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What is critical in the Anthropocene? A discussion of four conceptual problems from
the environmental-political philosophy perspective

Daniel Buschmann!

Abstract

The Anthropocene confronts environmental philosophy with one of the most urgent questions of the 21% century:
How to maintain the earth’s condition in a way that allows current and future human generations to thrive? By
asking such a question, ethical thought ceases to be solely a matter of individuality or morality. Instead, it raises a
political issue: How can or should environmental philosophy relate to society in the Anthropocene? This article
argues for a critical perspective that draws on contemporary historic materialist scholars and politicises societal
power relations. It exemplifies this approach by discussing key-terms of the Anthropocene discourse, like planetary
boundaries, tipping points, and space-ship earth. The article concludes that the idea that “we have to act fast now”
would be dangerously too easy because it ignores the ambivalent character of human-nature relations.
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1. Introduction

Disastrous consequences of human actions in the Anthropocene (Steffen et al., 2015a/b) urge
modern environmental philosophy to discuss pressing bioethical questions (Stahel, 2019;
Randall, 2016; Sherwin, 2008; Naess, 1973). How can current and future human generations
thrive without exploiting natural resources??> How to justify ecological politics in the presence
of social injustice? However, many traditional concepts in bioethics fall short of this challenge
(Arras, 2016; Warren, 2015). This article suggests that insights of modern social theory are
relevant to this debate and proposes developing a critical environmental-political-philosophical
approach. In doing so, it highlights systematic problems in several key concepts of the
Anthropocene debate.

Here, to understand the relevance of social theory for bioethical questions, we must accept
the premise that the environmental question is a political one. Referring to Richard St'ahel, a
key researcher in Central Eastern European debate, philosophical considerations about the
environment are “the central theme or even the basic assumptions of all thinking about politics
and society” (Stahel, 2019, p. 349). Furthermore, he states that the sustainable “care for the
polis [...] is one of the main reasons for philosophy’s existence” (Stahel, 2017, p. 446). These
statements highlight that philosophical issues concerning the natural environment or society —
apparently separate topics at first glance — are actually deeply intertwined. Thus, we encounter
a political question: How exactly can the polis be sustainable?

This is where the normative notion of critical environmental-political philosophy? is rooted.
The latest that the term biopower, or biopolitics, appeared first was in Michel Foucault’s works
in 1978 (Foucault, 2006, p. 42) the discipline of bioethics ceased to be solely a matter of
individuality or morality. By politicising “domination at every level and in every form”
(Foucault, 2000, p. 281), social theory entered the discourse of how the polis shall interact with

! Environment Agency Austria, Vienna; daniel.buschmann@umweltbundesamt.at

2 Clearly, human life cannot thrive without non-human life flourishing as well. This article, however, will put a
focus on the societal dimensions of the Anthropocene; therefore, it is beyond its scope to deepen the aspects of
non-human life.

* In the following [ speak of environmental-political philosophy in order to acknowledge that both aspects need to
be discussed with regard to their complex interconnectedness.
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life. A critical environmental-political philosophy in this context is an attempt to relate the
ethical, and often individualistic, considerations of “how shall we act’ with a tradition of critical
thought, that is, societal theory developed by, inter alia, Foucault in respect of works by Hegel,
Marx, the Frankfurt School and others (Foucault, 2010, p. 21). Thus, the adjective critical means
to positively acknowledge a history of social struggles that politicise distributional inequality,
the violent exercise of power, and exclusion of people from freedom, wealth or human rights.
Critical philosophical considerations are transparent about their normative bias, insofar as they
reject these forms of domination and strive for a less exclusive organization of society. The
reason for making this transparent is that normative biases affects all research but often remain
undisclosed in order to maintain the illusion of scientific objectivity (Reiss & Sprenger, 2014,
2.2).

