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background:  
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https://www.bbc.com/ideas/videos/can-we-transform-the-world-in-12-years/p073j3z5?playlist=sustainable-thinking 

 

 

the issue seemed to be, how to free ourselves from business as usual 

 

 

 

 

A: SOME CONCEPTS 
 

 

visioning 

 

 

desired futures … which also implies a theme of return: 

 

… to indigenous perspectives 
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https://www.bbc.com/ideas/videos/can-we-transform-the-world-in-12-years/p073j3z5?playlist=sustainable-thinking


 

Joy Harjo 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

… undoing (or reversing, unravelling etc…)  the Death of Nature 
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a key issue in Political Ecology is exploring intrinsic links 

between the ecological and social  
 

 

… biophily 
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Erich Fromm (1900-1980) 

 

 

biophily means love of life  

 

 

Fromm developed the idea in opposition to fascist-type nationalism, 

so it’s kind of politico-social as a starting point, but by implication  it’s 

also ecological 

 

 

… supplies a basis for unifying society and ecology in a progressive 

way 

 

 

 

notion of care …. 
 

for people, and for nature: 
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Marina Chang 

 

 

 

the Death of Nature is partly about trying to 

simplify systems so as to render them 

predictable, and therefore control them … both in 

a technical and a political sense 
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-

covid-19-aoe 

 

 

biophily could also mean being in tune with life 
 

 

this opens us up to complex systems thinking … restoring balances of 

nature 

 

 

 

we learn from agroecology that if the system is sufficiently diverse, 

any pathogen or insect pest will be controlled by a spontaneous 

corrective feedback; when we disrupt this, is where it all begins to go 

wrong 
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe


 
source: RB 

 

 

 

 

biophily in this sense is likewise a 

principle for the design of built systems 
 

……….. 

 

 

 

but in order to implement biophily, we need to overthrow 

the control structure 
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biopower (Foucault 1979 etc.) 
 

 

 

 

imperialism: work of Rosa Luxemburg 
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capitalism accumulates by depleting a milieu (periphery, surrounding 

system, ‘environment’) … which is both natural and social 

(institutional: the sphere of commons etc.) 

 

 

 

 

 

we need to challenge biopower and 

imperialism, if we are to inaugurate a 

regime of care 
 

 

…… 
 

 

 

B. PATHOLOGY OF BLOCKED 

TRANSITION 
 

 

 

any system requires the faculty to transform/restructure itself 

fundamentally at certain points, in order to escape stagnancy 
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the ecosystem is a model: 

 

 
source: Holling 2001: 394 

in the bottom left, there’s a rift … phase transition 

 

 

 

 

 

during the epoch of imperialism, i.e. since about 1900, the function 

of phase transition has been usurped by capitalism (long cycles, 

regimes of accumulation, Kondratiev waves) … a kind of evil parody 

of an ecology: 

 

 
composite picture: RB 
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the rift can be seen a point of ‘creative destruction’ 
(Schumpeter 1976 [1943]) 
 

 

 

BUT, … the default setting for capitalism is always to 

grab the creative part for itself, and shove the 

destruction onto the masses! 
 

I would argue that the usurpation of phase transition by capitalism 

can be seen as an interesting application of the ‘biopower’ idea … 

 

----------- 
 

 

 

there’s an argument that logically, the next wave would 

be green… 
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c.f. work of Amory Lovins etc. 

 

 

 

…. crisis of 2008 
 

 

the system did experience a rift … but, was there any 

creativity out of the destruction?? 
 

 

 

 

MIXED SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL CRISES 

 

the first point to note is that 2008 initiated what will probably be a 

lasting feature, i.e. crises which are both socio-political and 

ecological, and marked by interaction between the two spheres  
(in this case, extreme weather led to food shortages, while parasitic finance capital went 

into land and food futures) 

18 

19

1 



 

 

interesting discussion by Aromar Revi (Indian Institute for Human 

Settlements) 

 

 
 

I framed this in a slightly different way, but the two are 

complementary  

 



source: Biel 2015 

 

 

2010-20, the lost decade … 
 

back to imperialism theory … 
 

 

two key features: 1. finance capital outweighs the productive 

economy; 2. it’s always simpler to exploit the periphery, rather than 

carry out deep reform  

 

 

this decade has been quite paradoxical: 

 

 

 

on the one hand, green transition has been initiated in 

some spheres, notably energy… 

 

 
 

 
https://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/06/us/coal-museum-goes-solar-trnd/index.html  
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https://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/06/us/coal-museum-goes-solar-trnd/index.html


 

on the other hand, transition is blocked 
 

 

the flows of imperialism outweigh the flows of circular economies 

 

 

society has become embedded in a situation where it predates upon 

itself, constantly squeezing value from the base and shifting it to 

finance capital 

 

 

decarbonisation is in no way associated with social equity … there 

may even be a negative correlation….  

