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Global Green Politics

For the Common Good

Introduction

Environmental issues are now firmly on the global political agenda. Major UN
summits and even meetings of the G8 most powerful economies in the world often
feature environmental issues, especially climate change. Having now had nearly
fifty years of international environmental diplomacy, unsurprisingly ‘the environ-
ment’ is part of everyday parlance in the practice and teaching of global politics.
The same cannot be said for Green politics and perspectives on key global issues
coming from more radical Green positions. Despite the potential contributions of
Green thinking to an understanding and explanation of the underlying causes and
potential solutions to the multiple crises engulfing global politics around war,
poverty and social inequality or climate change, Green perspectives on global
politics issues have rarely been articulated or brought together and have yet to gain
traction. In a modest way, this book seeks to remedy that.

It is certainly the case that environmentalism has made real headway in
changing law and government policy, driving multilateral treaties on environmen-
tal protection and changing consumer and corporate behaviour (Mol 2003). Yet the
ecological crises deepens, and with politics and economics as usual we continue to
surpass planetary boundaries at an alarming rate with little prospect of shifting the
trajectory. States and corporations clearly take the lion’s share of the blame for our
planetary predicament and what has been described as the ‘anthropocene’ – a new
geological epoch in which human forces are dominant in shaping the biosphere
(Steffen et al. 2007). For many people, academics and activists alike, environmen-
talism also has to take some share of the blame. Questions are asked about the
long-term effectiveness of what has been referred to as the ‘environmentalism of
the rich’ (Dauvergne 2016) and the ‘corporatization of activism’ (Dauvergne and
LeBaron 2014), a reference to the growing engagement of many mainstream, as
well as formerly more radical groups, with market environmentalism. This practice
refers to working with the corporate sector through brand activism, certification
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schemes and roundtables, for example, selling ecoconsumerism and lifestyle
politics, while allegedly ignoring the underlying and structural drivers of environ-
mental degradation. On the one hand, this is understandable given the urgency of
the crisis we face and the desperate and evident need for short-term changes that
mean being strategic, working with those that hold the power to change things now
and ‘going with the grain’. On the other hand, this diagnosis suggests that the
politics of incrementalism is not enough. Time no longer allows for powerful
corporate and state elites to dictate the pace and terms of change. Bolder envision-
ings and articulations of alternatives, new strategies and politics are required, even
if grounded in relatively old traditions in some cases. I will argue that Green
politics, extended and more clearly articulated to deal with today’s global politics,
has a key role to play in this regard.

Why ‘global’ green politics? Is not all Green politics intrinsically global? On
one level, yes. There are very few issues, especially environmental ones, that can
be thought of as wholly local, when they are intrinsically tied to global ecosystems
through water and carbon cycles, for example, as well as produced through
complex internationalised economic chains of production. The same might be said
of the interconnections across scales and actors that produce economic and security
challenges, such that scholars sometimes refer to ‘glocal’ politics (Rosenau 1997).
Likewise, Green Party manifestos around the world are often strongly internation-
alist in their outlook. Core elements of Green politics concerning ecology, peace
and feminism are necessarily global and universal struggles, whose goals cannot be
achieved locally, or in isolation from global politics, if they are to be sustained and
impactful. At first glance then, it would seem obvious that all Green politics are
global, rooted in the classic axiom ‘Act locally, think globally’.1 Environmental
and social concerns that underpin Green political theory (GPT) transcend sover-
eign borders, and responsibilities to others are often expressed in global (as well as
intergenerational) terms. In this sense, Green articulations of political community
are intrinsically global.

Nevertheless, insights from Green politics are remarkably absent from discus-
sions and debates in global politics and from academic enquiry about them. The
neglect is often mutual. In practical terms, foreign policy is also often down-played
or given scant attention in Green Party manifestos, where emphasis tends to be
placed on economic localism and the decentralisation of political power as a
reaction against global power structures (GEJ 2015). In the academic world, the
underexplored links between International Relations (IR) and (political) ecology
and the failure to acknowledge the existence and potential contributions of more
radical ecological literature, observed twenty years ago (Laferièrre and Stoett
1999), remain valid today. This is the case despite important, but scattered,
contributions over a period of forty years from IR scholars such as Paterson
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(2009), Katz-Rosene and Paterson (2018), Hovden (1999), Helleiner (1996),
Eckersley (2004, 2010), Laferièrre and Stoett (1999, 2006) and a small body of
pioneering work from the 1960s to the early 1980s (Falk 1971; Sprout and Sprout
1965; Ophuls 1973; Pirages 1977, 1984). We continue, nevertheless, to lack a
systematic application of perspectives derived from different strands of Green
politics to a broad range of key areas of global politics.

This neglect is not withstanding a vast literature on global environmental
politics and a growing acceptance of environmentalism (about which more below)
but not of ecologism, which questions the ability of the current economic and
political system to achieve ecological or social, let alone economic, sustainability
(Dobson 1990). There has been a lack of application of Green politics as source of
critical, strategic thinking and as a normative project regarding global politics at a
time when, I would argue, Green perspectives on global politics are urgently
required. Green insights (as opposed to more narrowly conceived environmental
ones) are sorely missing in many debates about security, economy, development
and global governance, let alone sustainability. This book seeks to fill that gap.

The central claim here then is that Green politics offers up a rich and distinct set
of critiques, visions and utopias and the strategies for achieving them, aimed at
transforming global politics in more equitable and sustainable directions. As well
as thinking globally and acting locally, this book explores whether there is also
scope to act, as well as think, globally and to engage with debates and issues in
global politics more fully from the standpoint of Green politics. It is hoped this will
be of benefit both to those interested in global politics and International Relations,
and to Green thinkers and activists looking for tools and resources to further
develop critiques, visions and strategies for transforming global politics.

