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ABSTRACT 
 

Nature without Balance: 
Ideology in Times of Ecological Crisis 

 
Nicole Leaver 

 
This thesis critically analyses the connection between ideology and nature, and in particular, aims to 

reflect on the dominant discourses on the topic of ecological crisis. The ecological thought framework 

that I adhere to rests on a combination of Frankfu

not without serious tensions and deviations; however, central to this project are the ways in which their 

respective works extensively critique ideology, and propose subversive alternatives to and new 

meanings of how we can conceptualize nature without domination. Dominant ideas and critiques of 

nature and natural history emerged during the Enlightenment era, and as Adorno argues, fell victim to 

reduction ad hominem  oneself, one must dominate, appropriate, 

and master nature. I claim that the extreme choices in environmental politics today - namely organic 

populism on one hand and increased technological intervention on the other - fail to account for the 

-historical construct, and moreover, is situated within a false reality wherein 

armoury of paradoxical approaches to nature, then, is the ideological currents of established belief 

systems. By exposing the illusions within the concept nature, such as the argumentative persuasion 

that there exists an inherent balance, the elementary cell of ideology reveals itself alongside 

revolutionary possibilities.  

 
K eywords: Theodor Adorno, Slavoj 
domination, advanced capitalism, non-identity, praxis, radical political ecology. 
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Introduction 
 

Politics is about searching within a situation for a possibility 
that the dominant state of things does not allow to be seen. 
 
Alain Badiou, Being and Event  

 
I do not know if it has ever been noted before that one of  
the main characteristics of life is discreteness. Unless a film 
of flesh envelops us, we die. Man exists only insofar as he  
is separated from his surroundings. 
 
Vladimir Nabokov, Pnin 
 

 
 
Preliminary Sketch 
 
 One cannot ignore the ever-increasing ecological degradation and ruthless exploitation in 

the world today. If urbanization and the steady machinery of late-capitalist (re)production have 

successfully blinded us from the various environmental crises at hand, then, apocalyptic 

narratives have emerged in its place to remind us of our forthcoming doom. Curiously, this thesis 

does not offer instruction on how to best proceed, 

capitalism. Alternatively, it seems that the most important task today is not to act urgently but 

think critically by returning to the ontological and epistemological site in which gave rise to our 

current ecological predicament and political deadlock. This return to  or descent towards  the 

origins of enlightenment has the potential to reveal the cultural and ideological illusions that lie 

beneath the concept of nature. In its quest for mastery over nature, the enlightenment epoch has 

failed to situate us as ecological beings, and thus, only by  can we 

begin to untangle the nexus of ideological tensions inherent in the concept of nature.1  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 
Slavoj (1999). . Eds. Wright, Elizabeth and Edmund Wright. Blackwell Publishing, London, 225-
250 
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Significant to this thesis is an enduring commitment to conditions of radical possibility 

insofar as we denounce the concept of nature and its perceived inherent balances and thresholds. 

The first chapter, The Ideology of Nature, traces the claim that inherent in nature is a balance,  

and that our choices effectively determine whether nature is restored or derailed. This claim is 

persuasive insofar as it assumes we can commit to political change by making environmentally 

friendly choices without disrupting power relations  essentially t without a 

2  My basic premise will therefore be that despite increased knowledge of the 

weakening environmental conditions there lacks an attendant will to change beyond the 

sumption patterns sets forth the illusion that 

we can remain pro-capitalist while demanding an alternative choice to capitalist production. One 

Thatcher, who in 1

really tidy 3 The politically discursive message delivered in this example is similar to that of the 

-arranging 

4 Turning to the works of Adorno, I will begin to unfold some of the central 

ideological principles that inform the concept of n

contends that, 

5 

meaning should be reinstated in nature  rather than empirical calculability  suggests that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2  in lacan.com	  
3 Thatcher in Morton, Timothy (2007). Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics. Harvard  
University Press, Cambridge, 109-110 emphasis in original 
4 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics,109 
5 Adorno, Theodor and Max Horkheimer (1987). Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. Eds. 
Gunzelin Schmid Noerr. Stanford University Press, Palo Alto, 10 
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dominant ideologies of nature do not need to be abandoned, but rather, reformed to include a 

radical unknown and incalculable dimension within the concept of nature. Applying a critical 

Marxist lens, Adorno asserts that the emergence of liberal capitalism and free market 

competition has eroded meaning, non-

relationship between the natural dominated object, and human dominating subject.6  In an effort 

to trace the precarious and ubiquitous meanings ascribed to the concept of nature, I will examine 

the ways metaphor extends and strengthens systems of domination. Specifically, I will offer an 

exploration of some of the metaphorical imagery systematically deployed in Nazi Germany post-

7 The systematic use of metaphors 

relies heavily upon early Romantic writings on nature and wilderness. Underscored by repetition 

and intensity, metaphors  environmental communication  

maintain and further coercive behaviour by displacing and normalizing hegemonic ideologies 

under the guise of . Ultimately, appeals to metaphorical traditions and 

ideological illusions reveal the acute potential to distance political culture from thorough 

reflection. More precisely, it seems 

eans and assumed that 8 Without the realization that 

critical thought precedes action, praxis results in the continued support and renewal of repression 

and subordination. 

Throughout Chapter 2, Ideology Without Nature, I will continue to explore and develop 

, specifically 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Eagleton, Terry (2007). Ideology: An Introduction. London, Verso, 37. More precisely, liberal capitalism and free 
market competition is correlated with the development of; the liberal state, bourgeois famil

, Mapping Ideology, 73-74	  
7  Musolff, Andreas (2010). Metaphor, Nation, and the Holocaust. Routledge, New York 
8 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics 
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analyzing and interpreting his writi

ideological fixation, or idée fixe, suggest that thoughts - when divorced from the ongoing 

thinking process - develop and harbor paranoid, disillusioned, and isolated systems of meaning. 

Moreover, Ideology Without Nature, will offer a theory of ideology and (enlightened) false 

consciousness that is both an explication of the concept of nature and a critical reflection on why 

emancipatory politics. oes not yet 

9 The not  is a -identical  

in the natural world; 10 

proposition in relation to claim th

 an adapted Lacanian dictum that aims to destabilize the pedestal that the concept of 

nature rests upon.11  calls for an insurgence of ecological thinking without nature, but, only 

through the denouncement of the concept itself. Arguing that the prevailing system maintain a 

discursive hegemonic split between the natural and unnatural world,  adds that these two 

 but rather, function as 12  

 In a reflexive and systematic way, the final chapter, In Times of Urgency, argues that the 

concept of nature is constituted by a particular ideological mystification that compels us to 

refrain from committing to radical change  writings on reflection and 

praxis with illusion.  

we can question, critique, and alter the ways in which particular ideologies are enforced and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Adorno, Theodor (1984). Aesthetic Theory. Ed. Gretal Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann. Trans. C. Lenhardt. 
Routledge, London, 191 
10 Adorno, Theodor (1973). Negative Dialectics. Trans. E.B. Ashton. Continuum, New York, 12 
11 , Slavoj (2012). Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism. London: Verso  

	  
12 , 148-174 
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reflect reality 

as signify it, carve it into conceptual shape  then, we can begin to unfold some of the ways in 

which nature has been carved or framed to fit within these particular ideals.13 My aim in this 

section is to formulate  

14  wherein he argues that the rapid 

deployment of  instruction must originate out of an enduring commitment to critical thought and 

self-reflection. Without reflecting upon the ways in which societal behaviours and ideologies are 

cultivated by the rhythms of liberal capitalism, radical change and subversive modes of thinking 

are repressed. phors and narratives function as 

socio-political and discursive tools, I contend that a critique of the temporal ways in which 

thought merges with praxis can allow us to collapse particular ideological fixations within the 

concept of nature. Moreover, by unfolding and critiquing particular temporal and mediated 

patterns, strategies on how to radically shift towards a critical ethos can emerge. 

 My work hopes to untangle the thread that binds ideology and nature together. I argue that 

critical theory is a method for conceptualizing the 

ecological turbulence in the world, and eliminating the possibility of sustained domination. This 

thesis does not aim to be theoretically exhaustive but rather offer meaningful engagements with, 

and criticisms of, the post-enlightenment historical progression of the concept of nature, ideology 

and crisis; all terms that I will further develop in the following introduction. Moreover, my hope 

is to provide a deeper reflection on the need to shift beyond environmental security knowledge 

insofar as it fails to elucidate the radical uncertainty, eventfulness, and 

potential destruction that ecological crises harbour. The steadily growing governmental 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 203 
14  (2012). Think! Big Think   
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apparatus aimed at the assessment, prevention, and governance on a wide range of environmental 

issues is, in many ways, akin to the depiction of bureaucracy  in Franz Kaf  

immense, superfluous machinery running blindly and provoking infinite guilt 15 Curiously, 

, Dialectic of Enlightenment, similarly s 

fictional world. In their critique of social structures of governance, Adorno and Horkheimer 

write: 

satisfied by reproducing it. Enlightenment thereby regresses to the mythology it has never been 

16 The enlightenment tradition, then, in its attempt to counter mysticism and 

mythology with empiricism and reason, was crippled by contradiction. These contradictions 

manifest themselves under the guise of mere contingency, and moreover, create a universal 

falsity in - and cynical distance of - how we encounter and situate ourselves as ecological beings. 

such as the argumentative persuasion that there exists an inherent balance, the elementary cell of 

ideology reveals itself alongside revolutionary possibilities. 

