odds with the campaign’s implicit liberal vision of the
future. Talking with F and T, conversation turned to how the senior campaigners
working on the Campaign related to climate change. F said that “they all fucking
loved it, the end of the world stuff. But they were scared to communicate it to other
people.” The conversation turned to remembered conversations with the senior
campaigners on preparing for a world dramatically different to this one, one where
there would be a substantial economic degrowth*? and relocalisation3. I

mentioned that this would seem like the logical end point to the analysis of the

42 Degrowth is an economic framework that suggests that in order to tackle environmental and social issues it
is necessary to reduce consumption and downscale production: to contract economies, and focus on happiness
or well-being. See Latouche, Serge. 2009. Farewell to Growth. London: Polity Press.

43 Relocalisation is an economic project that sets out to solve socio-economic problems, specifically issues of
social alienation and limits to growth through a process of de-globalisation and the creation of regional or local
economies that are largely self-sufficient. It is also the strategy pursued by Transition Towns (Chapter 7). See
Boyle, David. 2009. "Localism: Unravelling the Supplicant State." New Economics Foundation. Hopkins, Rob.
2008. The Transition Handbook: From Oil Dependency to Local Resilience. Vermont: Green Books.
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causes of climate change. F said that she didn’t think people were prepared to

follow the logic of their ideas all the way to their conclusion,

“I got the sense that there was a feeling of us and them. There is us, who
know about things and are prepared to accept the consequences of
catastrophe or whatever, and there are the people out there in the world,
and we’ll never be able to sell this to them, because they’re more materially
consumerist minded than we are, so they’'ll never accept that this is

necessary.”

There was a distrust of people, one often articulated through the concept of
humanity. Other environmental groups in the UK, as we have seen in Chapter 4,
shared this distrust. The private vision held to by many within the NGO is one of a
radically simplified, localised and non-consumerist society. And it is this utopian
vision of the future that campaigners didn’t believe people outside the
environment movement would find desirable or even acceptable. As F said, “its
very hard to tell a positive story because you just say you're going to have less
stuff, you're going to have to work harder for it. And that’s a bigger problem of the
environment movement.” It would have been unrealistic to campaign on degrowth

- as Monbiot says, who would riot for green austerity (Association, 2008)?

5.3.7 — The state of failure

The doubts within the NGO as to the efficacy of the Climate Change Act appear to
have been justified as government efforts to combat climate change since the

implementation of the Climate Change Act have been largely ineffectual.

Since the Act was introduced in 2008 there has been a small decline in UK carbon
emissions - less than 1%/year as of 2011 (Change 2012; DECC 2014a). This small
annual decrease stands in contrast to the sorts of emissions declines demanded by
the Act of 3%/year and international targets that often require reductions per
annum in excess of 4%/year (Anderson and Bows 2010). By way of contrast, the
annual reductions before the implementation of the Act averaged 0.5%/year
between 1990 and 2005 (Clark 2012a). Reductions after the adoption of the Act

were scarcely more than before the adoption of the Act.
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The aim of UK emission reductions is to reduce carbon emissions to 80% below
the level of carbon emissions in 1990 (the international baseline for emission
reductions). As of 2013, UK emissions of the six greenhouse gasses have reduced
by 21% from 1990 levels (DECC 2014b). Almost all of this decrease was achieved
prior to 2008 (ibid), and much of the reduction since 2008 was due not to
Government efforts but the effects of the global recession (Harvey 2011; Rees
2011) and due to a shift away from coal to gas-fired power stations. The estimate
for 2014 UK emission reductions is an unusually large 9.7%, bringing the
estimated total reduction to 36% below 1990 levels (Evans 2014; 2015). The main
factor behind the large reduction in 2014 (one of the only reductions recorded
when the UK was not officially in economic recession) was the reduction in coal
usage (ibid). The other main factor was the continuing drop in energy demand
which is down 10% from 1990 levels, and which peaked in 2005 (ibid). However,
these two factors make only a marginal contribution to the overall reduction in UK
carbon emissions, and the UK is still on track to miss its emission reduction targets

(Harvey 2014).

Much of the reduction prior to 2008 was due to the process of deindustrialisation
in the UK, starting in the 1980s, meaning that since then the UK has increasingly
imported manufactured goods, in effect exporting the carbon emissions associated
with goods manufacture. If the embedded carbon emissions of the goods and
services imported into in the UK are taken into account, then UK emissions actually
rose over the 20-year period from 1990 to 2010 by 21% (Change 2013; Rees
2011).