This is the aim of this book: to draw on different strands of Green thinking to
articulate Green perspectives on key aspects of contemporary global politics, in
terms of critiques of the existing unsustainable world order and visions of how
alternative worlds might be imagined and constructed and also in terms of the
strategies that will get us from where we are now to where Greens would like us to
be. This is not just a question of looking at the theory and practice of Green foreign
policy (GEJ 2015), or Green (international) political economy where there have
been some important contributions (Helleiner 1996; Katz-Rosene and Paterson
2018) but a more encompassing attempt to define and evaluate a Green view of
global politics: a set of normative commitments, explanatory resources and pro-
posals for change.

To do all this, I have built upon contributions from Green writers, academics,
practitioners and philosophers. I have also sought to articulate and extend Green
views on issues based on my own interpretation of core principles and values,
surmising what a Green perspective might look like and so helping to fill in the
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gaps in an account of Green global politics. This work of induction, creative
interpretation and extrapolation from core principles and real world practice has
been necessary precisely because of the absence of such accounts to date. For
Green thinkers, politicians and activists, I also hope to showcase scholarship which
intersects with, supports, reinforces, as well as challenges, Green politics. Provid-
ing resources, food for thought, and the views of critical friends is done in the spirit
of advancing the project of showcasing and promoting Green thinking in contem-
porary politics.

I recognise the immense value of work whose main purpose is to situate
ecologism alongside other ‘isms’, whether liberalism, socialism, feminism or
anarchism, as a comparable school of thought (Dobson 1990; Barry 1999) and
I adhere to Hayward’s claim that: ‘One of the most urgent intellectual tasks of our
time is to understand the implications of ecology for social and political thought’
(1994: 1).

Rather than assessing the value of ecologism in relation to existing bodies of
thought, however, my aim here is to systematically develop an ecological account
of global politics. What I am offering then is not a new theory of International
Relations. It is the articulation and extension of Green political analysis, thinking
and solutions from the local and national to the global, notwithstanding the
immanently ‘global’ nature of Green politics. My starting point, building on the
contributions of others, is to articulate a Green view of world politics that chal-
lenges many mainstream perspectives in IR, while not proclaiming to offer a new
theory of IR. It is not preoccupied with a theory of the international, or how and
when and why institutions form, or of when wars occur or peace prevails, or why
the current system of states persists. Being clear about this runs the risk, of course,
of making it even easier for the gatekeepers of the discipline of IR to further ignore
the potential value and contributions of Green thinking to IR as they have done to
date so successfully.

In the world we inhabit today, we would do well to move beyond refining
accounts of interstate relations while the world of which they are a part descends
further into ecological crisis. This view relates closely to Laferièrre and Stoett’s
observation that: ‘Realists seemingly foreclose the future (and deny social free-
dom) by postulating an historical recurrence of violent conflict and studying
human behaviour through an epistemology of control . . . such philosophical
straightjackets are destined to deny the autonomy of subjects and to dissuade
alternative thinking’ (1999: 101). Their self-fulfilling presentations of the world
as a natural and unshakeable order of things inevitably serve the beneficiaries of
the current order, invoking Robert Cox’s (1981) suggestion that theory is always
for someone, for some purpose. Addressing the question of who theory is for, the
call here is for a practice and activist turn in IR. It builds on Burke et al.’s insight
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that: ‘International Relations, as both a system of knowledge and institutional
practice, is undone by the reality of the planet. We must be in tension with
status-quo struggles within our disciplines, and transgress academic boundaries
to create conversations with activist networks and movements engaged in struggle
against oppressive regimes and systems’ (2016: 501).

To be clear then, this book does not seek to establish Green politics as a ‘great
pillar’ of the discipline alongside Realism, Liberalism, Marxism and Constructivism,
even if it implies critiques of those perspectives and offers other ways of thinking
about global politics. The book rather serves as a set of resources for making sense of
the world from a Green perspective, as well as offering tools and ideas for how to
change it. This is unlike Pirage’s attempt, for example, to ‘suggest an ecological
approach to international relations . . . that provides an efficient and useful alternative
to realism, liberalism, and critical international relations theory’ (1997: 53). I do not
claim that ecologists provide a superior understanding of the international system,
even if the starting points of their enquiry should force a reconsideration of the
conduct and goals of global politics. This is not, in other words, a macro theory of
world order and change, but it does aim to articulate a normative and critical
perspective on world affairs that departs from many existing perspectives.

Indeed, for many Greens the ecological order which sustains all life on Earth
constitutes a meta-order within which the entire international system of states and
other actors is just one component, and certainly not the only one that exercises
agency. Many Green accounts that speak to global politics and IR start with the
need to put humanity in its place: to locate human and international society within
the wider ecosystem of which it is a part. As Pirages puts it: ‘An ecological
approach to explaining the evolution of the international system and the emergence
of global issues begins with the observation that Homo sapiens is but one species
among millions sharing the global ecosystem . . . ecological factors continue to
shape human societies, human conflicts, the international distribution of power,
and the nature of emerging global issues’ (1997: 53). Furthermore, ‘The traditional
theoretical approaches to international relations, centered on men [sic] and their
motives, are increasingly obsolete in the face of the relentless ecological and
technological changes that are transforming the state system into a global one’
(Pirages 1997: 54).

Here I proffer an account of global politics that is explicitly and unapologetic-
ally socio-ecological: neither reducing understandings of global politics to their
ecological base, nor assuming that there can be a global politics that exists outside
of ecological systems which sustain it and make it possible. Rather, it is attentive to
ways in which social and ecological systems are intertwined in ways that are
currently driving ecological devastation and social inequality but which might be
transformed along more sustainable and socially just lines.
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The Neglect of Green Politics in International Relations

There is now a vast literature across many disciplines including sociology, eco-
nomics, development studies, political science and International Relations dealing
with questions of global environmental change (cf: Grubb 2014; Redclift and
Benton 1994; Corry and Stevenson 2018). Testimony to this is found in the ever
proliferating numbers of journals dedicated to publishing work pertaining to
different aspects of the ecological crisis. These include Global Environmental
Change, Environmental Politics, Environmental Ethics, Global Environmental
Politics, Nature, Capitalism Nature Socialism, and The Journal of Environment
and Development, Ecology and Conservation to name just a few. In relation to
global politics specifically, there is also now over thirty years of work on environ-
mental politics and the greening of different aspects of world politics covering
global environmental institutions (Young 1998, 2010; Brenton 1994; Biermann
2014) and the global economy (Clapp and Dauvergne 2011; Newell 2012; Kütting
2005; Speth 2008; Christoff and Eckersley 2013) in particular.