Why the Frankfurt School? 
 

Prior to detailing the ways the Frankfurt School heritage informs this thesis, it will be 

useful to point out some of the central demarcations between critical social theory and social 

science. Critical theory is concerned with how abstract concepts and systems of relations are 

developed, fragmented, and preserved and differs from the field of social science insofar as it 

does not approach questions from a value-free, objective standpoint. The Frankfurt School 

utilizes the framework of critical social theory which builds itself upon the foundational principle 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 , 49 
16 Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical F ragments, 20 
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of the reduction, if not complete elimination, of domination.17 Significantly, critical theory is a 

living tradition

18  

Early Frankfurt School writers rejected the theory that consciousness can be reduced to 

what kind of thing the subject i

question of what it does 19 The non-reductive mediation between subject and object is a central 

crux in the task of critical theory. Negative Dialectics 

rejection of dualism insofar as; 

idol  20 Given that 

contemporary ecological crisis narratives often rest upon an objective, external analysis of 

nature, I argue that critical theory allows for the debate to remain open to the varying degree in 

which consciousness and human history is simultaneously bound to, and distinct from, nature.  

Central to the framework of critical theory employed by the Frankfurt School are ideas 

concerning our destructive and profoundly negative relationship to nature, and moreover, how 

this relationship is 

environmental movement, Adorno published an essay entitled The Idea of Natural-History

where he argued that natural history is inextricably bound to human history. Specifically, the 

essay argues that nature s historical character is conceptualized and accounted for in the growth, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Biro, Andrew (2011). Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises.  
   University of Toronto Press, Toronto: 3-4	  
18 Ibid, 16-17 
19 , Adorno on Nature, 30 
20 Adorno, Theodor, Negative Dialectics, 181	  
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maturation, and decline of natural things and processes. Further contextualizing and politicizing 

natural history, Adorno contends that human history is founded on the systematic ways that 

nature has been instrumentalized and integrated into the exchange capitalist marketplace. These 

points of intersection between history and nature demonstrate that there is no human history 

without nature, and more boldly, that ature is history  as a result of the concretization of the 

concept of nature.21  

Early Frankfurt School writings respond to questions regarding the extent to which 

political subjects tacitly approve of the conditions of domination. Writing under different 

historical circumstances Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse represented the first generation of 

f not merely a temporary 

setback for the forces of class struggle, but rather the possibility of their permanent eclipse 22 

Today, these once palpable forces of class struggle have ostensibly resigned from theories of 

universal political emancipation as a genuine possibility to the domain of remembrance and 

cynicism

the demand for critical self-reflection without it necessitating immediate instruction. Adorno 

concedes 

23 For Adorno, then, the task of acquiring 

ting on the ways the 

concept has been historically mediated and apprehended. Similarly, 

transition from doxa24 to truth are indebted to The Frankfurt School, and moreover, the way 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics, 21 
22 Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 3 
23 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 12 
24  
    . Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh: 61	  
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25, serves to subvert notions of progress 

and enlightenment. As a way to better detail and define negative dialectics and demonstrate how 

 I will briefly turn to 

ascending an unexplored mountain. My hope is that this analogy, along with the many others I 

have included throughout this thesis, will serve to ground complex theoretical concepts and 

approaches, as well as help navigate some of the ways that Adorno and  compliment and 

contrast one another.  

The story  recalls was originally a speech given by Lenin in February 1922 when the 

Bolsheviks, after winning the Civil War, were forced to retreat into the New Economic Policy  

which allowed a much wider scope to the market economy and private property.26  The story, 

albeit paraphrased, goes as follows: 

Let us picture to ourselves a man ascending a very high, steep and hitherto unexplored 
mountain. Let us assume that he has overcome unprecedented difficulties and dangers 
and has succeeded in reaching a much higher point than any of his predecessors, but 
still has not reached the summit. He finds himself in a position where it is not only 
difficult and dangerous to proceed in the direction and along the path he has chosen, 
but positively impossible. 
 
He is forced to turn back, descend, seek another path, longer, perhaps, but one that 
will enable him to reach the summit. The descent from the height that no one before 
him has reached proves, perhaps, to be more dangerous and difficult for our imaginary 

descend, away from the goal; and one does not know where this extremely dangerous 
and painful descent will end, or whether there is a fairly safe detour by which one can 
ascend more boldly, more quickly and more directly to the summit. 
 
In all probability these moments would be more numerous and harder to bear if he 

e 

heaven in sorrow, as if to say: if we so fervently censured this lunatic and warned 
everybody against imitating and helping him, we did so entirely because of our 
devotion to the great plan to scale this mountain, and in order to prevent this great plan 
from being generally discredited.27 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
26 How to Begin at the Beginning Again  in New Left Review May-June 2009 
27 Ibid 
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The lesson to be learned from this analogy is twofold; first, progress  like that of ascending a 

mountain  is at times, more catastrophic than slowly turning back and re

second, and perhaps more critical point for this project, is that when political action and counter-

ideologies fail us, it is not simply enough to keep going for the sake of continuing the progress 

we have made. In other words, the extreme choices in environmental politics today - namely 

organic populism on one hand and increased technological intervention on the other - fail to 

is a socio-historical construct, and moreover, is situated within a 

false reality wherein 28 

 states that  the 

progressive domination of nature  is incompatible with a more emancipated form of progress 

29  In other words, 

scientific progress made during the enlightenment era is bound to ideological principles that 

mediate, contradict, and apprehend nature. Positioned in this way, negative dialectics works 

against the progressive domination of nature by critically engaging in what it means to begin 

from the beginning again  in order to strengthen  if not entirely re-build - the conceptual 

foundation that radical political goals are built upon. 

  Notable to The Frankfurt School are theories that extensively critique how the concept of 

nature is detached, and therefore absent, from the existence of nature itself, as I further detail in 

Chapter 1. Detachment from nature is significant because it leads to ideological disillusionment 

in conceptualizing the ways human existence is contingent upon the continual presence in  

rather than absence of  the world. The binary between the unfaltering, secure concept of nature 

and the weakening conditions of ecological systems can be exemplified in the significant 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Mapping Ideology, 16	  
29	  Adorno in Cook, Adorno on Nature, 125	  
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advances in technological instrumentalization and wealth accumulation. The progress made by 

manipulating and ruthlessly exploiting natural resources continues despite unprecedented levels 

of inequality and degradation, such as: accessing basic necessities, cataclysmic rates of species 

extinction, and the rendering of former functioning communities as uninhabitable due to toxic 

material and atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases. Despite vast gaps in our capacity 

to predict and control catastrophic outcomes of human behaviour on ecological systems, the 

performed concept of nature remains fundamentally undisrupted. Scientific and technological 

questions concerning ecological crisis tend to rely heavily on a one-dimensional ideological 

rhetoric of choice: either we  or we mitigate our 

ecological footprint vis-a-vis technological intervention. Adorno argues that by withdrawing 

from the possibility of revolution, we abandon self-reflection and the potential to uncover the 

  a theory on the historical progression of domination that I engage with 

more fully in Chapter 3. concerning self-reflection and revolution, 

it seems that can further reveal the thread that 

runs through environmental choice rhetoric. Namely, I suggest that 

representative of the unstable categorization of nature, and thus, is capable of acknowledging and 

retaining the gap between reality and illusion; a gap wherein critical thinking and non-

dominating praxis can emerge. 

 A central limitation and challenge within The Frankfurt School framework is how their 

theories account for modern day advances in technological intervention. Although first 

generation theorists were highly critical of technology, science, and media, their theories also 

remain embedded within contextual specificity. Alternatively, I argue that advances in 

technology do not necessarily imply that increased technological capacities and interventions are 
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without the potential to revolutionize ecological and social politics. In other words, there are 

possibilities for technological instrumentalization outside of the prevailing system of 

domination; however, this is so only if we first reflect on how to create a non-dominating 

relationship with the natural world. In order for increased technological systems to provide 

30 More precisely, prior to the utilization of technology there must 

be a critical thought process and meaningful theoretical engagement that ensures that repression 

and domination is not renewed. Highlighting this point, environmental historian, Donald 

Worster, contends that in order to dramatically shift how we relate to the world we must first 

31  In other words, technological 

relate to and live in the world. Echoing the dogma 

32 Ultimately, early green movements sought out an ideology of nature based on the 

reduction of consumption through boycotting and abstinence; two failed strategies that will be 

critically assessed in the section below on Ecological Thinking.  