Why, it might be asked, is a critical environmental-political philosophy needed and what
added value does it provide? This is because most existing theories (e.g. metaphysical, critical:
Arras, 2016; rationalism, critical: Warren, 2015) do not capture the complex relations between
global problems and local conflicts (Stahel, 2020, p. 3). Individual ethics, for example, is an
insufficient tool to understand global societal issues (Stahel, 2020, p. 5f.). This is firstly because
environmental effects are beyond the scope of individual action, and secondly because any
individual perspective conceals the structural power relations in society. Thus, the value of
social theory is “to make harder those acts which are now too easy” (Foucault, 1988, p. 155),
meaning to reject any fast solutions that disregard the societal roots beneath seemingly external
environmental issues. However, making it harder to discuss the Anthropocene is not a
philosophical Glass Bead Game, but an endeavour to prevent dangerous societal and
environmental backlashes resulting from too easy solutions.

In the following, this article will illustrate the need for critical environmental-political
philosophy in more detail by referring to the Anthropocene debate and a couple of its key
concepts. Chapter 2 therefore discusses the idea of a homogeneous anthropos, the ambivalent
role of science-policy interfaces, the shortcomings of the planetary boundaries concept, and
finally the relevance of social justice. Chapter 3 briefly wraps up the cornerstones of the
argumentation and draws conclusions.

2. What is critical in the Anthropocene?

The term Anthropocene originates from a discourse among geologists who divide the earth’s
history into separate ages, or eras, each named after a dominant stratigraphic element that can
be found in sediments all around the world. The consensus is that during the Pleistocene (2.6
million years ago until 12 thousand years ago) the ice was the major, telluric force, shaping the
face of the earth. It is followed by the Holocene (starting 12 thousand years ago), where warmth
and, thus, melting ice was characteristic. However, since the 19" century, this consensus is
increasingly often challenged by geologists who argue that, nowadays, humans are the major,
telluric force that shapes the face of earth, calling this new era the Anthropocene. It is still
contested when exactly this era began (Lewis & Maslin, 2015) — with the triumph of agriculture
about 10 thousand years ago, with industrialization and climate change since the 1870s, or with
the global spread of radioactive isotopes that stem from nuclear bomb tests in the 1960s? Either
way, the debate experienced global attention in 2002 when Nobel-prize winner Paul Crutzen
(re-)introduced the term Anthropocene in Nature (Crutzen, 2002), and later linking it with the
notion of a great acceleration (Steffen et al., 2015b) of resource use and pollution across all
sectors, scales, and regions since the 1960s.

One reason why the term Anthropocene became so popular is because it is a boundary
concept at the edge between science and politics. The term conveys two clear messages: Firstly,
that the accumulated consequences of human actions have led to a global change that
undermines the stable preconditions of human life, once guaranteed during the Holocene.
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Secondly, as a consequence of this development, nature is no longer purely external to humans
but needs to become the object of responsible human regulation, i.e. a global environmental
governance (Biermann, 2014). In the following, the article examines four reasons why a critical
environmental-political philosophy needs to intervene in this discussion.

2.1 Disenchant the “anthropos”
As much as the term Anthropocene helped to highlight the urgency of environmental issues,
and positively politicised how much we all depend on nature as our material basis of life, it also
obscures two essential aspects. Humans are neither the cause nor the solution of environmental
issues. What does this mean?

First of all, the general notion of anthropos as the cause of the Anthropocene conceals that
it neither was nor is humankind as such who continues to enforce environmental degradation.
Within this heterogeneous group of actors some play a more significant role than others. People
in the global North historically had and still have a higher impact on environmental changes,
while being less vulnerable to its effects (O’Brien et al., 2007). Even within the global North
or South, people with political or economic power have a higher impact on environmental
changes than the ones without (Wissen, 2012), and also gendered differences exist (Alston &
Whittenbury, 2013). Even more importantly, the collectivization of all actors inside anthropos
neglects the fact that they continue to pursue and protect different interests. Actors in the
automobile industry for example, who want to secure their markets and business-models, seek
alliances with government actors, who want to secure employment in order to be re-elected. By
obscuring these significant differences between actors, the abstract anthropos obscures those
who speak about whom and with which interests.