Nevertheless, interestingly, surprisingly but also problematically, there has been
a lack of systematic engagement with a Green perspective in International Rela-
tions, the discipline that you might imagine to be best placed to explain global
politics (Agathangelou 2016). Despite early engagements by IR scholars address-
ing ecological questions, most notably Sprout and Sprout (1965), Richard Falk
(1971) and Dennis Pirages (1984), the neglect has been notable. As Chandler et al.
(2017: 18) recently wrote: ‘International Relations is inherently the discipline that
has the responsibility for considering global processes, and that this is a responsi-
bility it has thus far failed to shoulder’, despite the fact that ecological metaphors
have, on occasion, been invoked to furnish an alternative account of world politics,
such as Thomas Kuehls’ ‘rhizomatic’2 approach to world politics. In 2016 Burke
et al. in calling for ‘planet politics’ ask provocatively: ‘If the biosphere is collaps-
ing, and if International Relations has always presented itself as that discourse
which takes the global as its point of departure, how is it that we – IR’s scholars,
diplomats and leaders – have not engaged with the planetary real?’ (Burke et al.
2016: 501). Furthermore:

We contend that International Relations has failed because the planet does not match and
cannot be clearly seen by its institutional and disciplinary frameworks. Institutionally and
legally, it is organised around a managed anarchy of nation-states, not the collective human
interaction with the biosphere. Intellectually, the IR discipline is organised sociologically
around established paradigms and research programmes likewise focused on states and the
forms of international organisation they will tolerate; it is not organised to value or create
the conceptual and analytical changes that are needed. The problems lie in the way we
think and are trained; in the subjects and approaches our discipline values and rewards.

(2016: 501)
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The prerequisites for a sustainable society might be thought to include stability,
order and peace, which form central preoccupations for the discipline of IR. Yet as
Laferièrre and Stoett suggest: ‘While structural realism has produced an interesting
debate over the implications of shifts in Great Power parity, it has yet to seriously
consider the shifts inherent in an even more fundamental context of human affairs –
the biosphere itself’ (1999: 97). As we will see in Chapter 3, from an ecological
point of view, stability and security, pursued through Realist strategies that give
pride of place to state-based militarism, are illusory. Likewise, if the order to be
preserved is the global capitalist economy, peace and sustainability will remain a
distant prospect.

Mainstream scholars of IR would remain suspicious about the value of Green
perspectives on global politics, however. Although we do not know, because
Realists ignore these concerns as peripheral, it is likely they would view notions
of ecological limits and self-restraint on the part of societies as dangerous and
regressive, heightening vulnerability to enemy attack, all the while overlooking
that they are accelerating towards their own (and everyone else’s) destruction
through an unquestioning commitment to militarism and industrialism. Insofar as
they accept evidence of increasing environmental threats, the extent of their
contribution would likely be to call for the expansion of military forces and
budgets in order to extend the arenas and issues to be secured through force. This
notion follows from the fact that Realism serves as ‘the intellectual defence par
excellence of the military establishment’ (Laferièrre and Stoett 1999: 103), thereby
managing to disregard the military’s own role as a source of insecurity by
consuming resources at an unsustainable rate (as discussed in Chapter 3) as well
as its ties to industrialism (through a military-industrial complex discussed in
Chapter 5). This gives lie to the notion of autonomous state action in pursuit of
rationally determined national interests (somehow abstracted from state strategies)
in a global capitalist economy.

With the exception of a few notable interventions (Paterson 2009; Katz-Rosene
and Paterson 2018; Eckersley 2010; Laferrière and Stoett 1999; Helleiner 1996;
Pirages 1997) then, Green perspectives rarely feature in IR as an academic
discipline. Most IR textbooks ignore Green politics as a standalone perspective
or theory of global politics,3 even if the ‘environment’ features as another ‘issue
area’ of International Relations. Part of the answer to this lies in Steve Smith’s
(1993) explanation of why the environment is on the periphery of IR, alongside
issues such as gender and race. According to him, it fails to speak to the ‘big’
issues of the day, as defined by global elites. It occupies a vulnerable position on
the international agenda, easily displaced by other issues. It is an issue area just like
any other, no more compelling than others with which it competes for attention
(such as hunger and health); and it does not transcend the state-system despite

Neglect of Green Politics in International Relations 7

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108767224.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108767224.001


claims of one-worldism. For Smith, the environment is not an integral component
of theory, or in any way disruptive of, or subversive of, conventional theoretical
categories. Realism regards environmental issues as ‘low politics’ (or even lower
than low politics); high politics will inevitably re-assert itself and scholars need to
focus on where the action is, taking their cue from global elites.

Taking the environment seriously means moving away from the state as the key
unit of analysis, Smith argued, while the predominance of pluralist thinking by
environment scholars has left many key concepts and assumptions uncontested.
While disagreeing with much of his intervention, and agreeing with the critique of
Saurin (1996) and others about its dismissive approach to the importance of
environmental issues, interestingly Smith’s observation that this marginalisation
was due, in part, to the dominance of liberal institutional thinking among scholars
of global environmental politics, was and in many ways remains valid. The
hegemony of that perspective, and its comfortable fit with key assumptions and
biases of the discipline, partially helps to explain the neglect of Green perspectives
(Newell 2008; Clapp and Helleiner 2012). Hence, as Laferièrre and Stoett note:
while the ‘formal study of global politics has acknowledged the environment . . .
little IR theory explicitly incorporates ecological principles’ (1999: 2).