 Throughout the last few years, first generation Frankfurt School theorists have gained 

greater prominence within environmental political theory. My interpretation and reading of 

Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse is guided by a combination of secondary texts, such as works 

by: Andrew Biro, Deborah Cook, and Seyla Benhabib, as well as primary translated texts 

including but not limited to: Negative Dialectics, Aesthetic Theory, The Idea of Natural-History, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30	  Adorno, Theodor (1991). The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. Eds. J.M. Bernstein.  
    Routledge, London: 200.	  
31 Worster, Donald (1985). Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford: 30 
32 Meadows, D., D. Meadows and J. Randers (1974). The Limits to Growth.  Pan, London: 192 
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and Dialectic of Enlightenment mental politics are saturated in a deep 

sense of urgency, and in many ways, the feeling of immediacy has inspired this thesis. 

Significantly, I have turned to the works of Adorno, and the Frankfurt School more generally, to 

help shed light on how we negotiate between the desperate need for timely and responsive action 

on the one hand, while on the other the need for contemplation and reflection.33 While relying on 

many theories inspired by early Frankfurt School writers, I maintain that in order to genuinely 

engage with the ecological conditions in the world today we must recognize the problems that 

have since arisen in contemporary environmental politics. As outlined by Doug Torgerson, in 

order to work in and through Frankfurt School theories, we must recognize that to apply 

critical theory properly in our present day, we must rework its concepts even while using 

34  

Critique of Enlightenment 

Dialectic of 

Enlightenment 

contests the notion that enlightenment is void of mythology, and alternatively argues that a 

 

the way for a positive notion of enlightenment which will release it from entanglement in blind 

engagement with the excluded or isolated Other, a theme I further detail below in the section 

 on Ideology. The excluded Other is, for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Lipscomb, Michael in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 

nmental politics. Lipscomb 

 
34 Torgerson, Doug (1999). The Promise of Green Politics: Environmentalism in the Public Sphere. Duke University 
Press, Durham 
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speaks through us without our knowledge, controlling our thoughts, manipulating us through the 

apparent spontaneity of jokes, the hidden Artist whose fantasy- 35 More 

36  Arguably, the construction of the Other is 

anchored in the traditional political ideology and impotence of early enlightenment ideologues. 

The concretization of nature as an Other, external, isolated realm is representative of both the 

conditions which gave rise to ecological crisis and the ways decisive intervention is forestalled. 

A return to ideology, then, is where we can begin to destabilize absolutisms and unveil the 

of 

domination.  

Early enlightenment philosophers, such as John Locke and Thomas Hobbes, attempted to 

illustrate the determinants of consciousness through scientific materiality and reason by 

divorcing rationality from theological struggles. In the systemic pedagogical reconstruction of 

ideology as rationality, enlightenment theories and absolutist approaches to human progress were 

37 Expanding on this 

definition of enlightenment, I turn to political theorist D. Bruce Martin who writes; 

formal logic and mathematicization in science make the world calculable, predictable, and (most 

38  The proposition that the world is calculable 

instrumental rationality, and in turn, interrupts the foundational dialectic by which enlightenment 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 , 22 
36 Lacan in ibid	  
37 Durkheim, Emile (1982). The Rules of Sociological Method. London, 86 
38 Martin, D. Bruce in Biro Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises,117 



15	  
	  

fuses with myth. In formulating a historicity of ecological thought, theorist Timothy Hayward 

contends that its beginnings are rooted in the direct opposition to enlightenment theories on 

rationality in the following ways: 

ontology is not dualist, and its ethics are not atomistic. In each respect, ecological thought is 

39 enlightenment theories on 

rationality c

philosophy. Marcuse observes:  

Hegel took the view that philosophy arises from the all-embracing contradictions into 
which human existence has been plunged. These have shaped the history of philosophy as 

belief and understanding, freedom and necessity  contradictions that has more recently 
  and, in the most 

40 
 

For Hegel, these philosophical dichotomies represented the deeper tensions within cultural life 

and the ways in which nature was externalized and alienated from society.  Expanding on these 

tensions, a number of contemporary political theorists such as; Val Plumwood, Bruno Latour, 

and Timothy Morton, contend that ecological crisis is also a crisis of reason insofar as increased 

empirical rationality and knowledge does not necessitate the kind of radical transformation 

needed in order to commit to an un-alienated existence of nature, or rather, instigate a full 

 

confronted with the obligation to internalize the environment that it has viewed up to now as 

41  self-reflecting 

demand for a critical return to the concept of enlightenment itself, or rather, in working towards 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Hayward, Timothy (1994). Ecological Thought: An Introduction. Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, 23 
40 Marcuse, Herbert (1955). Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory. 2nd Edition. Routledge, 
London, 43 
41 Latour, Bruno (2004). Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy. Harvard University Press,  
Cambridge: 58 emphasis in original 
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42 Highlighting this descent or regression towards the 

past, Adorno remarks in Minima Moralia: Reflections of the Damaged Life

progress, deformed by utilitarianism, does violence to the surface of the earth, it will be 

impossible  in spite of all proof to the contrary  completely to counter the perception that what 

43  For Adorno, then, 

e

In other words, these coordinates of capitalist ideology act as suppressants that negate us from 

perceiving nature fully.44 

some of the theoretical divergences between Orthodox Marxism and The Frankfurt School. 

Critical Shifts: From Marxism to the Frankfurt School and Back 

material consciousness and the inherent inequality within the pedagogical project of 

interaction between natural and human history. Significant to this thesis, however, are the ways 

Marx and later Frankfurt School theorists, seized ideas of ideology to expose the ways that 

hegemonic and dominating systems of relations are maintained through empirical rationality. 

Empirical rationality and the laws of reason portray the illusion that they can stand as 

autonomous entities detached from the socio-historical and material conditions which pervade 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Adorno, T. and M. Horkheimer (1987). Dialectic of Enlightenment. Trans. John Cumming. Continuum, New  
York: xv	  
43 Adorno, Theodor (1997). Minima Moralia: Reflections from the Damaged Life. Trans. E.F.N. Jephcott. Verso,  
London: 157 
44 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics, 123 
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human and natural history.45 Investigating the illusory coordinates of enlightenment ideology, 

 to monitor the 

whole of reality; but is it able to monitor itself? Or must it be the one thing which falls outside 

46  Marxism, and critical theory at large, grapples with the 

contradictory nature inherent in the enlightenment tradition that seeks to legitimize the 

production of and historical progression towards truth and consciousness through empirical 

rationality. The disjunction between truth and consciousness has since been taken up by a 

number of philosophers and political theorists who have worked towards strengthening, 

enlightenment. Notable to these theoretical developments and later interpretations of ideology 

and enlightenment are the divergences between Orthodox Marxism and The Frankfurt School  

tensions that I will now further detail. 

 it comes into existence only in so 

47 For this precise reason, Marx and Engels examined the 

historical causes and functions of false consciousness and the ways particular institutions are 

estranged from material life 48 The disjunction between state regulated institutions and social 

relations is normalized and permeated through conditions of labour and the circulation of 

commodities. The appearance of capitalism and how it is actualized - in Hegelian terms 

- 

real contents, and the phenomenal forms in which those contents proffer themselves 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Zizek, Slavoj (2000). The Inherent Transgression.  Cultural Values 2 (1): 14.  
46 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 70 
47 Mapping Ideology, 19 
48 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 81 emphasis in original	  
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49 For the sake of further explication and clarity, I turn to Terry 

Eagleton, who contends that this disjunction can break down into three distinct moments. 

Eagleton states:  

F irst, some kind of inversion takes place in the real world: instead of living labour 
employing inanimate capital, for example, dead capital control live labour. Secondly, 
there is a disjunction or contradiction between this real state of affairs, and the way it 

inversion, to make the relations between labour and capital seem equal and 
symmetrical. In a third moment, this phenomenal form is obediently reflected by the 
mind, and this is how ideological consciousness is bred.50 
 

For Marx and Engels, a theory of ideology and false consciousness provides a secure ground for 

critiquing the structural falsity inherent in bourgeois society and enlightenment ideology. 

Commodity production and materiality, as detailed in The German Ideology, offer ways of 

locating particular ideological and economic forms of domination and subjugation. As detailed in 

the first chapter of Capital, Marx contends that the elementary cell that sustains the ideology of 

commodity production is equivalence, or r

51  

theory of instincts - a theoretical marriage I discuss Chapter 1 - Adorno developed the theory of 

identity thinking, or rather, 

identified with concepts. 52 Recognizing the perverse progression of empirical and scientific 

capital 

and reveal its essences. By strengthening the affinity between non-identity and nature, Adorno 

argues that we can begin to expose the profound limitations of conceptual thought, and 

moreover, the necessity for leaving an unknown remainder within a given concept. Concepts, in 

-identical; they are also a crucial aspect 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Ibid: 86 
50 Ibid: 86-87 
51 Cook, Adorno on Nature,19 
52 Ibid. 
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53 

demand within critical theory to remain philosophically engaged with the continual unfolding of 

the not-yet-existing. Material objects, for Adorno, are distinct from and not fully accessible to the 

concept, and moreover, emerge in particular historically situated and socially constructed 

conditions. The formulization of the non-identity within the concept and object propels much of 

begin with, than that objects do not go into concepts without leaving a remainder, that they come 

54  

          Returning to a more specific reading and critique of enlightenment in regards to the 

development of Marxist and the later Frankfurt School theories, Seyla Benhabib argues: 