Secondly, who is addressed by the Anthropocene debate? Who can take the required actions?
Is it the established institutions of global environmental governance? Is it national parliaments?
Referring to anthropos in this context is highly ambivalent, as it ignores that exactly these actors
failed to establish effective sustainable policies for already more than 40 years (Blithdorn, 2013;
Brand & Wissen, 2013). While isolated environmental issues like the ozone-layer or acid rain
could be solved with the help of cheap supplements in production or general economic
modernization (WBGU, 2011, p. 101), the general tendencies of a “great acceleration” in
resource use and pollution continued to grow exponentially (Steffen et al., 2015a; 2015b). Thus,
using the term Anthropocene to urge the established actors for action is, in the best case, an
appeal to continue structurally ineffective measures in environmental governance, and, in the
worst case, like putting a fox in charge of the henhouse (Brand & Wissen, 2013). Transnational
corporations with high environmental impact have since the 1990s found ways to protect their
interests from too ambitious regulations, and institutions of global (environmental) governance
have subordinated their goals to the “factual constrains” of economic growth and liberal market
policies. A call for “more” or “faster” action towards these actors is likely to reproduce an array
of shortcomings, unfavourable side-effects, and even failures that have characterized
environmental governance since 1972 (The limits to growth), 1986 (Brundtland Report), 1992
(1* COP in Rio de Janeiro), 2005 (Kyoto-Protocol), and 2015 (Paris Agreement, Agenda 2030).
None of these milestones of global environmental governance had even a slight impact on the
great acceleration (Steffen et al., 2015b; Bliihdorn, 2013; Brand & Wissen, 2013; Brand &
Wissen, 2012), so why should an intensified pursuit of this path be successful?

Consequently, the anthropos as such can neither be used as a reference to the causation, nor
as a reference to the solution of environmental issues. As Lovbrand et al. (2015) note, the
anthropos in the Anthropocene is currently understood as post-natural, post-social, and post-
political. This means (a) that nature is no longer perceived as purely external to society, but as
one of their most crucial issues (= post-natural), (b) that humanity is perceived as a single,
undistinguishable actor with uncontested common interests (=post-social), and (c) that politics
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is no longer a matter of balancing interests and weighting alternatives, but of taking
scientifically clearly defined steps that result in survival if followed or catastrophe if ignored
(=post-political). Following this critique, it is not “humankind” but a complex web of relations
between society and its perceived environment that should be investigated as the cause of or
solution to the Anthropocene. Such an understanding of societal nature relations embraces
dialectical thought (Gorg, 2011), and opens space to think of approaches and solutions which
do not reproduce the structural social and environmental injustices that today display key
challenges in environmental governance (Brand & Wissen, 2013; Brand & Wissen, 2012).
Thus, a greater degree of nuance and complexity is necessary, and a critical environmental-
political philosophy is in charge to reflect upon it. What is the role of (global) environmental
governance in society? How do contested societal interests materialize in (environmental)
public policy? In what ways are societies and their natural environments entangled? Who has
the agency to act in the Anthropocene, on which legitimatory basis, in whose interest, and for
which ends? Talking about “humanity” in general bears the risk of falling short of the
complexity of the challenges posed by the Anthropocene, and therefore failing to provide the
answers needed so urgently.

2.2 Debunk objective science and politics

In its role as a boundary concept at the edge of environmental science and politics, the term
Anthropocene is often associated with the idea that “science speaks truth to power” (Ortiz,
2019).% In other words, concerned natural scientists reveal objective facts about the status of
the external environment to political decision makers in order to give them a solid basis for
their responsible decision-making. The following sections demonstrate why this popular image
is at best wishful thinking. Neither do scientists possess “the truth” nor do the addressed
decision-makers possess “the power” or have their interests exclusively in sustainability. Even
under the premise that the abovementioned expression is meant as a metaphor, environmental-
political philosophy needs to reflect critically on the ideal relationship between science and
society this approach suggests.