If we view the Act as a political device, one that works to transform government
policy and to push it in the ‘right’ direction, then here too we can understand it as a
failure. It is widely accepted that recent government legislation and policy sets out to
deepen the climate crisis, not alleviate it. From the government push to develop
the fracking industry (Warner 2015), the requirements of the proposed
Infrastructure Bill [HL] (2014-2015), which would in effect mandate increasing UK
carbon emissions (Monbiot 2014b), and the vast sums of money loaned to fossil

fuel projects by the UK government despite a pledge to not undertake such
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investments (Vaughan 2015), the government is clearly not moved to act against

climate change.

Two problems can be identified in the Act as a political instrument. The first is the
technical focus on reducing greenhouse gas emissions - what has been derided as
‘targetism’ (Pearce 2013). This technical approach to the political economy of the
UK reduces the politics of climate change to a technical question best addressed by
experts (Demeritt 2001; 2006; Wynne 2010:291), a phenomenon that expresses
part of the deeper logic of neoliberalism (Brown 2015:135). Others have argued
that this turn to policy and away from politics leaves intact the broader socio-
economic processes that produce climate change as a form of pollution and leave
untouched the common sense notion that the economy must grow at all costs

(Hamilton 2010; Klein 2014).

The second problem is that the scale of social and economic transformation is
presented as so huge, so substantial, it amounts to a complete economic
transformation, one that effectively would amount to end existing neoliberal
economic policies, at least within the boundaries of the UK (Jackson 2011; Klein
2014; Spratt et al. 2009). Even if we put aside the question of socio-economic
transformations, the mathematical scale of the reductions required by the Act

made it seem doomed to failure (Piekle 2009).

In the light of these conditions it would seem that Milburn correct to suggest
Monbiot’s vision of the State was unrealistic. Returning to the Climate Change Act,
Monbiot himself has outlined just how the government had managed to extricate
itself from any substantial commitment to adhere to its own climate change
legislation (2008b). It wouldn'’t be farfetched to suggest that Milburn was also right
to argue that what is required is something akin to a massive social upheaval or
revolution. Certainly that would seem to be a reasonable assessment given the
consensus on the scale of the transformation required. The problem is that there is
no social movement that currently exists that is capable of provoking this kind of
rupture within existing social relations. And given the timelines called for by the

science, for a peak in emissions by 2015, such a movement appears impossible.
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Given the failure of the state to act how is it that belief in government as an actor is
maintained? Is it merely a matter of cognitive dissonance as outlined in Section
5.3.57 That would seem almost too cynical an assumption given the reflexivity
displayed by the conversationalists. Rather, I would suggest that the question of
how belief is maintained is a matter of how hope is constituted through the utopia
vision of liberal democracy. As N said, the campaign did not directly challenge
climate change but it did try to fashion a tool with which to move government to
act. The suggestion that the objective of political activism is to transform
government echoes Monbiot’'s understanding of government as captured by
corporate and financial interests in Section 5.2. Belief is maintained, perhaps
cruelly, by hope in eventual government reform and responsiveness, and not by
cognitive dissonance or self-interest per se. Here we can also note the similarity in
logic to Climate Camp’s focus on producing a movement of climate activists. Where
the NGO and Monbiot focus on transforming government in order to address
climate change, Climate Camp focus on transforming people. In both cases we see
that the object of politics is to create a capable political agent at an appropriate

scale in response to the problem of climate change.

However, as with Climate Camp and the potential of humanity, the enduring belief
in the potential of government to be positively transformed is weak at best and
beset by a series of doubts in government and in the UK public. Indeed, there
appears to be little substantive faith in either government to act or the UK public to
desire a more frugal or austere life. It is assumed that neither accepts ‘the end of
the world stuff, despite the solid scientific evidence of a looming ecological
catastrophe. As with Climate Camp the NGO evidences a split between those who
accept catastrophe as ontologically real and thus a basis for political action, and
those who refuse to accept the reality of catastrophe and refuse to engage in a
project of self-restraint and self-management. In both sites we find an ‘us vs. them’
approach to humanity. What [ argue here is that this separation of politics and
everyday life, responsible and irresponsible, capable and incapable is produced
through liberal utopianisms intolerance of failure. Catastrophe cannot suffer
failure: there is no time to wait for a movement to emerge, people to take

responsibility or government to act as the threat of climate change is too grave, too
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global. And it is this inability to fail that undermines the utopian aspects of

environmentalism, pushing it into a cruel and melancholic affective state.