55  Illuminating the content of norms embedded 

within enlightenment ideology was, for The Frankfurt School, a way to theoretically account for 

unfulfilled promise of 

emancipation  is a highly contentious and ongoing debate within Marxism. Arguably, The 

critique f 

followed in the wake of Stalinism, the horrors of the Holocaust, and the totalizing sedation of 

capitalism and bureaucracy.56  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Gunster, Shane in Biro Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 214 
54 Adorno, Theodor (1973). Negative Dialectics. Trans. E.B. Ashton. Continuum, New York: 5 
55 Benhabib, Seyla in , Mapping Ideology, 83 
56 Jay, Martin (1984). Adorno. Fontana, London: 85 
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        -orientation in the philosophical and emancipatory potential of 

self-criticism deviated away from traditional Marxism in that it did not critique the social 

formation o

57 Adorno and Horkheimer rejected the notion that 

purely socioeconomic conditions causally determine consciousness by alternatively suggesting 

that it is possible to think beyond the current socioeconomic and historical conditions yet 

impossible to completely transcend or disassociate ourselves from our instinctual dependency on 

the natural world  a theory of instincts indebted to the works of Freud. Furthermore, early 

Frankfurt School theorists applied a theory of negative dialectics whereby the limits of a 

mechanical materialist theory were highly criticized on the grounds that it attempted to reduce 

consciousness to matter. A

58 The shift away from material theory in 

Orthodox Marxism is of particular significance to the project of critical theory because it allowed 

for a greater integration of and emphasis on self-reflection as a way to provide a critique of 

enlightenment.  These shifts allow us to reformulate and reflect on how we are alienated from 

ative dialectics, or more precisely, the 

call for us to denounce identity thinking in order to overcome particular forms of social 

organization. Adorno contends that the task of the subject is to provide ruthless and unwavering 

n the totality, those fissures in the social net, those moments of 

disharmony and discrepancy, through which the untruth of the whole is revealed and glimmers of 

59  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Marx and Engels in Cook, Adorno on Nature, 34	  
58 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 29  
59 Ibid: 88 
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        Curiously, I have found that the divergences between Marxism and The Frankfurt School 

retreat from 

mechanical materialism, Adorno and Horkheimer remain sufficiently Marxist in the broader 

critique of enlightenment and its marriage to myth. Akin to Marxism, The Frankfurt School is 

weary of how scientific and empirical progress produce and sustain mythological fears instead of 

returning to an analysis on the particular societal conditions which gave rise to fascism, tyranny, 

and crisis. More precisely, non-

 is repressed through fear. In other 

words, it is fear that sustains the fateful dialectic of enlightenment rather than reason alone.60 

Although fear is marked by its conceptual distance and proximity to reality, it also contains and 

is sustained by a particular material reality that cannot be divorced from Marxist theories. The 

emphasis on fear as the crux o

commitment to both the epistemological condition  or concept outside of the object - that causes 

fear as well as the material, social, political and economic environment in which people live. The 

fusion between materiality and negative dialectics allows us to be receptive to the world and 

critical of the prevailing ideologies within it. Moreover, the union between Marxism and The 

Frankfurt School entails critically reflecting upon particular socio-historical conditions in order 

to cultivate the subjective dimension within emancipatory politics and radical actionism. In other 

words, this affinity aims towards a critical theory  or education  that pauses the temporal 

rhythm of systematic reproduction, and alternatively, gestures towards democratic reflection and 

demystification. Adorno articulates this aim in Education after Auschwitz in the following 

striking outward without reflecting upon themselves. The only education that has any sense at all 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Gunster, Shane in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 209 
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is an education toward critical self- 61 Expanding on the aim of critical theory, I will 

now turn to a more specific analysis on environmental security knowledge as a way to unpack 

some of the structural underpinnings and ideologies that tacitly manifest in order to sustain 

particular hegemonic institutions and systems of domination. 

Ecological Thinking 
 

The ecological thought framework adhered to in this thesis rests on a combination of The 

Frankfurt School and ian theories. This combination is not without serious tensions and 

deviations; however, central to this project are the ways in which their respective works 

extensively critique ideology, and propose subversive alternatives to and new meanings of how 

we can conceptualize nature without domination.  

The historical significance of ecological thought continues to be a source of contention 

within political theory and environmental politics at large. The three major tenets can be summed 

species, at least to the Palaeolithic or Neolithic period; the second dates the environmental 

62 I will exclusively frame ecological thought within the most widely 

accepted third tenet as it suggests that ideology is a necessary component to understanding the 

socio-historical significance of environmental political discourses and narratives. Moreover, it 

attempts to move beyond isolated environmental movements by focusing on the interaction and 

synthesis of theories and processes ascribed to the concept of nature.  

Drawing on the works of Theodor Adorno, Andrew Dobson, and Andrew Biro, I define 

ecological thinking as a canon within political theory that assumes a relationship between human 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Adorno, Theodor Education After Auschwitz Critical Models: Inventions and Catchwords. Trans.      
Henry W. Pickford. Columbia University Press, New York: 192 
62 Vincent, A. in Andrew Dobson (1995). Green Political Thought. Routledge, New York: 33 
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beings and the environment. More specifically, ecological thinking 

social, and economic problems are substantially caused by our intellectual relationship with the 

63 

movement, and instability. A  in 

the case of an evolving ecology, generates a more nuanced understanding in how we bring about 

a radical politics of ecology through an enduring and rigorous commitment to critical thinking 

and self-reflection.  

More specifically, the theories I present will rest on the third tenet insofar as I critique the 

concept of nature that emerged out of the enlightenment era. Significantly, the theory of 

ecological thinking that I present contests three central ideological frameworks commonly 

encoded within environmental politics, namely: rigid conceptual categories, urgent action, and 

apocalyptic thinking. As discussed in the aforementioned section on The Critique of 

Enlightenment, rigid conceptual categories are mediated and enmeshed in particular socio-

historical and material conditions. In an attempt to further this claim, I have turned to the works 

of  who argues that the meaningfulness we ascribe to nature is contentious insofar as it 

reaffirms a static form of identification with an evolving ecology. Drawing on the example of 

buying organic apples,  contends that our experience is mediated through the ideological 

belief that we are being ethically responsible in buying the apple. Therefore meaningfulness 

transfers from that of the natural object (apple) to that of furthering the liberal ideology of what 

we presume nature is and is not.64 These choices, which are bound to the perpetuation and 

progress of liberal ideology, reveal a critical paradox in the conception of nature: we cannot 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Dobson, Green Political Thought, 39 
64	   The Guardian, June 10, 2012 	  
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control nature and yet are fully capable of destroying its inherent balance. 65  Within these 

environmental choices and prescribed meanings is the demand to change our relationship with 

nature without disrupting dominant power relations. This appropriation of genuine, radical 

66 In other words, the crisis of nature resides in the crisis or limitation of knowing how 

to act when the concept itself has failed us. Furthering this point, I critique the second contested 

claim in dominant environmental ideologies: that we must generate urgent action and responsive 

reaction.  

In any emergency or crisis, it is important to remain calm and critical. In the event of a 

plane crash, you might fail to adjust your oxygen mask. Or if stranded in the desert, you may 

begin to run urgently towards the city only to wind up eclipsed by mirages. Often, environmental 

politics perpetuate empirical immediacy through the use compelling facts and apocalyptic 

rhetoric. The demands and instructions to restore our relationship with nature often come in two 

the abstainer  the boycotter 67 These consumer-based, individualized forms of 

action point towards radical change, however consistently fail to actualize change. More 

desires, indicates social d 68  Confronting the social deadlock 

inherent in environmental politics today, I argue, is imperative to ensuring an enduring 

commitment to the world we wish to bring about. In other words, contemporary demands have 

the potential to reveal emancipatory possibilities only if we question the oppressive social and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65	  Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 5 
66 Adorno, Theodor (2006). History and F reedoms: Lectures 1964-1965. Trans. R. Livingstone. Polity, Cambridge:  
44-45 
67 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics, 116 
68  Ibid: 117 
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systemic mechanisms inherent in the concept of nature. The demand for self-reflection and a 

return to philosophy ultimately helps us discern and move beyond the question 

 which could be paradise here 

and now  69  Furthering this re-orientation of urgency within 

environmental politics today,  roblem of revolution is not taking 

70 Reflecting upon these questions and observation, we 

see that apocalyptic thinking  the third and final contested claim - fails to adequately respond to 

questions concerning how these  narratives have forestalled changing the 

current state of affairs. 

insofar as it suggests that if we do not commit to change, the world we inhibit, and only 

existence we have known, will disappear. For , the apocalypse is not indicative of 

catastrophe - but rather a  or the profound social and psychological changes taking 

place in light of the impossible. As I further detail in Chapter 2, these fabricated musings of 

apocalyptic preachers are, more than ever, philosophically analogous 

they do not know it, but they are doing it  and perhaps even more closely aligned with 

 they know very well 

71  Alternatively, (enlightened) false 

consciousness extends the function of ideology to include a subject who is unpersuaded by 

ideological rhetoric but unwilling to change or resist political power. Building upon Marx and 

Sloterdijk,  suggests that the new ideological subjects 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Adorno, Why We Still Need Philosophy  in Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords, 14 
70  In    
   Soft Targets Journal  
71	    (1989). The Sublime Object of Ideology. Verso, London: 28-30	  
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are following an illusion, but still, they are doing it 72 For example, they know that their idea of 

Freedom is masking a particular form of exploitation, but they still continue to follow this idea of 

73  Similarly, we find this form of ideological rhetoric in environmental politics, 

namely in that we, as 

have nonetheless fallen back into the trap of capitalist logic and ironic praxis. Ecological 

thinking denounces apocalyptic thinking by re-focusing itself on the finality of crisis and the 

non-existence of nature. This reconfiguration of crisis is one in which attempts to capture 

political impotence and introduce a regime of politics whereby passivity shifts from an inactive, 

inconsequential gesture towards critical engagement, reflection, debate, and radical praxis. By 

labouring against apocalyptic ideology, we can re-orient and revolutionize the social 

mechanisms which inform and situate us as ecological beings.  

 on Ideology 
	  

My research regarding how ecology ideal candidate for hegemonic 

74 is grounded in a number of texts written on ideology by , including; Mapping 

Ideology, The Sublime Object of Ideology, and Tarrying with the Negative. 