Firstly, let alone the fact that there is nothing like “the science”, the idea that science could
be objective or deliver objective insights is fundamentally problematic (Mulder, 2020; Reiss &
Sprenger, 2014). In being subjects, scientists a/ways have normative assumptions about the
world, i.e. ideological frameworks, selective research interests, and political views. This
influences research agendas and to some degree also the outcomes of research. Already, in 1904,
Max Weber notes: “There is no absolutely objective scientific analysis of [...] ‘social
phenomena’ independent of special and ‘one-sided’ viewpoints according to which expressly
or tacitly, consciously or unconsciously they are selected, analyzed and organized for
expository purposes” (Weber, 1949, p. 72). This said, Weber does not imply that scientific
insights are purely subjective either (Weber, 1949, p. 84). Scientific insights can be significant
and meaningful for a wide audience if communicated in a well-balanced way, through a value-
neutral language, by applying a falsifiable methodology, or a logical line of argumentation. Still,
scientific objectivity remains an unattainable, highly ambivalent ideal (Mulder, 2020;
Grasswick, 2018). Ambivalent in so far as the idea of one objective, universal truth often
reproduces colonial, sexual, etc., power relations and discursive exclusions (Anderson, 2020;
Escobar, 2016). This fact needs to be critically considered when demanding that the science
shall speak the truth to the power in the Anthropocene.

Consequently, rather than trying to appear objective and therefore implicitly claiming
unjustified authority (Grosfoguel, 2007), critical environmental-political philosophy should act
openly with its implicit biases, prepositions, and goals. Since the science is not able to speak

4 See also: https://www.unitebehindthescience.online/
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the truth, scientific knowledge does not deserve privilege in the political discourse. A dialogue
between science and society can therefore only work on eye-level, in mutual appreciation, not
based on “non-negotiable limits” (Steffen et al., 2011) posed by science. Scientific investigation,
moreover, can, as diverse and heterogeneous as the science is, learn a lot from non-academic,
non-western, non-hegemonial forms of knowledge through transdisciplinary research methods
(Shilliam, 2011; Grosfoguel, 2007; O’Brien et al., 2007; Harvey, 1993). Rather than speaking
truth about society or towards decision-makers, the role of critical scientific approaches is
collaboration together with and in appreciation of other knowledge producers, while acting
openly with its own normative biases and limitations.

Secondly, the politics is neither a single actor nor a neutral decision-making tool. While
many (mostly natural) scientists dream of addressing “the power”, meaning “the politics” or
“the national decision-makers” with their expertise (e.g. WBGU, 2011, p. 188, NEAA, 2009, p.
5), it must be remembered that national states cannot automatically be considered as neural
actors. A state, understood as a material condensation of power relations (Brand & Wissen,
2013; Kannankulam, 2008), is a contested territory where different interests struggle to become
hegemonic (Brand & Wissen, 2015). Accordingly, a state is a complex conglomerate of actors
with a heterogeneous set of interests that might align with environmental causes or not.
Therefore, national states cannot simply be perceived as neutral problem-solving tools to put
scientific knowledge into action, but as complex material and discursive structures that
represent and protect complex constellations of interests. Why does this matter? Because the
historic shortcomings of national states in dealing with environmental issues have structural
explanations (Brand & Wissen, 2013) that cannot be ignored. Or, in the oversimplified words
of Terry Eagleton (2006): “power knows the truth already, and is busy concealing it”. As a
result, critical environmental-political philosophy needs to be careful with ascribing agency in
environmental issues to “the politics”. Some investigations suggest that also international
organizations can be understood as a material condensation of power relations (Brand & Wissen,
2012; Brand, 2009). This would mean that rather than overcoming the shortcomings of national
states regarding environmental regulation, international organizations in their current shape
could reproduce them. Critical environmental-political philosophy, therefore, needs to
politicise who is urged to action and under which conditions, meaning in which political
processes with whose participation or exclusion, actions are supposed to be realized. Otherwise,
overly enthusiastic natural scientists might appeal to the political fox for more responsible
henhouse management.

2.3 Abandon space-ship earth (and planetary boundaries)

The metaphor most frequently associated with the Anthropocene is “spaceship earth” (Crutzen
et al., 2011; critical: Hohler, 2015). The narrative dates back into the 1960s and points towards
the vulnerability of “our small blue planet” (WBCSD, 2010, p. 2) as well as to a technologically
advanced drive for research and discovery. It therefore appeals to a global spirit of
responsibility and world-citizenship. Strongly liked with this metaphor are the idea of planetary
boundaries (Rockstrom et al., 2009; critical: Geden & Beck, 2014) and tipping points (Steffen
et al., 2015a), which are therefore also discussed in this context.”> While spaceship-earth-
metaphors are often used to highlight the urgency of environmental politics, they involuntarily
convey many problematic messages. In the following, they are discussed among the three
analytical axes of (a) humans, (b) nature, and (c) the human conquest of nature.