5.4 — The march towards utopia

5.4.1 — The constitution of hope and utopia

Hope as a promissory forces works to preserve liberal utopianism despite its lack
of efficacy. Hope, be it grounded in the actions of a subject or the result of
processes beyond the hopeful individual’s influence, is the promise of a better
future. Despite the vast array of meanings given to the word hope (Hage
2003a:10), it is this productive relation to the future that exists at the heart of the
concept. It is an affective bond to what the present could be, a form of optimism
(Berlant 2011) and not anxious anticipation (Adams, Murphy and Clarke 2009a).
Our relationship to hope depends on how we can conceive of our future and what
we think our future could be (Hage 2003a) - on the plausibilities of our lives
(Thrift 2010:139). Hope is a positive mode of engaging with the present through
an image of the future (Buchanan 1998:22). It is “the method through which better
possible futures are engaged with in the present” (Ellis and Tucker 2011), and as
such a crucial component of any imaginary, even (and especially perhaps)

catastrophic ones.

Utopias as images of better futures also exist as promises whether or not they take
the form of blueprints of better societies (Parker 2002b) or descriptions of
impossible futures that suggest the limits of the present (Jameson 2007). And
while as with hope there is much debate as how to distinguish between possible
and impossible utopian visions (Buchanan 1998; Munoz 2009), utopia exists as
hope does - as a promise that things will be better in the future, a promise that

that marks what is wrong with the present.

As suggested by Berlant, sometimes promises of a better future are cruel - they
can bind us to practices and forms of life that not only have no actual hope of
success but in fact act to impede the realisation of a better future. This insight
takes us beyond critiques of hope and utopia as visions of escape from the present

(Hage 2003a:11). Such criticism suggests that utopian visions and hopeful dreams
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turn us away from work necessary on the present to create a better future. Passive
hope nonetheless presents us with a constructive relationship to the future - it is
still something to engage with as different to the present, even if it is not ‘us’ who
brings the changed future into being. Hope is still capable of being transformative

even when passive. But cruel hope preserves the present as unchanged.

Unlike more actively pursued hopes, cruel hope is not a way of being against the
present (Munoz 2009:99) in favour of what Munoz calls the “not-yet” (ibid:25-6). It
does not seek to cultivate or realise the plausibilities that exist in the present. This
not-yet future necessarily involves the creation of new subjectivities and the
formation of a “new people” (Thoburn 2003: 18-21) that is the subject of a form of
politics. Active hope is thus experimental in practice. However, cruel hope, like
cruel optimism, is not a work of transformation but preservation. It does not seek
to bring about a not-yet future but rather maintain a ruined future-anterior; a
place that no longer exists in contrast to the image of utopia that ‘could’ exist. It is
an affective relationship to a lost object, and thus sets out to preserve a mode of
life that looks backwards to the future. It is, as I set out in later sections, a form of
melancholia (Brown 1999). Cruel hope preserves a vision of the future that is no
longer actual or actualisable, and thus preserves a form of life or mode of sociality
despite the fact that it no longer has purchase on the present. It protects the form
of life from the possibility of change. The reason to preserve a no-longer realisable
form of life or practice from transformation is, quite simply, the desire to preserve
oneself. To transform ones hopes and dreams, one’s vision of the future, is to

transform oneself as well as existing social dynamics and forms of life.

5.4.2 — Exhausting hope and utopia

To maintain hope requires maintaining the potential for that hope to come true.
This means ensuring that the material conditions that create and sustain the
potential continues to exist in the present. The future is made from the potential of
the present (Holland 2006:238), and this is as true for those events that break with
the status quo of present and produce new possibilities as it is for those processes

that maintain the present as it currently is into the future.
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How things can break or change depends on how they are constituted and the
potential of the web of relations within which they are located. This is a crucial fact
for those movements that wish to break with the present: they must seek out
points where the present can be opened up, broken or corrupted. It is for this
reason Deleuze & Guattari suggest that change is brought about through
“contagion, epidemics, battlefields and catastrophes” (1998:241). But in each of
these instances the breakdown of the present takes place through specific material
conditions - the proximity of receptive bodies, the possible strong relation
between human body and virus, the existence of armies and technologies, the
unstable Earth and its autonomous movements. Rupture requires finding points or
processes that can be disrupted or sabotaged, or spaces, pauses and gaps that can

be wedged open or used to escape.

Both hope and utopian visions have material conditions and as such are subject to
periods and conditions of scarcity (Hage 2003a:3). There are places and periods
that lack not only hope but also better futures. Indeed, it has been theorised that
the current period of neoliberalism lacks for a sense of the future in general (Ables
2010; Berardi 2011) as the grounds for alternative lifeworlds become exhausted

(Povinelli 2011).