Marxist theory of ideology relies on an additional or combined appeal to Hegelian and Lacanian 

interpretations of ideology. Namely, it seems that ideologies, once adopted, are paralyzed and 

blinded by their own limitations and peripheries. Further detailing this process,  observes 

that ly 

75  Extrapolating from 

 framework of ideology, I aim to critique the ways signifying practices adopted by or 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 Ibid: 33 
73 Ibid	  
74 Mapping Ideology 
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associated with dominant environmental ideology enforce and maintain particular dominating 

systems of social relations. Borrowing from  the 

 continuously 

 and, more precisely, appropriate ecology in order to naturalize the 

systematic and ideological mechanisms that regulate its demise.76As a way to better situate some 

of the ideological underpinnings of dominant environmental politics, this section will detail some 

of the critical theoretical principles within Marx and  

Marx and Engels examine the causes and functions of false consciousness as a way to 

reveal the ways in which subjects have become alienated from their labour. By a process of 

inversion and de-

that determines their beings but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their 

77 Writing from a specific socio-historical context, Marx and Engels further their 

claim by arguing that society is fragmented by a particular commodity logic 

78  These fragmentations are no longer questions of how consciousness 

operates, but rather, questions concerning how both the real and imaginary simultaneously 

function within ideology. This theoretical extension of consciousness is, I argue, critical to 

locating the inherent antagonisms within environmental literature and politics. Namely, false 

consciousness can help unpack the paradoxical relationship between knowledge and action, or 

more precisely, the lack of an attendant will to change beyond the parameters of consumption 

(i.e., boycotting, abstaining) despite knowing these actions do not disrupt or account for the 

complexity of power relations. In order to provide a closer reading of false consciousness, I will 

now  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 Ibid; 61 
77 Marx and Engels (1962). Selected Works: Volume 1. New Left Books, London: 362 
78 Callinicos, Alex (1985). Marxism and Philosophy. Oxford Paperbacks, Oxford: 131 
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 from traditional Marxism by asserting that the potential 

collapse of capitalism does not, as Marx would posit, reflect its limit, but rather incites perpetual 

existence. In other words, systemic collapse is not bound by its structural epistemology and 

materiality, but rather, the degree to which ideological illusions structure our social practices. 

 ideology is not meant to be taken seriously or literally. It 

is as though the ruling ideology has already accommodated the fact that we will be sceptical of it, 

79 Capitalism, then, not only structures the dominant, 

ruling ideology within societies but also accounts for an ironic and cynical distance within its 

umes of Capital knows exactly 

what he is doing; but he continues to behave as through he did not, because his activity is caught 

80  

orientation of ideology and its relationship to illusion, I argue, illuminates some of the central 

failures and performative contradictions within environmental politics today. It is important to 

emphasize the ways in which ironic gestures and contradictions are justified within 

environmental politics today, especially given the ubiquitous web of ideology that emphasizes 

apocalyptic thinking rather than the disavowal of capitalism. In many ways, environmentally-

friendly consumers genuinely try to reduce the harm inflicted upon the world by boycotting or 

may be, these choices also rule out the possibility of a radical political program that exists 

beyond an instrumental rationality of nature, or rather, a natural world distinct from 

consumerism. The following chapter, Ideology of Nature, will continue to detail and investigate 
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the ways ideology operates as a deceptive and illusory force, while simultaneously genuinely 

describing particular realities and conditions. In particular, my aim is to critically engage in the 

ways the enlightenment era has successfully rationalized, masked, and legitimized capitalist 

political processes through a particular ideological articulation of the concept of nature.  
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Chapter 1: ID E O L O G Y O F N A T UR E  

          Every truth presupposes a scene of its 
appearance  and conceals this scene at the 
same time. We have neither access to the world 
nor to our own construction of the world. We 
don't know and we cannot know how we 
construct the world. Of course, we know, at 
least since Magritte, that a painted apple is not a 
real apple. 
 
Boris G roys, The insider is curious, the 
outsider is suspicious 
 
 
           [I]t would be up to thought to see all 
nature, and whatever would install itself as 
such, as history, and all history as nature.  
     
              Theodor Adorno, Negative Dialectics 

 
 
 
Within contemporary environmental politics there exists the widespread idea that nature 

must be urgently conserved, protected, saved, and sustained. This dominant ideology of nature is 

premised on the notion that nature, or the natural world, is a meaningful and balanced system 

that is fundamental to the wellbeing of all living things. One can argue that this idea of nature is 

true insofar as the natural world includes resources necessary for self-preservation and survival, 

such as water and air, and therefore warrants its description as meaningful. However, does this 

claim necessarily dictate that nature is meaningful beyond its sheer functionality and 

instrumentality? Or more specifically, what form of political ideology occupies the space 

between nature as intrinsically meaningful and it being meaningful insofar as it continues to 

serve as a means to our existence? Adorno and Horkheimer take up these questions in Dialectic 

of Enlightenment by stressing that in order to engage with the meaning of nature, we must 

historically and dialectically unfold the ways that myth and mysticism have informed and 

manifested within empirical rationality. The following chapter reflects on some of the socio-
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historical conditions that gave rise to the concept of nature. Through detailed analysis of the 

inherent tensions within the object-subject binary, the first section of this chapter will seek to 

political domination and legitimizat 81 Following a materialist line of 

thinking initiated by Marx, Adorno and Horkheimer I contend that the emergence of empirical 

and instrumental rationality has led to an inherent and insolvable dilemma within the concept of 

nature.  

I will elaborate in the second section on how the concept of nature perpetuates 

-

is, for Adorno, rooted in authoritarian impulses and myth. Within this framework of 

conceptualizing nature, fear emerges alongside identity politics to define a concept of nature by 

its objective, ontological and radical Otherness. In contrast to identity politics, this section will 

offer a methodology of critical theory in order -

 Critical theory calls us to recast and rework the 

epistemological tensions that arose on our way towards progress, and in many ways, offers 

alternative approaches to understanding how nature has been symbolically and discursively 

constructed in the civilization project.  

In the final section of Chapter 1, I argue that the modes of capital accumulation and 

production account for and exist within current ideological persuasions and practices of 

environmental sustainability and self-preservation frameworks. Capitalist production  

 is reinforced and steered by the expansion of consumerism and 

the intensification of accumulation strategies. 82  Examining and reflecting upon the social 
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argues that the potential for fascism is encoded in the temporal 

imperatives of the rapid and uncritical development of late capitalist production.83 The desire for 

immediate instruction and gratification is all too familiar to the environmental and political goals 

in 

ideologies has led to the selective treatment and privileging of specific environmental problems 

that permeated Germany post-World 1, it seems that 

communication that generates systematic domination and vast social inequalities. Namely, I 

argue that environmental totalitarianism rested upon a complex system of analogies and 

commonsense persuasions that, when left unquestioned, made possible unimaginable horrors. 

Section 1.1: Dualism, Distance and Dialectics 

 Dominant ideas and critiques of nature and natural history emerged during the 

Enlighte reduction ad hominem 84 or the 

claim that in order for man to free himself, he must dominate, appropriate, and master nature. In 

the attempt to weld pragmatic approaches and technocratic forms of management to natural 

processes, the enlightenment era generated and naturalized particular ideologies estranged from 

the natural world. The dominant ideology that emerged during this period was prefaced on the 

perceived dualism between rational man (as subject) and irrational nature (as object). Moreover, 

early enlightenment philosophers offered subversive alternatives to the prevailing theological 

and monarchical ideologies insofar as shifting the systematic and hegemonic powers under the 

rule of scientific theori
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humanity and emergence of a new social order entailed the reduction and externalization of a 

complex web of interactions present within this dualism. Moreover, the conceptual imposition 

and historical development of the dualism between humans and nature renders legitimacy to 

particular hegemonic socioeconomic systems and conditions by mediating and alienating 

subjective experiences in the world. Socioeconomic systems are representative of how, as C.S. 