 

 

 

 

McGee A. and Greiner P. 2019. Renewable energy injustice: The socio-environmental implications of renewable energy 

consumption. Energy Research & Social Science. Volume 56, October 
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somehow, the ‘greening’ and the social decay 

seem to form contradictory aspects of the same 

reality 

 

 

 

notion of the Foundational Economy 
 

 

in the European context, what is being destroyed (in the name of 

‘austerity’) is precisely the sector which sustains life, i.e. the 

economy of care 

 

consequently, during the lost decade, we’ve moved further away 

from biophily, and biopower has got worse 

 

 

 

 

surveillance of the most marginalised, particularly  those 

with disabilities 
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https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/police-force-admits-agreement-to-share-information-about-protesters-with-dwp/ 

 

this realises one of the projects of Bentham, whose notion of the 

‘Panopticon’ supplied an important  image for Foucault’s biopower 

idea 

https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/police-force-admits-agreement-to-share-information-about-protesters-with-dwp/


 
source: http://cartome.org/panopticon2.htm 

 

 

 

C. WHAT THE NEW SITUATION OFFERS 
 

 

* a rift in the continuity of the system, which looked 

unlikely has now taken place 
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http://cartome.org/panopticon2.htm


 
source: https://blogs.mediapart.fr/jean-marc-adolphe/blog/070420/imaginons-nous-au-jour-d-apres-quel-jour-d-apres  

 

the opportunity is presented for the destruction to give way 

to creativity of a new kind 

 

 

 

 

* a few months ago there was resistance to 

activists’ call to declare an emergency …  
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https://blogs.mediapart.fr/jean-marc-adolphe/blog/070420/imaginons-nous-au-jour-d-apres-quel-jour-d-apres


 
Accra, Ghana Sept. 2019.  Image supplied by Gideon Commey, personal communication 

 

 

 
 

 

…. now emergency is a fact of life: it’s not a normal 

situation 
 

 

 



* there is a recognition that the sectors which 

sustain life are the foundation of any socio-economic 

system 

 

 

 

 
photo: RB 
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https://twitter.com/i/status/1240954554553962496?cn=ZmxleGlibGVfcmVjc18y&refsrc=email 

 

 

* please can we write off neo-liberalism 

once and for all…. 
 

 

 
source: https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/03/20/ecologists-capitalists-gilets-jaunes-climate-justice/ 

… as a basis to institute regime of care 
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https://twitter.com/i/status/1240954554553962496?cn=ZmxleGlibGVfcmVjc18y&refsrc=email
https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/03/20/ecologists-capitalists-gilets-jaunes-climate-justice/


 

 

 

* it’s accepted that there will have to be a 

massive stimulus package;  

 

 
 

 
https://e360.yale.edu/digest/coronavirus-stimulus-plans-are-an-opportunity-for-bold-climate-action-expert-says 

  

 

this can tie in with existing debates around a Green 

New Deal 
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* the issue has always been one for 

international co-operation  

 

 
Barbier 2010 

in particular, we have to think internationally in order 

to resolve the exploitation of the periphery, which has 

always made the system reactionary 
 

 

 

a new internationalist approach can open the pathway 

to a new cosmopolitanism, escaping the evil dichotomy 

between corporate globalisation and Right-wing 

nationalism  
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* we suddenly have the thing which seemed 

unattainable, i.e. a drastic slashing of emissions and 

pollution 

 

 

 
 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffmcmahon/2020/03/11/coronavirus-lockdown-may-save-more-lives-from-pollution-and-climate-

than-from-virus/ 

 

a spokesman from the World Meteorological Organisation, Lars Peter 

Riishojgaard, said “You could see it as maybe science experiment: 

what happens if all of a sudden we turn the whole thing off? It will 

lead some people, and perhaps also some governments, to rethink.” 
(quoted in Radio France internationale, 3.4.20 http://www.rfi.fr/en/international/20200403-covid-19-biggest-

drop-in-co2-emissions-since-wwii-but-little-impact-on-climate-change  
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from a project in Australia where the artist asked people self-

isolating to display a placard in their window: 

 

 

 
https://www.businessinsider.com.au/coronavirus-portraits-capture-people-self-isolating-through-windows-2020-3 

 

 

…  so the challenge is to see how much of this 

reduction in emissions/pollution we can embed 

permanently 
 

 

 

https://www.businessinsider.com.au/coronavirus-portraits-capture-people-self-isolating-through-windows-2020-3


* this has tremendous implications for built 

system design … 

 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/life-after-coronavirus-pandemic-change-world?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other  

 

 

 

 

* resilience now becomes the central 

criterion of everything 

 

 

 

… but this implies a new principle of organisation 
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/life-after-coronavirus-pandemic-change-world?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other


 
 

 

 

 

the faculties needed for resilience can only be 

anchored in, and diffused throughout, society 

…  
 

so this provides an important 

focus for the link between 

social equity and 

environmental sustainability 
 

********* 
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