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Today

• Course introduction and overview

• Personal introductions

• Requirements and practical things

• Reading Scoones et al.

• Introducing and organising the readings for next 
week

12.9.2019 

Break
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Key themes of the course

• The social production and unequal experience of 
environmental problems and solutions

• The power of discourse

• Knowledge claims as situated & contingent

• The Anthropocene: hybrid problems, multiple actors, 
fluid technologies, world-making

• Institutions of governance
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Selected milestones in (global) 

environmentalism

1739 Early urban sewage system in Vienna

1862 Evo Forestry Institute 
(Finland/Russia)

1892 Sierra Club (USA)

1938 Suomen Luonnonsuojeluyhdistys 
(Finland)

1970 Earth Day

1972 Stockholm conference on the 
Human Environment

1987 Brundtland Commission's Our 
Common Future

1988 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change

1992 Rio Conference (‘Earth Summit’)

2006 The Stern Review on the 
Economics of Climate Change (UK)

2012 Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES)

MUO-E8018 Berglund12/9/2019 4



Finnish experiences

Activists photograph the police 

from trees. Heinosenaho 1989.

• Koijärvi movement 1979

• Ministry of the 
Environment 1983

• Green League, later 'the 
Greens' 1987
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Now everyone is (kind of) interested 

in sustainable development
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Learning objectives

• A broad and critical perspective on sustainability

- As a management challenge 

- As a dimension of culture and everyday life

- As political and ideological

- As economic
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• Who/what influences socio-technical change?

- How do new practices take hold? How does society change?

- What gives power to new ideas? Where do ideas develop? 

• An awareness of sustainability in policy

• Skills in writing commentaries and essays



Key literatures – from many 

disciplines, many historical periods

• History of ideas

- Nature

- Environmentalism

- Sustainability
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• History of ideas

- Nature

- Environmentalism

- Sustainability

• Social and political 
change

- Understanding power and 
its workings 

- Institutions, practices

Key literatures – from many 

disciplines, many historical periods
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• History of ideas

- Nature

- Environmentalism

- Sustainability
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its workings 

- Institutions, practices

• Environmental policy

- State led & translocal

- Role of science

- Hybrid governance
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• History of ideas

- Nature

- Environmentalism

- Sustainability

• Social and political 
change

- Understanding power and 
its workings 

- Institutions, practices

• Environmental policy

- State led & translocal

- Role of science

- Hybrid governance

• Economics

- Market metaphors

- Social reproduction

- Degrowth
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disciplines, many historical periods



Two key influences on 
sustainability politics

Wanderer above the Mists 1817-18 Caspar David Friedrich

Louis XVI donnant des instructions à La Pérouse, 

le 29 juin 1785 Nicolas-André Monsiau 
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Living in social, ecological 

and material worlds

• With human agency

• With multiple nonhuman agencies 

• Through and with technological capacities and 
constraints

• Where knowledge is more constructed than 
discovered

- Natural sciences are not outside society

- Nor are they outside materiality
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The rest of the course 

(is all about politics)

Week 2

Politics and narratives

Week 3 

Policy and governance

Week 4 

Nature and Design

Week 5 
Difference and Justice

Week 6 
A new political landscape
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How does politics relate to 

economics? 

• How is the economy relevant to sustainability 
politics?

• What, where and why is 'the economy'?

• Who cares? How?
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Anthropologists (like me) and their 

encounters with experiences around 

the world

"In the period … roughly from the mid-1980s to the mid-2010s—
neoliberalism as a new and more brutal form of capitalism was expanding 
rapidly over the globe. On the domestic front, the American economy in the 
1980s began … “the long downturn,” culminating in the near crash of the 
stock market in 2008, followed by a deep recession. The banks had grown 
“too big to fail,” were bailed out after the crisis with taxpayers’ money, and 
promptly rewarded themselves with giant bonuses to their top executives. In 
addition, the gap between the rich and poor in America increased steadily 
during this period, eventually exceeding the gap in place before the Great 
Depression of the 1930s—and economists are increasingly pessimistic about 
reversing this trend (Piketty 2014). Meanwhile, on the international front, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank pursued neoliberal 
economic policies that essentially crushed the economies of some of the 
smaller and poorer nations of the world"

Ortner S B (2016) ‘Dark anthropology and its others: 
Theory since the Eighties’, HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, 6 (1): 47-73.
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Neoliberal & liberal approaches to 

environmental and social problems 

adapted from David Hess

NEOLIBERALISM LIBERALISM

ENVIRONMENTAL Eco-efficiency: 
reduce government 
impediments to eco-
innovation by ending many 
regulations and taxes

Green interventionism: 
increase government 
regulations to address risk, 
crises and externalities

SOCIAL Developmentalism: solve 
poverty by encouraging 
economic development 
and entrepreneurialism

Welfare statism: solve 
poverty with government 
programmes to provide 
assistance and training
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Who are we?

• Discuss in pairs (4 or 5 minutes)

- How do you see the things on the course as being 
political

• Then, introduce your pair to others (1 minute / person)

• Be generous! We are many!
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Public debate should not be tidy

• If sustainability cannot be 
reduced to matters to do 
with Science, Technology, 
Progress (Time’s Arrow)…

• The Anthropocene and its 
promises and discontents

• Multiple critical publics 
exist and are produced
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Let's take a short 
break!