Although there is perhaps more progress to report in terms of the embrace of
ecological ideas by critical theories of IR than by Realism and Liberalism, it is also
true that the awareness remains limited. The section below on International
Political Economy (IPE) and ecology suggests that in this area of the discipline
of IR, this has, to some extent, changed. Even there, it remains the case that it is
more often than not scholars who work on the environment and ecological politics
who are using concepts and theories from (international) political economy rather
than IR and IPE scholars revising their theoretical approaches or empirical focus in
the light of insights from ecological thinking.

What this overlooks is the scope for Green politics to offer distinctive, critical
and radical perspectives (even if not new overarching theories of IR) on questions
of world (dis)order, anarchy, war and security, economy and what mainstream
scholars would define as the terrain of ‘high politics’, as well as the everyday
global politics as the majority of the world experience them: as social exclusion,
poverty, discrimination of various kinds and lack of access to resources. IR has
largely failed to seriously register or entertain the implications of thinking eco-
logically (Katz-Rosene and Paterson 2018), preferring to treat the environment
within traditional and dominant theoretical categories and perspectives. Hence
even though ‘Ecology could provide a radical language that could alter the usual
conceptions of peace/order/justice etc found in IR theory’ (Laferièrre and Stoett
1999: xii), IR theory continues to neglect the value of ecological thought to
political theory, apart from the obvious interests of mainstream IR in questions
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of geopolitics and how resource abundance and imbalances can reconfigure the
balance of power or exacerbate war through scarcity.

Laferièrre and Stoett’s (1999) book International Relations and Ecological
Thought broke important ground in showing how radical ecological thought in
particular relates to key theories in IR of Realism, Liberalism and Critical theory
(covering a range of (neo) Marxist, Feminist and Postmodern approaches). Many
of their critiques of the neglect of ecological thought in IR remain frustratingly
pertinent today, despite the steady consolidation of global environmental politics
as a subfield of the discipline. Writing about the discipline in the late 1990s
Laferrière and Stoett argue:

the searching and challenging body of ecological thought which had emerged during the
preceding decades (and indeed centuries) had yet to have a substantive impact. When IR
theorists did discuss ecological issues, they did so from a very conservative understanding
of the ecological problematique, reformulating classic problems of scarcity and collective
action. This is still largely the case.

(1999: xi)

The neglect was, and I will argue, still is, mutual. Ecological thought, they
proposed ‘needs to take explicit consideration of international questions into
account and at present there is great room for such conceptual development.
In other words, it is not just the study of ecology that can enrich our perspective
on IR theory; ecologists would do well to familiarise themselves with IR as well’
(1999: xiii). Ecologists have been even less willing or able to incorporate the vital
questions raised by the condition of international politics into their work. ‘Much of
the ecological literature produced in this century reads as though it were written
with a political system roughly the size of Thoreau’s Walden Pond in mind’
(Laferrière and Stoett 1999: 2) they noted, suggesting that there is paradoxically
‘relatively little discussion of international political dynamics within ecological
thought, and, similarly, little recognition within IR theory of the complex process
by which ecological degradation occurs and how it may affect global relations’
(1999: 72). Dobson’s (1990) classic book on Green Political Thought contains just
one short passage on the challenges posed by international politics for ecological
thought. Moreover, the ‘international’ dimension of ecopolitical thought is rarely
discussed specifically,4 and although much of the global problematique is arguably
implicit within ecology, it remains necessary for ecologists to tackle theories of
international relations directly.’ Ecologists, it is noted:

have generally declined the task of treating international politics seriously. It too often
appears to be assumed that, once the proper ecological ‘society’ (the geographic and
demographic and legal limits of which are rarely defined) is created, the global political
system will simply sort itself out. Sovereignty, territoriality, interstate competition: all of
these remnants of the Westphalian order will simply wither or fall into harmonious place
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along with the other ordering principles (sustainability, non-hierarchical societies,
decentralization, participatory democracy etc) of a new ecological society.

(Laferrière and Stoett 1999: 157)

Yet, they argue, ‘the generalised attack on nature’, ‘compels an interdisciplinary
rapprochement between IR theory and ecological thought’ (Laferrière and Stoett
1999: 5). Though my concern here is not with what Green politics contributes to IR
theory per se, but to the understanding and practice of global politics more broadly,
they are right to suggest that: ‘ecological thought is arguably well-positioned to
help IR theory refine its own understanding of order, peace, security and power
(its traditional explananda). In fact, ecological thought can play a role in shaping
both the normative commitments of IR theory (which are rarely articulated expli-
citly) and its conceptions of political process’ (Laferrière and Stoett 1999: 5).

IPE and Ecological Thought

IPE has shown itself more open to engaging with ecological concerns than the
broader discipline of IR within which it sits (Stevis and Assetto 2001). Yet in spite
of important progress being made in the study and practice of the international
political economy of the environment (IPEE) (Clapp and Helleiner 2012), the
challenge of revealing and acting upon the intimate relationship between the very
foundations, constitution and governance of the international political economy
and the ‘nature’ of contemporary patterns of global environmental degradation
continues today (Newell and Lane 2018).

The agreement of the seventeen UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in
2015 embodied an attempt to articulate a new universal vision of development
applicable to all states. And yet, as we will explore further in Chapter 7, despite the
overall consensus underpinning the goals and indicators, the mere acceptance of
the SDGs does not do away with the ways in which the prevailing organisation of
the global economy may actively undermine the realisation of goals around the
provision of food security, access to water and energy, and attempts to address
climate change, still less the impact that the primacy that will be given to economic
growth might have on the achievability of all other goals.