85  

 Further emphasizing the subject/nature dualism in the Economic and Philosophical 

Manuscripts of 1844 alienation of the worker in his product means not 

only that his labour becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists outside him, 

independently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes a power of its own confronting 

86  For Marx, the origins of the social logic of alienation emerged out of the 

commodification of labour practices. As a way to defeat this logic and its effects on social 

a product of human activity, and 

theories on alienation and commodification of nature, Adorno and Horkheimer contend that 

radical deconstruction entails a critical engagement with the conceptual distance between 

Dialectic of 

Enlightenment precisely the 

essence of dialectical thinking  

87 Dialectical thinking, then, is able to confront the subsumed features 
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88 More 

 are 

89  and empirical rationality which aim to 

increasingly subordinate the natural world. Alternatively, Adorno and Horkheimer observe that 

in the determining negation of whatever is directly at hand. Instead of such negation, 

mathematical formalism, whose medium, number, is the most abstract form of the immediate, 

90 

ways thought - or self-reflection - has been divorced from the concept of nature, and moreover, 

how nature is mediated through instrumental reason. Instrumental reason signifies the socio-

historical transition from pre-modernity to modernity, a period whereby abstractions were 

reduced to calculated and classified inert concepts. Significantly, these transitions additionally 

mark the shift away from symbol to concept, 

world  For Adorno, these historical progressions spiraled into a trap of contradictory 

antagonisms and ideological illusions whereby the material basis of our existence was 

irrevocably tethered to the domination of nature.  

 In order to ground some of the contradictions and illusions inaugurated within the 

enlightenment tradition and as a way to further elaborate on dialectical thinking, it seems as 

though contemporary environmental politics is plagued with similar ideological traps and 
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dorno, identity thinking is unable to escape its internal contradictions because there is no 
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91  

 When, for example, an environmental crisis is classified into risk analysis calculations and 

essence  - 92 - 

becomes systematically formalized and communicatively structured. As Daniel Vetter asserts: 

Every day, new risks develop and they are affecting not only the way we live, but the way we 

93 

involvement in the compensation of unexpected losses through the insurance industry. As a way 

-as-per-usual  

profiling particular events and damages. Removed from the event itself, property insurance 

denotes  culture  

harmonize with existing conceptual frameworks and belief systems that minimize the cognitive 

effect and effective demands placed upon the audience, hereby accelerating the ease with which 

they can 94 Thus, when our houses are flooded, we can recognize  

without thinking  that we have already managed unforeseeable occurrences through systematic 

responsive property insurance. Moreover, property insurance demonstrates the continual 

investment in a particular hegemonic and ideological order despite knowing that the prevailing 

order cannot account for  and may even contribute to  the crisis itself. Furthering this claim, 

 it, and simultaneously classify the 

types of damages and losses its occurrence could entail. Insurers need to invent knowledge of 
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95 The 

invention of knowledge and its ensuing ideological apparatus renders the unknown  

as irrelevant - the immeasurable, infinite, and reflective non-identity of a concept that garners 

critical thinking despite its known, regulated variables. Furthermore, risk analysts substitute 

thought and reflection with cost-benefit calculation based upon a future that may or may not 

arrive. Illuminating this point, I turn to Hannah Arendt who argues that science is trapped within 

its own articulation. As Arendt states in the Human Condition:  

If, therefore, present day science in its perplexity points to technical achievements to 

vicious cycle, which can be formulated as follows: scientists formulate their hypothesis to 
arrange their experiments and then use these experiments to verify their hypothesis, during 
this whole enterprise, they obviously deal with a hypothetical nature.96 

 
Rather than including abstractions and unknown variables into questions concerning futurity and 

scientific rhetoric and conjectural reasoning. Technical achievements and scientific formulas, as 

illuminated by Arendt, further alienate and externalize the natural world from its ascribed 

conceptual framework. Moreover, risk analysis and property insurance ascribes greater value to 

particular causal effects which in turn deliberately re-produce hierarchical relations; for example, 

we may be equally affected by unforeseen health ailments or property damage, but 

disproportionately unequal in our ability to access health benefits or house insurance due to 

financial constraints. Expanding on the hierarchal divisions within risk analysis, Francois Ewald 

97 Disregarding reflection and 

critical thought on causation, the field of risk analysis communicatively re-structures and 
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absolutes. Epistemologically similar, the insurance industry follows rules of financial and legal 

knowing the structural contradictions that fail to account for causation. The dismissal of 

causation  or the unknown - and privileging of reparation mark the ways in which, as Adorno 

states, 98  

 Messages in a Bottle, contends that legal protection has led to grave 

contradictions in social relations, and moreover, revokes possibilities of genuine political 

emancipation -

representative of the contradictory shortcomings that concepts harbor. Drawing on his particular 

socio-historical conditions, Adorno writes: 

kable: language has no word for it, since even 
mass murder would have sounded, in face of its planned, systematic totality, like 

genocide was coined. But by it being codified, as set down in the International 
Declaration of Human Rights, the unspeakable was made, for the sake of protest, 
commensurable.99 
 

For Adorno, concepts are equated with absolute truths. But, can truth claims reveal the essence 

of socio-historical events and conditions? Is the weight of the concept of genocide measured by 

the number of gravestones? In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer remind us 

that conceptual truth claims reduce and eliminate difference between concept and object, and 

moreover set forth an ideology 

100 Fixed universal categories totalize societal 

conditions and relations of nature to material and biophysical functions. Conceptual totality is 

perhaps most revealing when applied to crisis and genocide, namely, in the ways semantics 
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harness more attention than the questions concerning the conditions that gave rise to such 

possibilities becoming realizable. As Adorno reflects;  

One day negotiations may take place in the forum of the United Nations on whether some 
new atrocity comes under the heading of genocide, whether nations have a right to 
intervene that they do not want to exercise in any case, and whether, in the view of the 
unforeseen difficulty of applying it in practice, the whole concept of genocide should be 
removed from the statutes. Soon afterwards there are inside-page headlines in journalese: 
East Turkestan genocide programming nears completion.101  
 

The real social antagonism, then, is not the concept so much as, what  -

 or the socio-historical conditions and system of power relations 

extra-discursive  forces of particular 

power interests can be applied to environmental politics today in a number of ways. For 

example, the legal protection of provincial and national parks is indicative of the socio-historical 

landscapes are privileged and placed within specific geographical boundaries. The advocacy for 

become one with 

nature  when we inhibit the places that have been systemically and bureaucratically deemed as 

worthy of protection. I argue that protected parks emphasize the paradox that we possess a 

e.g., 

damming projects, oil rigs, quartz mines). But, as is known, the causal effects of capitalist 

production do not adhere to geographical boundaries; we cannot simply amputate the parts of the 

Temporal Consciousness

functionalizes, 102  The 
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labour 103 in 

104 Moreover, camping  - symbolizes the way we mediate our 

reproduction of systematic alienation of subjectivity to the natural world. Domination, then, in 

order to remain effective reduces self-

the natural world.  

  present a number of communicative 

limitations that enable . hese inherent 

running up against a limit to our 

conceptions which stubbornly refuse to give way, then this obstruction may be symptomatic of 

105  Thus, emphasizing social practices, rather than 

conceptual frameworks, can effectively yield alternative ways of socio-political resistance and 

ideas which seek to explain them; if we want to advance those ideas, we will have to change our 

106  Instead of promoting environmental justice, human rights, or democratic 

progress, critical theory alternatively questions the inherent limitations  and the negative  

spaces  as a way to illuminate the social antagonisms and illusory mechanisms within the 
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conceptual frameworks.  

 In order to overcome the culmination of identity thinking and instrumental reason within 

-

method of negative dialectics strives, 

107	  In further 

explicating the concept of nature in relation to negative dialectics, I will turn to a more detailed 

 and the critical nature is 

history 108 

Section 1.2: Natural H istory: Nature is H istory 

 Prior to the scientific discoveries made in the enlightenment era, like that of the electron, 

seventeenth century French mathematician, Blaise Pascal, claimed that contrary to microscopic 

proximity, only the distancing between unseen and seen objects can reveal the capacity to 

collapse the separation between the object and the subject. As argued by James Penney, contrary 

to scientific and mathematical rationality, Pascal insisted that:  

[n]ature is both infinity large and infinity small, extending from the far reaches of a galaxy we 
cannot begin to conceptualize to the microscopic particles of matter which exert a similar 

109 
 

his finitude and dependent on material, temporal, and spatial coordinates. Within this binary of 

- 

capacity to understand and qualify fragments of our existence within the totality of the universe. 
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him

110 

Pascal rests in his critique of the dependence and interaction of inner belief on external behavior. 