For a hope to endure the conditions it corresponds to must also endure. What we
have seen thus far in Chapters 4 and 5 is that the grounds for a belief in either
liberal government or active citizenship around the issue of climate change is
largely absent. There is no mass movement and the potential for one constituted
by active citizens seems unlikely given the restricted material conditions that
enable only a small number of people to become active citizens, a number that is
set to shrink as current pro-austerity government politics further reduce the time
and resources necessary to be politically active (Cederstrom and Fleming 2012). In
addition the continuing global economic crisis, in part due to long-term economic
conditions (Brenner 2006; Streeck 2014), and in part due to efforts to undermine
liberal democratic avenues (Brown 2015; Crouch 2012; Mair 2013), make the
vision of liberal government appear as a relic of the past and not a hope for the
future. Broad overviews of social-democracy - the most ‘radical’ egalitarian

iteration of liberal democracy thus far and the material grounds for radically
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democratic visions, as suggested by Brown (2015) - has been in sustained
regression from the 1970s across Europe (Moschonas 2010). Which is to say active
citizenship is in retreat. As such liberal utopianism does not represent a break with
the present, a possible line of flight into a better future, but a vision of a future that
never was, one that was bound to the social conditions of late social-democracy in
the 1960s and 70s, and one that even then was never realised beyond limited

instances at best (Brown 2015:44).

5.5 — The necessity and impossibility of failure

5.5.1 - Fail again, fail better?

But there is no hope without failure. By this I do not mean that hope suggests that
what is hoped for might not come into being: clearly if something could exist, it
could also not exist, and the same condition of uncertainty characterises utopian
thought (Buchanan 1998:23). Rather, here I mean that hope must be able to
survive failure if it is to endure as hope. We must be able to hope for something,
and fail to achieve it but continue to hope for hope to survive. Hope requires being
able to live with failure (Duggan and Munoz 2009:281). As explored in Section
5.4.2 hope can become exhausted once it not longer represents a future possibility.
Failure does not necessarily destroy hope: indeed, to hope is often to fail at first
and to try again. The difficult work of hopeful political practice requires enduring
failure (Munoz 2009:9). For hope and politics to endure, failure cannot be final.
Just as hope is differentiated, and utopian visions cleave to different social
arrangements and forms, there are different kinds of failures matched to social
assemblages. Liberal utopianism as an iteration of liberal politic praxis takes up

and translates the traditional form of liberal failure: crisis.

Crisis is omnipresent as a concept (Roitman 2014:3), even more so that the notion
of the event to which it is bound as a historical idea. Roitman suggests that this is
due to the fact that crisis as a device enables a particular notion of history (2014),
where history appears as the product of human labour, distinct from ‘natural’
history (Chakrabarty 2009; 2014). As such it is a foundational concept for both
modernity and liberalism. Crisis designates a moment of suspension in time: a

moment where history as the smooth unfolding of events breaks down, thus
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revealing the inner workings and logic of historical progression. This constitutes a
moment of truth (ibid2014:3) where judgement can be passed on the present. The
errors of history are brought to light and may be subject to critique and correction
(ibid:9). The act of judgement not only offers a negation of the present; it
constructs a history of the present, suggesting what is or is not important from the
past (ibid:7). As such, crisis constitutes both a failure of history and the
opportunity to correct or remedy that failure. The objective is not to bring a new
world into being but preserve the old through works of repair and renewal. Crisis,
as a kind of failure, creates the opportunity to conserve the present against radical
transformation. Progress and not revolution is the horizon of crisis. Walter
Benjamin suggests such a horizon is inherently conservative, seeking as it does to

protect the present against rupture and radical transformation (1999).

Brown argues the period within which we live is one where “our capacity to
intervene in the trajectory and the wide range of effects of capital..., to whatever
extent it once existed, appears exhausted” (2001:139). She argues that the pace of
socio-economic change overwhelms political action (ibid), creating a condition
that Berardi describes as one where we see political events take place without any
apparent political actors (2011:125). Cooper argues that time within neoliberalism
is “always-already exhausted” (2008:31), creating a situation without the space
within which to act politically, undermining the very capacity for politics
producing a sense of helplessness (Brown 2015:68). [ would argue here that we be
wary of attaching the concepts of democracy and politics too tightly, even if, as
Tronti argues “the political has a bourgeois history” (2014:unpag). What is
exhausted with the end of progress as the inevitable and unidirectional
improvement of the condition of humanity (Brown 2001:169) is a particular mode
of politics - liberal politics. It speaks to the failure of one particular utopian vision,
a vision bound up with the specific universal of progress as expressed within

modernity.

The universal of progress was bound to specific material conditions, namely the
existence of geographical, human and energetic frontiers that would enable the
sense of the future as a space of limitless expansion (Chakrabarty 2009; Mitchell

2013; Moore 2015). As a universal it also served specific socio-political ends, albeit
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with the promise that those ends would themselves