(a) Humans
Similar to the way anthropos blurs who causes and who suffers from environmental issues (see

5 The website anthropocene.info mentions both terms as key elements: http://www.anthropocene.info/
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2.1), the spaceship-earth-metaphor merges all humans into a single political subject — with one
seemingly homogeneous interest: to survive. This is problematic for several reasons among
which four are important: Firstly, the spaceship-metaphor implicitly calls for a captain, for
someone who is “in command” and decides about the rules everyone else has to follow.
Stereotypically, one would imagine a white, old, heterosexual male with military experience to
be the captain. In other words, the prerogative of a global environmental crisis implicitly calls
for traditional authoritative leadership to ensure the greater common good. This call is highly
ambivalent, not only because such kind of power bears a veritable potential for misuse or
because it reproduces exclusive power relations, but mostly because it ranks democratic
processes of careful negotiation between interests, and participatory, nuanced decision-making
as useless in environmental matters. Moreover, differently to a captain, who qualifies for his
position mostly through advanced commanding experience and power in a superior hierarchical
context, no current institution of global governance has a comparable legitimation to rule over
all of humanity. Consequently, established institutions are called to bring spaceship earth back
on course — a questionable call, considering their (systematic) failure in the past 40 years of
environmental politics (see 2.1, 2.2; Blithdorn, 2013; Brand & Wissen, 2013; Brand & Wissen,
2012). Calling upon this authority might therefore, against all good intentions, result in
accelerating the environmental crisis or at least prolonging it.

Secondly, the spaceship-earth metaphor depoliticises environmental policy as a factual
constraint. Decision-making based upon “non-negotiable limits” (Steffen et al., 2011) is a
problematic approach to democracy, the very idea of which is to balance powers and interests
and hence negotiates between different actors, interests, and positions. Where is the political in
the context of humanity as a single subject with homogeneous interests? Thirdly, exactly these
unequal powers and interests are concealed in the spaceship-metaphor. It levels significant
differences between e.g. the global North and South, classes, ethnicities, and genders (Arrora-
Jonsson, 2011; Dankelman, 2010; Hartcourt & Escobar, 2005) concerning their agency in
causation of environmental crises, and their vulnerability to its effects (Alston & Whittenburg,
2013; Nightingale, 2011). In other words: “distinctions between hotel room cleaners and hedge
fund managers become irrelevant” (Lohmann, 2014, p. 1).

Lastly, the spaceship-metaphor displays a cybernetic hubris. When biophysical parameters
of the earth become the object of human actions, critical environmental-political philosophy
needs to ask who (democratic parliaments?) governs over what (external nature?) to which ends
(sustainable economic growth?) and in whose interest? Without these questions asked, the
reference to spaceship earth could legitimate radical but highly questionable cybernetic
approaches like carbon capture and storage (critical: Evar et al., 2012; Meadowcroft &
Langhelle, 2009) or solar radiation management (critical: Wiertz, 2016; UBA, 2011), and
problematic economic strategies like the Green new deal or Green economy (see EC, 2019;
critical: Brand & Wissen, 2015). Questioning the ends and the beneficiaries of these approaches
should take priority over fast but half-baked solutions that might in the end fight the fire with
more oil.

(b) Nature

Spaceship-earth-metaphors, as well as references to planetary boundaries, draw a specific
image of “nature”, as opposed to the “humans”. While acknowledging the interconnectedness
of multiple dimensions of natural change (e.g. global warming, ocean acidification, and
biodiversity loss, see Rockstrom et al., 2009) in a systemic perspective, the imagination of
nature in these concepts also raises some important questions that need to be discussed. Here,
four interconnected aspects are central: Firstly, nature is stereotyped as external to humans (the
single political subject) and potentially dangerous for their survival. Thus, and similar to the
anthropos (see 2.1), nature appears as uniform and without regional specifications or
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differences. How, then, for example, does the loss of coral reefs in one region affect the
resilience of ecosystems worldwide? In a false dichotomy (Gorg, 2011), nature can either
ensure human survival, like during the stable and comfortable Holocene, or risk human survival,
like in the unstable and dangerous Anthropocene. In any case, nature appears as a “higher force”,
generally separated from the human world but manipulatable by human actions. If this premise
of an external nature is accepted, then, secondly, the domination of nature for the sake of human
survival appears to be not only logical but also legitimate. This justifies, for example, unlimited
access to natural resources, and the cybernetic human control of natural systems through Green
Governance mechanisms (critical: Brand & Wissen, 2013) or questionable technological
methods of Geoengineering (critical: Wiertz, 2016; UBA, 2011).