Similarly, the Rio+20 summit in 2012 generated heated debates about what
forms of institutional and governance reform are required for sustainability,
reigniting debates about the need for a World Environment Organisation, for
example, but without regard to the systematic and structural drivers of environ-
mental degradation and social exclusion. This is reflected in recent overviews of
the academic literature on IPEE (Clapp and Helleiner 2012; Kütting 2014) which
underscore how IPE analysis of the environment in the last two decades has
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remained largely focused on the treaties, institutions and regimes that are con-
cerned explicitly with the intersection of the economy and the environment to the
neglect of the environmental implications of larger structural trends in the global
political economy. In this regard, there is a fundamental misdiagnosis both of the
problem and where power lies. Saurin (1996) claims that the processes of global
environmental change are subversive of both the theory and the practice of
international relations, yet ‘international political analysis continues to be con-
ducted as if environmental goods and bads are produced, accumulated and there-
fore regulated by public organisations. They are not’ (Saurin 2001: 80). As he put
it earlier: ‘bluntly stated, a focus on inter-state relations is largely irrelevant to the
explanation of global environmental degradation, nor is the elaboration of inter-
state relations likely to lead to any reversal of such degradation’ (1996: 85).

There is, however, now a huge literature on the relationship between key
elements of the global economy and their compatibility or otherwise with different
notions of sustainable development (Clapp and Dauvergne 2011; Newell 2012;
Christoff and Eckersley 2013). The intensification of specific patterns of produc-
tion, exploitation and consumption have been shown to be intensifying environ-
mental harm and the patterns of social inequality associated with them. In
particular, the globalisation of the world food economy (Clapp 2011) and intensi-
fication of farming production and the timber trade (Lister and Dauvergne 2011),
as well as the scramble for new fossil-fuel energy frontiers, emerge as critical
contemporary drivers of resource exhaustion alongside the industrialisation of
fishing that has decimated ocean stocks (De Sombre and Barkin 2011).

IPE should also be well placed in its dependency theory iterations at least, to be
able to capture and explain the symmetries and interrelatedness of development
and underdevelopment and how the former is premised on the latter (Gunder Frank
1966; Cardoso and Faletto 1979). Ideas about ecologically uneven exchange
(Roberts and Parks 2008; Hornborg 1998) represent important progress in this
regard as noted below, as do more historical accounts of the accumulation of
ecological debts through (colonial and postcolonial) extractivism by means of the
circulation of resource economies in favour of the global North (Patel and Moore
2018). Dependency approaches, however, remain committed to a modernist and
materialist ethic of economic development and prosperity (Laferrière and Stoett
1999) and, as developed by Latin American thinkers, are principally concerned
(understandably) with matching the material wealth of the global North but without
reflection on the ecological viability of such a world.

Given the increasing role of the private sector in environmental governance: in
particular the embrace of market-based mechanisms, voluntary approaches and
public–private partnerships (Newell 2008), looking at the role of corporations in
global environmental politics (Falkner 2008; Levy and Newell 2005; Dauvergne
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2018) opens up the possibility for introducing Green thinking about economic
alternatives to business as usual. Both in terms of their influence financially and
politically, as well as their ecological footprint, they dwarf the role of state
environmental agencies that remain the point of reference for mainstream IPE
theorising.

One manifestation of this power, which political economists have sought to
explain, is the way in which capitalism seeks to create new opportunities for
accumulation, even in the form of responses to the problems generated by its
own production and consumption (Mansfield 2004; Sullivan 2013; Büscher and
Fletcher 2015). Literatures on so-called neoliberal nature, including those from
‘ecological political economy’ (Gale and M’Gonigle 2000), explore the diverse
ways in which both nature and its degradation are converted into accumulation
strategies (Smith 2006). Given that environmental issues are produced by the same
global political economy that provides the ideological, institutional and material
context in which responses to the ecological crisis have to be forged, this may be
unsurprising. Recognition of this fact takes us to the heart of the contradictions and
opportunities that we observe in global attempts to manage environmental crises
that are shaped by the social relations, institutional configurations and practices of
power that we observe in other areas of the global political economy (Newell
2008). What is surprising, however, is that whereas the problematic nature of these
power relations and dependencies form the basis of Green political thinking about
the need to transform the state, economy and sustainability, as we will see in later
chapters, such connections are not often explicit in mainstream accounts of IPE
and global environmental politics.

This reiterates the necessity of incorporating the insights of ecology within IPE
and IR (Helleiner 1996; Katz-Rosene and Paterson 2018) as part of a Green
account of global politics. In part, this is about taking seriously the inseparability
of the environment and economy, and is where ecological economics or Green
economics might be well placed to make a contribution (Kütting 2014; Cato 2008,
2011), as discussed further in Chapter 4. Ecological economics departs from the
neo-classically informed discipline of environmental economics (Barbier and
Markandya 2012) by critiquing its lack of attention to limits to growth, the modes
of valuation (of costs and benefits) and discounting of future costs and the values
and interests that are downplayed by framing environmental problems in those
terms (Costanza 1991; Söderbaum 2000). Ecological economics assumes that the
environment and the economy are inseparable and that the environment provides
key functions for economic systems (resources, sinks, amenities and life-support
mechanisms for consumption) reflected in concerns with ‘ecological debt’
(Simms 2005) and ‘ecological footprints’ and the abuse and exploitation of ‘free
resources’ by capitalist investors. Attempts to map ecological flows have immense
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value in highlighting issues of ecological debt, uneven development and responsi-
bility (Costantza 1991) and the long ‘shadows’ cast by global patterns of consump-
tion (Dauvergne 2008). Ironically, however, the very metrics of valuation
developed have formed part of the technical arsenal of market liberals to price
nature and, as such, have become the means through which the marketisation and
commodification of nature have taken place (Gómez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Pérez
2011). Greens need to proceed with caution here around the ways in which in neo-
liberalism calls to value nature more highly are interpreted and enacted.