and practice are not restricted to inner 

beliefs, but alternatively, generate its own ideological apparatus and foundation.111  External 

rituals, as I will address in the upcoming section on enlightened false consciousness, involve a 

series of ideological propositions that do not necessarily correspond to inner beliefs, such as, we 

may genuinely believe in ecological justice, yet nonetheless maintain particular external rituals 

that contribute to systems of domination. Our actions, practices, and rituals are in turn 

normalized and conditioned under the guise of progres  

on 

came to regard scientific achievements as the overcoming of false realities, myths, and 

ideology. 112  The disenchantment of the world  through the institutionalization of the 

enlightenment tradition, resulted in the belief that nature exists as an external and quantifiable 

object, thus able to distance itself from what is conceptualized as nature and its subsequent 

conceptualization. Through this distancing between the concept and its being, the enlightenment 

era was able to set forth the notion that scientific and technological systems operate outside of 

ideology. In doing so, the concept of ideology within the Enlightenment tradition came to 

and of natural forces, power interests, etc.); [whereas] for discourse analysis, the very notion of 
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an access to reality unbiased by any discursive devices or conjunctions with power is 

113  

Moreover, the materialization of the world through scientific discoveries solidified an 

objective and unified way of seeing the world, and thus, set forth the liberal idea that the unseen 

world too is calculable and can be integrated into an equivalent-exchange system, -

logic of capitalism 114  The commodification and commodity-exchange equation effectively 

perpetuates an ideological system whereby the relationship between things is often equated to 

binary associations that relinquish appeals to the transcendental; replacing traditional 

legitimations of power with an emphasis on scientific and technological rationality. These binary 

oppositions or antagonisms fail to incorporate the discursive split between them, and more 

ence, and 

convergence are excluded from the equation.115 

- passage into the enlightenment era and 

the beginning of a grave disenchantment of the world  whereby technological and instrumental 

ways of examining the world gradually replaced the intrinsic meaning of being in the world. 

Adorno claims that this account homogenized the unique materiality and immateriality of nature, 

and moreover, equated and rationalized things that are incommensurable with its own likeness 

and image. Countering enlightenment claims, Adorno argues that the split between nature and 

dimens 116 The 

Idea of Natural History  Adorno dialectically weaves together history and nature, and asserts 
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that the enlightenment project has developed a conception of the world whereby nature and 

history are reduced to competing epistemological and mutually exclusive forces. Critiquing the 

contradictions inherent within this conceptual dualism, Adorno writes:  

If the question of the relation of nature and history is to be seriously posed, then it 
only offers any chance of solution if it is possible to comprehend historical being in its 
most extreme historical determinacy, where it is most historical, as natural being, or if 
it were possible to comprehend nature as an historical being where it seems to rest 
most deeply in nature.117 
 

For Adorno, philosophical readings of nature must adopt critical theories in relation to - and 

inseparable from - social, cultural and intellectual practices, otherwise we will continue to 

- or distinct 

from - human history, Adorno insists that nature and human history mediate one another. This 

mediated relationship between the natural world and human history implies that nature is not 

static while revealing that it carries particular fixed historical connotations that inevitably impact 

our relationship to the natural world. Since knowledge cannot escape mediation, the task of 

critical theory is thus to reflect and lay bare particular ideological contradictions and inherent 

forms systematic domination.  

 Drawing on The German Ideology, Adorno contends that Marx is pivotal in emphasizing 

how the concept of natural history serves as a means of justifying the domination of nature. Marx 

observes that: 

We know only a single science, the science of history. History can be conceived from 
two different sides, divided into the history of nature and the history of humankind. 
Yet there is no separating the two sides; as long as human beings exist, natural and 
human history will qualify each other.118 

 

thus, claims that the natural world is bound to a mythic, transcendental force that supersedes 
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human control and manipulation. Noting that myths are culturally and socially generated, 

Adorno uses this term to further his critical dialectical approach to nature by positing that 

is founded upon myths and remains present insofar as efforts in 

myth-making and prophesizing are perpet

the peoples of the earth for the status quo, that they themselves unceasingly produce, itself 

119  - whether 

scientific, natural, or cultural - is heavily embedded in subjective experiences and conditions that 

perpetuate a concept of the nature far removed from the natural world. Moreover, abstract 

concepts have acquired historically fixated characteristics whereby they maintain contradictory 

dualistic categories, such as we find in the concept of nature: on the one hand, nature is seen as 

an object to be controlled and mastered, while on the other hand we find that it is an 

overwhelmingly powerful force. Enlightenment ideals are remarkably faithful to their origins in 

myths, and moreover, as Deborah Cook suggests, are perpetuated by 

ourselves, imprisoned within our concepts and conceptual schema, we now summarily identify 

nature with our concepts in o 120 It 

should be noted here 

Stephen Vogel refers to as, a cul-de-sac. Namely, Frankfurt School critics such as Vogel and 

William Leiss, argue that perhaps one of the greatest failures within The Dialectic of 

Enlightenment and critical theory at large, is its  

been achieved in the field of science.  demonizing and 

systematic oversight of discoveries in science and empiricism have misinterpreted all scientific 

inquiries as solely in the interest of self-preservation. 
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 Significantly, ideology works in tandem with both epistemological truths and sustained 

mythmaking. In this way, as argued by Cook, Adorno attempts to dismantle this ideological 

-conceptual particulars, but by 

 and furthermore, by empha

concept of nature involves using this concept to reach back to the natural things from which it is 

derived while sustaining the difference between them, a difference that has now all but vanished 

121 Expanding on this, I have found that critical theory illuminates some of the 

immanent failures within environmental politics today by returning to the socio-historical site in 

which the concept was born.  

 Early enlightenment conceptions of nature such 

into myth, phenomena and inviolable otherness, and furthermore, are indicative of how 

(es) upon the subject an awareness of its own 

122  In this way, fragility and uncertainty are rendered as stable 

categories within the conception of nature, and thus, sets forth the broad social recognition that 

nature must be repressed, dominated, and mastered. As a way to better qualify and situate the 

conceptual development of nature in relation to increased domination, I turn to Andrew Biro, 

lmost nothing we cannot do to control our non-human 

environment and place it at the service of human life. Yet at the same time, these transformations 

123  More 

precisely, the - such as species extinction and increased concentrations of 

greenhouse gasses  depict the paradoxical tensions between increased technological and 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 Ibid: 63 
122  Gunster in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 220 
123 Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 4-5 



46	  
	  

inherits particular enlightenment epistemologies which claim that increased power and wealth 

necessitates increased stability, control, and most notably, democratic human rights. However, in 

the wake of the industrialized agriculture, genetic manipulation, and urbanization, we have 

inequality, impoverishment, and cataclysmic degrees of global warming.124 Given these causal 

effects, how are we to reconcile the expansion of capitalism and democracy with increased levels 

of inequality and injustice?    

 

125 Contra the consequent thinking that 

126, the next section will alternatively motion towards the concept of 

ed the trauma of the political and social 

regression into Fascist political order and belief, the Frankfurt School re-articulated a theoretical 

framework of 

simply hiding in the real state of things; the ideological distortion is written into its very 

127 

Section 1.3: Environmental Totalitarianism  

 An example of the paradoxical tensions that stemmed from enlightenment ideology and 

later permeated throughout contemporary environmental politics was the rise of 

environmentalism in Nazi Germany post-World War I. Drawing on the German philosopher 
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Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), 

(blood) and purify the German landscape (soil).128 

ideology ality of land  

thus established and expanded geo-cultural linkages and national unity between peasant 

populations, agrarian romanticists, and party leaders. In an effort to popularize and strengthen 

denounced in or

129 The renewal of national unity 

-state narratives enabled 

genocidal policy and accustomed the ruthless crusade of domination. More precisely, 

Lebenswelt  -world  in order to 

further espouse particular anti-Semitic campaigns and actions, and moreover, rationalize and 

weave corruption into a discourse of ironic truth claims.   

 As Andreas Musolff argues in Metaphor, Nation, and The Holocaust  there is a 

manifestation of body imagery and metaphor beginning in the ea y 

that, through repetition and coercion, became a fixture within the ideological nexus of racist 

rhetoric and policy. Musolff observes in her reading of Mein Kampf:  

Hitler invokes a whole conceptual domain as a frame of reference, namely that of the 
human body which, as part of the natural world, is born, grows up, can fall ill and die, 
as well as the sub-frames of an attack by a parasite that feeds on the body until it has 
destroyed it, and that of a cure, namely the radical, complete removal of the 
parasite.130 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 Gerhard, Gesine (2005). How Green were the Nazis?: Nature, Environment, and Nation in the Third Reich. 
Trans. Franz-Josef Bruggemeier. Ohio University Press, Ohio 131	  
129 Wundt, Max in Tal, Uriel (2004). Religion, Politics and Ideology in the Third Reich: Selected Essays. Routledge, 
New York: 21 
130 Musolff, Metaphor, Nation, and the Holocaust, 26 emphasis in original 
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By emulating intensity and rigidity, Hitler was able to effectively reconstitute political order and 

doctrine based in overt political party membership and appeals to self-preservation. The 

ideological-propagandistic effectiveness of body 

131

progressing sickness. 132 

illness  plaguing Germany post- not despite but because of its 

-cure metaphor provided the 

eptual and argumentative space to reason about the socio-economic and political hardships 

that the German public was experiencing and to trust Hitler with applying the therapy that would 

133 Given that, as Hitler expressed, there is 

 rder to avert danger.  