Thirdly, justice in this context appears as a quantifiable matter, as equally distributed rights
to use the atmosphere as a dumpsite for, inter alia, greenhouse gases. Qualitative aspects of
(in-) justice disappear in such a perspective (see 2.4). For example, the difference between
luxury emissions and emissions to fulfil basic needs, specific differences in climate
vulnerabilities (Alston & Whittenbury, 2013) or different degrees of participation in climate
political decision-making (Harvey, 1993). Lastly, quantifiable planetary boundaries falsely
suggest scientific certainty (see 2.2, Geden & Beck, 2014) in identifying absolute natural
thresholds, which, when crossed, endanger human survival in general. This perspective on
nature, however, obfuscates that different groups of humans are affected to different degrees by
climate change, and that the thresholds for inhumane consequences vary between class,
ethnicity, and gender (Nightingale, 2011). What appears to be a “safe operation space”
(Rockstrom et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015a) for people in the global North, is currently already
associated with large-scale fires, droughts, hunger or flooding in the global South. Thus, the
concept of planetary boundaries neglects that the mere definition of seemingly objective global
and universal “tipping points” is in fact a normative act (Hohler, 2015). Depicting unacceptable
future change in the global North as “beyond the safe operation space”, while at the same time
ignoring the present human suffering in the global South, is per se a political and not a scientific
decision (Geden & Beck, 2014). Consequently, the planetary boundaries are socio-political, not
external natural boundaries. This is not to say that the concept of planetary boundaries
consequently ignores the existence of something like “societal boundaries” that could mark a
safe “operation space for humanness”, something like poverty, violence, hunger, or political
persecution. A very first step in this direction can be seen in the discussion started by Otto et al.
(2020).

(c) The human conquest of nature as an act of survival

Besides concealing crucial normative assumptions (see above) the concept of “tipping points”,
as one of the key elements of the Anthropocene discourse, needs to be discussed also under
another perspective. The depiction of future “disastrous consequences for humans” (Rockstrom,
2009, p. 472) as a result of overstepping tipping points, has two important implications when
put under a critical environmental-political philosophy lens: Firstly, the disastrous status quo,
i.e. global-scale exploitation of humans and nature (Demirovic et al., 2011) and current climate-
fuelled catastrophes in the Global South, appears as acceptable, or, if seen as a “safe operation
space” (Rockstrom et al., 2009) even worth protecting. Consequently, the underlying societal
relations that cause tipping points to be reached, remain invisible and untouched (Héhler, 2015;
Hulme, 2008). Instead, neo-Malthusian ideas of cybernetic societal regulation appear to be a
choice without alternatives (Kdhler, 2016, p. 249). A debate that develops in such a direction
favours short-term technical solutions that do not touch the substance of the problems they are
supposed to address. Moreover, if the mere survival of human civilization is at stake, options
of self-limitation or even publicly enforced limitation of individual freedom becomes a matter
of discussion. All of this because of a focus on the environmental symptoms, not at the societal
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causes of “tipping points”. This article therefore proposes a different focus: not on the survival
of the human species, but on the survival of humaneness in society. This shift implies attention
to fundamentally different questions: Which modes of development guarantee a good life for
all (Gorgen & Wendt, 2020; O’Neill, 2018; Novy, 2017)? To what extent are current modes of
development unjust (Wissen & Brand, 2018)? And what positive trajectories of development
can be envisaged (D’Alisa et al., 2014)?