Hence while ecological economics usefully challenges policy orthodoxy about
growth and the valuation of natural resources, Green economics is more resistant to
the idea of greening the economy through more appropriate pricing (Cato 2011).
The social ecology of Murray Bookchin (1994), discussed further in the next
chapter, broadens the analytical lens still further by seeing environmental degrad-
ation as a product of the degradation of humans, resulting from capitalist expansion
and its associated regulation through hierarchical forms of social control (for
example, patriarchy and racism), a strand of thinking that has been taken up by
scholars of environmental justice (Bullard 2005; Agyeman et al. 2003; Sikor and
Newell 2014). There is also an important difference, therefore, between thinking
ecologically (Katz-Rosene and Paterson 2018) and the articulation of a Green IPE
informed more explicitly by Green political thought alongside efforts to advance
the notion of a Green economy not subject to the contradictions of ‘green growth’
proposals. Work within this tradition is clearly more normatively driven and
explicit in its critique of globalisation (Speth 2003, 2008; Woodin and Lucas
2004; Trainer 1996), and of the viability and sustainability of dominant ideas
about growth (Blewitt and Cunningham 2014), strongly contesting the ecological
viability of ‘green growth’. I discuss this further in Chapter 4.

Global Politics in the Anthropocene: Does This Change Everything?

Frustration with the ongoing neglect of questions of ecology by IR scholars and
practitioners manifests itself in recent calls, introduced above, for a ‘Planet polit-
ics’ in IR, ‘a dialogue about both the limits of IR, and of its possibilities for
forming alliances and fostering inter-disciplinarity that can draw upon climate
science, the environmental humanities, and progressive international law to
respond to changes wrought by the Anthropocene and a changing climate’ (Burke
et al. 2016: 499).The starting point for this group of scholars is that:

Global ecological collapse brings new urgency to the claim that ‘we are all in this
together’ – humans, animals, ecologies, biosphere. To survive, we must ask questions
that are intimately connected to capitalism, modernity, and oppression. We must ensure
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that our diplomacy, our politics, and our institutions are open to those who will bear the
brunt of ecological change . . .The planet has long been that space which bears the scars of
human will: in transforming the world into our world, we damaged and transformed it to
suit our purposes. It now demands a new kind of responsibility, binding environmental
justice and social justice inextricably together.

(2016: 500)

They ask:

Can we match the planet with our politics? We are concerned that International Relations, as
both a field of knowledge and a global system of institutions, is failing the planet. A state-
centric world obsessed with bargaining, power and interests, which talks arrogantly of an
atmosphere divided into ‘carbon space’ divided by national borders, and in which the state is
the handmaiden of a capitalism which sees nature as mere material in wait of profit, is failing
the reality of the planet . . . our fundamental image of the world must be revolutionised. Our
existence is neither international nor global, but planetary. Our anthropocentric, state-centric,
and capital-centric image of international relations and world politics is fundamentally
wrong; it perpetuates the wrong reality, the wrong commitments and purposes, the wrong
‘world-picture’. In its obsession with power, it fails to understand the true power of a ‘social
nature’ that is transforming the living reality of the planet.

(2016: 504)

For many scholars, it is the Anthropocene condition – the new geological epoch
transformed by the dominance of human forces in which we are said to be living –

which produces new socio-natures which require a different sort of IR (Newell and
Lane 2018). The nature, timing and significance of the Anthropocene are all
contested and there is a need to proceed with caution and care amid some of the
hubris and hyperbole in this debate. In the first instance, there are ongoing debates
over its precise timing (Lewis and Maslin 2015; Steffen et al. 2007; Zalasiewicz
2015). But wherever we place the start date and for whichever reason, Burke et al.
suggest (2016: 502) that: ‘The Anthropocene represents a new kind of power –
“social nature” – that is now turning on us. This power challenges our categories
and methodologies. It demands we find accomplices in our discipline and beyond
it. It demands a new global political project: to end human-caused extinctions,
prevent dangerous climate change, save the oceans, support vulnerable multi-
species populations, and restore social justice’. More fundamentally,

Both the discipline of International Relations, and international state practice, are
underpinned by a silent Cartesian assumption that humanity and nature are radically
separate: that the human is not really an animal, that social affairs go on independent of
the biosphere, and that the environment exists to provide services for humanity. Rather, our
movement into the Anthropocene forces an ontological shift: human activity and nature are
so bound together that they are existentially indistinguishable, into a complex but singular
‘social nature’.

(Burke et al. 2016: 510)
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For others, most notably Jason Moore, the ‘capitalocene’ more accurately
describes this condition. He argues that the notion of the Anthropocene, while
capturing something of the changed relation between humanity and the global
environment due to fossil-fuel use and technological change, actually ‘creates
more fog than light’ (Moore 2014: 2). By attributing epochal change to the
Anthropos – humanity in general, it becomes impossible to determine the motive
force driving the shift to coal and steam and then later to oil and internal combus-
tion during the ‘great acceleration’ (Malm and Hornborg 2014; Moore 2011a,
2011b). As Malm and Hornborg put it: ‘transhistorical – particularly species wide –
drivers cannot be invoked to explain a qualitatively novel order in history’, and the
relocation of environmental impacts from natural causes to human activities then
falls back on generic and innate human traits, such as the ability to control fire
(2014: 65). The capitalocene framing has, in turn, been critiqued by those con-
cerned that it closes down the possibilities of change. Lewis and Maslin argue:
‘epochs, as formal geological units of time, typically last for millions of years. So
unless we think that capitalism will structure human societies for such a vast
amount of time, any such name is a mistake. Saying capitalism is now so durable
that we measure it on geological timescales closes possibilities of change rather
than opening them up’ (2018a: 60).