Assignments and grading

1. Seminar sessions (pre-assignments and participation, 50%)

- Comment on the week’s texts online by 12.00 of the previous 
Wednesday, (max 600 words, about 300 words each if there are two 
readings). Your name, the date and text name on each submitted 
document, please.

- These will be available for other students to view. You can expect 
some instructor feedback on them over the course, both on writing 
technique and contents.

2. Essay (50%) on a selected theme of the reading seminar.

- Length max. 2000 words

- Turn in finalized essays by 25.10.2018

- Graded from 1 to 5
12/9/2019
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Attendance and requirements

• Seminar sessions are crucial for learning

• Listen and try to develop your curiosity

• Be respectful 

• If you are absent, read the texts and write your 
summary as scheduled. Attendance 5/6 is required.

• Attendance, 5 commentaries and an essay are 
required to qualify for credit

• BIZ students do 1 credit for Leena Lankoski

12/9/2019
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Writing the commentaries

• Very briefly, note what the text is about and how it approaches 
the topic at hand.

• Give your own reaction – for example, your commentary could 
address:
- Was the argument persuasive? Why/why not? 
- How does the argument relate to your previous 
knowledge/experience? Did it surprise you?
- What alternative approaches or arguments could be made?
- Do you think it will be helpful for developing creative 
approaches to sustainability?

• In your reactions, consider when and why the text was written.
• Do NOT use footnotes except for providing references to the 

literature.

12/9/2019
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Essay

• Topics related to a specific sustainability-related 
question will be given 27.9.2018

• 2000 words

• Maximum of 2 images (probably none will be needed)

• Essay guidance will be provided

12/9/2019
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What is scarce? 'The tragedy of the 

commons' and its influence

• Ecologist and philosopher Garret Hardin's famous 
article in Science 1968

• When rational men over-exploit common 
resources

• When freedom to breed is intolerable

Critique: Generalizes from specific historical 
experience to a global universal
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• When rational men over-exploit common 
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Critique: Generalizes from specific historical 
experience to a global universal
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Scarcity is social and political

• Essay on the Principle of 
Population, by Reverend 
Thomas Malthus 1798. A 
polemic against optimists of 
Enlightenment. 

• Only famine, war, strife & 
strong morals can prevent 
disaster.

• Improvement ⇒progress ⇒
development ⇒⇒innovation 

• Universal and modern and 
above all scientific

• Greed presented as human 
nature 

• NORMATIVE!
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Scarcity as a technical problem
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Enclosing the commons – hundreds of 

Acts of Parliament in England to alter 

rights to ‘the environment’
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Elinor Ostrom

• On institutions that can successfully govern common 
resources

 Renewed focus on commons

 ‘New institutionalism’

Also rivers & waters, plains and desert areas often 
have elaborate rules of use and access

E.g. Basurto, Xavier and Ostrom, Elinor (2009)'The Core Challenges of Moving Beyond 
Garrett Hardin', Journal of Natural Resources Policy Research, 1:3,255 — 259. DOI: 
10.1080/19390450903040447
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Reading The Politics of Green 

Transformation

• Urgent action is required 

- But what kind? 

- At whose cost?

• The 'disappointing history' of environmental regulation since 
1992 

• SDGs see https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
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'Green' transformations

• Technocentrism

• Marketized

• State-led

• Citizen-led

Multiple pathways
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Reading The Politics of Green 

Transformation

'Green' transformations

• Technocentrism

• Marketized

• State-led

• Citizen-led

Multiple pathways

• Justice and distribution 
of goods (and bads)
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Next week: narratives 

or discourse

"Nature is in danger. We must protect it." 
What does this mean? What could it mean?

“There are known knowns; there are things we know we know.
We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say, we 
know there are some things we do not know. But there are also 
unknown unknowns – the ones we don’t know we don’t know.” 

Donald Rumsfeld, US Secretary of State, 2002 prior to the USA attacking Iraq
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On the readings

• Ulrich Beck The Risk Society 1986/1992 
- When the hazards of industrial society dominate public, political and 
private debates & experts rule even if politicians appear to be in charge

• White et al. 
- How environmental change impacts people is always socially mediated. 
Or, knowledge is socially, historically constructed. Scientism is 
ideological. The world is constructed in processes of socio-technical 
change.
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On reading and reflecting

• If you are not at all familiar with these ideas, read as much of the 
readings in week 1 as you can

• Write commentaries on White et al. and on Beck (from week 2).

- About 300 words on each text. 

- Upload by 18.09. at 12:00 to My Courses.

• If you were nominated as a discussant of the texts, you do NOT
need to prepare a presentation, just to take charge of group 
discussion!
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Don't forget

• Comment on the week’s texts online by 12.00 of the previous
Wednesday, (max 600 words, about 300 words each if there 
are two readings). Your name, the date and text name on 
each submitted document, please.

• For week 2, you can choose either this week's or next week's 
readings.

• Read the texts BEFORE the class

• Volunteers, please, to lead group discussion, six ideally.
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