Secondly, the implicit catastrophism® transported by the idea of “tipping points” favours
dystopian narratives (Buschmann & Plank, 2020). Not only does this depoliticize the effects of
global industrial pollution as an external natural force that comes as a divine punishment upon
humanity (Hulme, 2008). In the subtext, radical measures are suggested that need considerable
political authority to be enforced (Brand, 2016). The open discussion about the limits of
democracy in the context of the Anthropocene (Hammond et al., 2020) can be a chance for
progressive emancipatory reform of participation modes in public policy, but also a veritable
threat to democratic virtues and liberties, and socio-environmental justice. Critical
environmental-political philosophy in this context needs to discuss who is called by the appeal
to act in the tipping points metaphor, what are the (implicitly) suggested actions, and how are
they supposed to be enforced?

2.4 Reconsider: Which justice?
As a last critical intervention in the Anthropocene discourse, the idea of environmental justice
needs to be reflected. Being a relatively young debate (Barritt et al., 2019), considerations of
environmental justice face an important divide: qualitative versus quantitative concepts of
justice (Brunnengréber & Dietz, 2016, p. 160). In short, quantitative concepts discuss the equal
distribution of the atmosphere as a greenhouse gas disposal site, while qualitative concepts
focus on participatory decision-making processes in climate governance, and on developing
different modes of production and consumption. Thus, qualitative concepts of environmental
justice strongly link to issues of social justice, distributional equity, and discussions of a good
life for all (O’Neill, 2018; Novy, 2017). They, thus, politicise current modes of development
(Gorgen & Wendt, 2020) and often call for a democratization of societal nature relations
(Wissen, 2016). Under this premise, it is crucial to include not only environmental, but also
social, sexual, and racial aspects of justice, that often intersect in a web of mutually reinforcing
relations (Walby et al., 2012). To sum up, rather than talking about environmental justice
between nations or “humans”, critical environmental-political philosophy needs to ask who can
participate how in which processes (or not), and to which ends?

3. Conclusion and prospects
This article aimed at making it harder to discuss the Anthropocene by examining the societal
roots beneath seemingly external environmental issues, intending thereby to prevent dangerous
societal and environmental backlashes that might result from too easy solutions. In doing so,
the article identified four main challenges.

Firstly to disenchant the anthropos, meaning to question whether “humanity” is the cause of
or the solution to environmental issues in the Anthropocene. The article rejected both notions,
criticising that anthropos is currently understood as post-natural, post-social, and post-political.
Secondly, to debunk objective science and politics by questioning a science-policy interface
that aims at “speaking truth to power”. Here, scientists should acknowledge their normative
biases and seek the exchange with non-scientific knowledge producers, while at the same time
reflecting upon a 40-year history of failure in politics before uncritically urging it to action.
Thirdly, metaphors of spaceship earth, tipping points or planetary boundaries should be

® This article focuses on the negative aspects of catastrophism. An in-depth discussion about possible positive
aspects (Hrubec, 2019; Beck, 2015) is promising but beyond its scope.
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abandoned because they reproduce intolerable implications of humanity as a single political
subject, and of nature as an object of regulation that threatens human survival. Thereby they
play on catastrophism and fear, potentially giving leeway to authoritarian political solutions.
Lastly, all these questionable implications contribute to blurring questions of social justice
instead of opening up the debate about how decision-making processes about common goods
should be, what are desirable societal goals (apart from survival), and how the needs of
everyone can be satisfied in a sustainable manner.

Considering these critical interventions into the current Anthropocene debate, do we still
have hope? Certainly, it is not the task of philosophy to be society’s hope factory. Nevertheless,
by disenchanting dystopian narratives, like “human civilization might collapse”, “we have to
act fast now”, or “there is no alternative”, we reclaim space for a discussion about how just and
sustainable collective modes of developments could actually look. We generate new leeway in
thinking of desirable societal alternatives beyond authoritarian rule, technological control or
cemented inequalities. By making human-nature relations the object of discussion (rather than
human survival), we have a chance to reflect and eventually dismantle the structural reasons for
more than 40 years of relative failure in global environmental governance. Most of all, by
critically problematizing the Anthropocene we can realize that “another world is possible”,
making it more likely to bring it about instead of fearfully protecting the illusionary security
and comfort of the world we grew accustomed to.
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