Others have invoked the phrase ‘Eurocene’ (Burke et al. 2016) or the ‘Man-
thropocene’ (Raworth 2014) to offer more socially, geographically and temporarily
specific accounts than the generic ‘Anthropocene’ narrative. The Anthropocene
implies that we have never been human, leading others to call for a post-human
International Relations (Cudworth and Hobden 2011; Youatt 2014). This ‘decen-
tering of humankind’ (Clark 2014: 25) requires that attempts to interrogate the
politics and power driving the development of the new epoch recognise the
inseparability of society and nature, global political economy and the environment.
Thus, it has been claimed a broadly Earth systems or world ecological
(Moore 2011a, 2011b) perspective needs to be brought to the analysis of environ-
mental change in the Anthropocene and of global politics more broadly
(Newell and Lane 2018).

As noted above, here my concern is not with the fate of IR as a discipline or its
ability as such to address (or not) the ecological crisis we face. It is to address and
explore the rather more pressing and important question of what Green politics has
to offer an account of today’s global politics and alternative envisionings of it. The
debates above do, nevertheless, provide an entry point for such an intervention.
Their insights form a useful basis for Green perspectives that develop a more
socio-ecological account of the crises we face and the implication of key actors
such as the state and capital in driving it, as well as alternatives for addressing it. In
many ways then, this book picks up those embryonic strands of literature on
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ecology and ecological thought, Green Politics and both IR and IPE and seeks to
pull them together and extend them to explore their potential and value as a source
of critique, strategic engagement and normative vision in relation to key areas of
contemporary global politics – namely security, economy, the state, global gov-
ernance, development and environment.

What will be become clear in Chapter 2 is that Green politics is itself a product
of strands of thought in feminism, anarchism, pacificism and, to a lesser extent,
critical theory – all of which have, to different degrees, articulated their own
theories of IR. In many ways, different traditions of Green politics are informed
by strands of pacifism and idealism, liberal ideas around ethics and global cosmo-
politanism, strands of critical IPE (dependency thinking, world systems theory
concerning the maldistribution of power and resources in the global economy),
(eco)-Marxism on the unsustainability of capitalism, and socialism, anarchism and
feminism on questions of hierarchy, patriarchy and social exploitation.

It also offers something distinct, not just derived from the fusion of those
insights but through its emphasis on the totality of human relations within a
broader ecology upon which we are dependent. This fuller and more holistic
account of socio-nature (Castree and Braun 2001), post-human IR (Cudworth
and Hobden 2011) or the web of life (Moore 2015), offers a fundamental point
of departure from mainstream IR accounts, as well as more critical ones including
Marxist, Feminist, Queer and post-structuralist literature where questions of ecol-
ogy are also often neglected. As Burke et al. put it (2016: 513), for example:
‘Feminism – the fourth great paradigm in IR – has long questioned the ontological
and moral centrality of the state and the ethical commitments of international
society’s institutions, but remains largely (and understandably) anthropocentric
and humanist.’ Green inflections on these perspectives cannot afford to be so.

A Green global politics requires that we recentre ecology as constitutive of
International Relations. There is no IR that is not ecological, nor lies outside of
ecology. Interstate relations, war, trade are only possible because of specific socio-
ecological materialities and flows that determine their viability. They take place
upon and are inserted within broader canvases and cycles of world socio-
ecological history (Moore 2011b). There is no IR, no interstate system, no war
or trade or investment flow that is not built on, embodies and, at the same time,
disrupts ecologies upon which it depends. Ecology sets the limits of the possible in
a very profound and basic sense. IR scholars might recognise it as structural power
in that it shapes the context within which others make decisions (Strange 1998).
And yet the consequences and implications of this fact, for it is an a priori fact, for
questions of welfare, security, let alone sustainability, are systematically ignored in
theory and in practice. The key question for Greens in many ways is what sort of
global politics do we want and, critically, do we have the global ecology able to
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support and sustain it without compromising the systems that support life for all
living creatures on the planet?

Ecological systems make and remake global politics and vice versa. Ecological
crises are certainly changing the conduct and possibilities of global politics, as
I explore in the chapters on security, economy and development, for example,
reconfiguring the trajectories of wealth creation and the arenas of conflict and
competition. Indeed, order, security, peace and freedom can only be fully realised,
in the long term at least, within thus far ignored ecological constraints. Green
politics does not have a monopoly on ecologism of course, but it does, unlike many
other approaches, hold it centrally in its philosophy, values and politics, and more
so than other accounts of the world it offers a chance of addressing the collective
blindness regarding our current predicament.

Why Now?

On a personal level, as someone involved in both Green and environmental politics
for more than thirty years since the age of sixteen, my interest in combining
personal, political and intellectual and research interests is part of an ongoing
journey. It is one that is brought into sharp focus by a deep frustration with the
obvious need for Green thinking and politics and its failure to meaningfully
penetrate mainstream political discourse, or even large parts of academia. As a
teenager studying geography, I remember clearly being taken to a talk by someone
from Friends of the Earth (an organisation I ended up working for later in life) about
the destruction of the rainforests. I was shocked and appalled at the degree of
destruction being ravaged upon Amazonian rainforests and the role of governments
and corporations in accelerating it and profiting from it. Yet, even to my young
mind, near-term accounts of the cause of the problem that ranged from corrupt
officials, problematic land tenure regimes to greedy ranchers and poorly enforced
regulations fell short of a convincing and adequate account of how and why it was
acceptable, legal and profitable to destroy the global commons in this way.

It was shortly afterwards that my attention turned to Green politics. Attending an
event in 1989, I picked up a copy of the manifesto of the UK Green Party and was
blown away with its clarity of vision and clear and profound critique of what was
so wrong with our polluted, heavily armed, racist and patriarchal world, combined
with bold and radical proposals to change it. I have been involved in the environ-
mental movement and Green politics ever since. I remain, though, a critical friend,
frustrated at times by infighting within the movement, however understandable
given the diversity and plurality of visions, strategies and agendas which fall under
its broad umbrella (see Chapter 2). And I have been equally frustrated by what
feels at times like a naivety about power and a failure to embrace the importance of
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multiple theories of change, including near-term ones, over the preference for
articulating distant utopias and a preference for purism and ‘one-solution’ politics
over an acceptance of the inevitability of the messy politics of negotiation and
trade-offs, albeit with their attendant dangers of co-optation.

At other times I have been outraged and shocked at the complicity of some
sections of the environmental movement in processes of exclusion, dispossession
and rights violations in the pursuit of narrow environmental aims and a corpor-
atisation of the movement, enabling greenwashing and more sinister forms of
silencing and censorship of protest. Furthermore, I have been frequently over-
whelmed by the systematic bias, neglect and deliberate and non-deliberate blind-
ness to Green ideas in mainstream politics, whether around unshakeable
commitments to economic growth, the maintenance and expansion of nuclear
weapons, the normalisation of destructive patterns of consumption or production
and every day violence, or the ways in which environmental problems can so often
be invoked to consolidate a politics of control and disenfranchisement, disposses-
sion and engender forms of anti-democratic politics in which state and corporate
elites tighten their stranglehold over social and political life. In spite of these,
I have remained overwhelming still passionate and positive about the possibilities
of other, more socially just, peaceful and sustainable worlds, glimpses of which
can be captured in struggles and practices of alternative communities and spaces of
dissent and resistance the world over.

On a practical level, I would argue there is an urgent need for a multilateralist,
internationalist, inclusive and equitable and sustainable global politics. In this
sense the desire to articulate more clearly, coherently and forthrightly a Green
global politics is born of a disaffection with mainstream politics and the failure of
‘grey’ politics to address the multiple and interrelated economic, social and
ecological crises the world currently faces.5 There is a clear and ever more urgent
need to combat and keep in check global militarism, neo-liberalism and patriarchy,
and the social relations which bind and sustain them, reproducing a world of
barbaric violence and inequality that is pushing us beyond planetary boundaries
(Rockström et al. 2009) and the safe social operating space for humanity (Raworth
2017). Science, as well as lived experience, show us clearly the failures of
industrialism as usual as a driver of the Anthropocene condition from the industrial
revolution to the great acceleration (Steffen et al. 2015a) to today’s
globalised world.

On a strategic level, there is also a sense of opportunity for Green politics. Old
fault lines of Left and Right are fraying and being reconfigured by potentially toxic
mixes of nationalism, populism and xenophobia, and scepticism about the ability
of current political and economic systems to offer adequate responses to society’s
problems is high. There is a receptiveness to ideas about transitions to
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sustainability with governments, cities and businesses adopting this language and
an open questioning of the excesses of capitalism, with calls even among propon-
ents of neo-liberalism to rein in its more reckless elements though ‘capitalism with
a human face’, philanthro-capitalism (Bishop and Green 2009), social enterprise
and corporate social and environmental responsibility.

There is also an increasingly acknowledged need to pursue alternative indicators
and metrics of growth, as well as to reframe the very goals of development around
prosperity, well-being, buen vivir and the like, rather than growth per se (Jackson
2017). In some circles, the idea that growth is not an end in itself has gained
purchase. This includes attempts within the UN by agencies such as the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to start a conversation about re-
orienting the financial system towards the goals and needs of sustainability (UNEP
2015). This movement has a longer history with the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) and others producing human development reports and indices
alongside the narrower economic ones of the World Bank to provide a fuller and
more meaningful evaluation of societal well-being, albeit an inadequate one for
Greens because of the frequent neglect of ecological considerations. The fact that
the new development goals are titled the ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ is not a
coincidence and reflects a growing acknowledgement that our future development
will have to be sustainable if it is to have a future at all. Interestingly then, there has
been a growing, perhaps even grudging, acceptance of many Green ideas without
acknowledging them as Green. This would include prosperity without growth,
community building and solidarity economies, resilience and (food, energy and
water and ecological) security, strengthening local economies, devolution and
projects of participatory democracy. In so far as emulation is the highest form of
flattery, Greens should be delighted. And yet there is clearly such a long way still
to go before Green ideas, many of which have been around for decades if not
centuries in some cases, receive the attention and support they deserve.

Structure

The basis of the research and the analysis throughout the book includes knowledge
and experience acquired over the last twenty-five years of researching global
environmental politics and the political economy of the environment, as well as
teaching on courses on environment and development, global governance and
global political economy at a range of institutions and for an array of different
audiences. It is also informed by working with, and for, an array of environmental
NGOs and social movements over those years. In addition, the book draws on the
literature on Green political theory and philosophy, the practice of Green Party
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politics and Green movements and discussions with key individuals involved in
different types of Green politics.

Each chapter is structured in the same way to explore in turn Green critiques,
alternatives and strategies with respect to key areas of global politics: security,
economy, the state, global governance, development and environment. The deci-
sion to address the environment as an issue area last is a deliberate albeit surprising
one. It makes the point that Green politics is about constructing a different world
and not only protecting the environment and, moreover, that if we had a Green
state and system of global governance, a Green economy, security and develop-
ment, we wouldn’t need a separate policy domain dedicated to protection of the
environment as if this were somehow detached from all these other policy areas.
Hence as well as providing Green perspectives on current global politics and their
failings (A), and visions of what an alternative might look like (B), each chapter
seeks to engage with the more challenging task of addressing strategies for getting
from A to B. The next chapter provides an overview of different strands of Green
thinking that will be drawn upon throughout the rest of the book in developing an
account of global Green politics.

Notes

1 The phrase ‘Think global, act local’ has been attributed to Scots town planner and social activist
Patrick Geddes, although the work of Barbara Ward and others popularised it.

2 Rhizomes are forms of vegetation that exist below the surface of the soil that spread horizontally.
Kuehls (1996) uses them as an analogy to challenge conventional ideas about the nature of
political sovereignty.

3 The exceptions Paterson (2009) and Eckersley (2010).
4 A rare exception in this regard is Laferièrre and Stoett (2006).
5 Greens often distinguish their agenda from that of ‘grey’ parties and politics that offers more of
the same in terms of unsustainable development and economic growth at any cost (Porritt 1989;
Icke 1990).
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