 -

metaphors, I argue -

fascist and totalitarian rhetoric insofar as it totalizes and washes over uneven histories. More 

precisely,  became an instrument in establishing new living conditions 

that opposed the existing economic and social plights -  post-

World I Germany. The instrumentalism of metaphor and myth signifies the marriage between 

institutionalized genocidal policy and new ideological formulations of self-preservation. Within 

the analogical argumentation of the illness-cure  

parasite

orientation of the illness-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
131 Ibid: 36 
132 Hitler, Adolf (1992). Mein Kampf. 23rd Edition. Trans. Ralph Manheim. Pimlico: London, 260	  
133 Musolff, Metaphor, Nation, and the Holocaust, 143-144	  
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-

commonsense narratives increasingly reproduce destructive and false universalisms about human 

-

134 These fragmented mythic fears function within an 

economic and social totality that, when left unexamined, erodes all possibilities of exposing and 

renouncing the volatile ideologies and catastrophic metaphors that inspired genocidal policy. The 

n to the function of metaphor and ideology in environmental 

political communication. -

ways in which political institutions are not devoid of existing pervasive ideologies, and thus, 

cannot be reduced to archival containment and historically remote conditions. In other words, 

embedded in dialectics are systems of oppression and domination. 

 Attendant to discourses on environmental sustainability and ecological balance is the 

pervasive 135 

This assertion, I argue, can be understood through two central ideological standpoints. The first 

standpoint is scientific proximity and discovery; namely, we can quantify and calculate the 

negative impacts of human behavior on ecological systems  what k refers to as  

objective content of a political standpoint. The second standpoint is the multitude of discourses 

that scientific proximity and discovery generates  referred to as the  The mutual 

interdependence of these two competing ideological models can be summed up by k as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
134 Gunster in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises. 
135 Minima Moralia, 

-  that is not measured by the immeasurable 
 (1974). New Left Books, London, 200 
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thoroughly ideological; and vice versa, the idea that a political standpoint gives of its social 

136  The latter 

standpoint has become increasingly enmeshed in the ideological narratives that deny and  

disengage in the  ecological conditions.  

 More precisely, I contend that social content is rarely communicated without immediate 

instruction on how to best proceed. Reflecting on - the 

 then, involves a series of semantic assemblages rooted in a sustained whereby 

must be restored in order to save humanity. Significantly, I contend that 

contentious insofar as it demands individual choice without critical self-reflection. Common 

environmental  that proclaims; 

consumption of natural resources continues at the same rate, we will need two planets by 2050 to 

meet our needs for food energy and infr results in 

contradictory and alienated praxis.137 Individualized consumption patterns perpetuate the idea 

maintained by capitalist choices. Calls to arms, or action driven change, is overwhelmingly 

paradoxical as it entails change only insofar as the existing systems and structures of commodity-

exchange 

138  The 

reaction and mobilization against environmental degradation is nullified to an individualized 

whimpers for more choices because the available ones have failed.  

 Many of the practices assumed by totalitarian environmentalists in post-World War I 

Germany align with how democratic environmentalism is applied today, namely by a reaction 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
136 Mapping Ideology, 7 
137 World Wildlife Foundation, 2015	  
138 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 21 
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against capitalist production and modernization, but also through particular methods such as; the 

protection of parks and wildlife sanctuaries, organic farming, vegetarianism, animal anti-

slaughtering laws, and buying locally produced products.139 Given the e

practices140, Gesine Gerhard argues that Nazi environmental ideology cannot simply be regarded 

-  just as dominant environmentalism today is not anti-modern insofar as it is 

does attempt to re-  - but rather; 

141    

Furthermore, contemporary environmental politics are not exclusively anti-modern insofar as we 

utilize technological and scientific interventions to both sustain systemic conditions and adapt to 

changing ecosystems. These interventions are aimed at mitigating the negative impact of 

consumption and production patterns on the environment without reducing capitalist production 

levels. The inherent shortcomings of interventions are metaphorically consistent with 

n impenetrable 

nature that only exists through its utopic fabrications and illusory formulations. While 

acknowledging the substantial gains and achievements in science and technology, I maintain that 

ecological domination and destruction will permeate if we do not radically shift and eradicate its 

very conceptual foundations. Significantly, relying on technological interventions that have yet 

to materialize results is perhaps the most dangerous form of hegemonic ideology today. Namely, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
139 Environmentalism is broadly referred to as 
relationships with their surroundings. Those responses could be scientific, activist, or artistic, or a mixture of all 
three. Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics. Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge, 11 
140 Agrarian romanticists in the nineteenth century has 

-emerged in 
the 21st century, namely in ex-Communist countries.  

principle of market and social atomism, orthodox national imperialism as an antidote to Western individualism, and 
Mapping Ideology, 3  

141 Gerhard, How Green were the Nazis?: Nature, Environment, and Nation in the Third Reich, 131 
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how do we reconcile technological futurity with the real conditions that render air unbreathable, 

142 

 Furthering this claim, it seems that -

interested and means-ends level of the natural world insofar as they do not interrogate the 

epistemological-

consumerist logic. Moreover, -  -  on the socio-

historical development of nature, humanity finds itself, as Michael Lipscomb argues, 

our own entwinement with the natural world; indeed, we take up our estrangement as a basis for 

forgetting the irreducible moments of non- 143 These 

ideologies emphasize the desperate need for a critical theoretical intervention in what the concept 

of nature is and to what extent it perpetuates and legitimizes domination. More than ever, we 

need to a renewed critical engagement with how we ecologically situate ourselves in the world in 

order begin to unravel the spiral of ironies within environmental politics so that we ensure that 

ck to Auschwitz.  

  Confronting ideological illusions and discerning them from epistemologically true realities 

achievements  but only at the price of a colo 144 Through the 

methodological approach of negative dialectics, The Frankfurt School engages with the shadows 

and wretchedness of collective histories and demands critical self-reflection and the questioning 

of the communicative political discourses that have guided advanced capitalist ideals. Re-

considering socio-historical questions allows us to occupy the seemingly irresolvable gap from 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
142 Adorno and Horkheimer (1987). Dialectic of Enlightenment. Trans. John Cumming. Continuum, New York 
143 Lipscomb in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 289 
144 Eagleton, Terry (2010). On Evil. Yale University Press, New Haven: 135 
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doxa to truth, and moreover, reveals the ways in which political institutions and ideological 

that the dominant state of things does not 

allow to be seen spun be willfully severed.145  

 

guidance, or historical ruptures. However, there are deep methodological and cognitive 

146 Environmental justice 

cannot be premised on buying green products and individualized guilt mechanisms; rather, it 

must investigate the systematic and ideological terrain that reduces an environmental ethos to 

consumer choices and managerial rationality. The desperate call to action in contemporary 

environmental politics today must question and critique its conceptual origins in order to 

eliminate the potential perpetuation of the very systemic forces that it is fighting against. Further 

explicating this claim, I turn to Adorno who writes in Education after Auschwitz: 

come to know the mechanisms that render people capable of such deeds, must reveal these 

mechanisms to them, and strive, by awakening a general awareness of those mechanisms, to 

147 Central to critical theory is the re-formulation and 

search for questions that inform and exceed the boundaries of formal ideological systems. 

Ideology, then, remains an elusive category insofar as it is able to fluidly and deceptively 

generate totalizing rationalizations within any context of interpretation. Further explicating the 

ideological and systemic edifice that sustains the domination of nature, I will now turn to a closer 

reading of ideology without nature.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
145 Badiou, Alain (2006). Infinite Thought. Continuum, London: 62, emphasis in original 
146 Mapping Ideology, 3	  
147 Adorno,  in Critical Models: Inventions and Catchwords, 193 
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Chapter 2: ID E O L O G Y W I T H O U T N A T UR E 
 

 
founding one?  
 
Bertolt B recht, The Threepenny Opera 
 

Words are never 'only words'; they 
matter because they define the contours of what 
we can do.  
 
Slavoj F irst As Tragedy, Then As 
F arce  

  

 Successful ideologies are structurally operative and theoretically lucid. The prevailing 

ideology of nature underscored in contemporary environmental politics tacitly shapes our 

experiences with the natural world through a combination of institutionalized rationalization, 

mysticism, cynicism, and irony. As detailed in the previous chapter, the concept of nature is 

wrought with established belief systems which perpetuate an idea of nature removed from the 

natural world. Moreover, without sincere and genuine commitment to critical analysis and self-

reflection, the potential for fascism remains encoded within fresh ideological currents.  

Apocalyptic narratives today are similarly aligned with totalitarian environmentalism insofar as 

they are premised on the belief that the crisis of advanced capitalism will be met with the rigid 

sacrifice of the natural world. The metaphorical and discursive message is: the collapse of 

advanced capitalism is the collapse of the natural world  we must 

retain the prevailing political order.148 The following chapter will present a theory of ideology 

that will help map some of the political persuasions and discourses that perpetuate and promote 

dominant social and material conditions. Significant to the theory of ideology that I present is the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 I borrow from 

change in production, as if liberal capitalism will survive under the conditions of a In 
Mapping Ideology, 1 
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recognition that we remain, at all times, in ideology. Or, as 

 An 

individual subjecte  he always requires 

another corpus of doxa 149 

Acknowledging the affinity between ideological, communicative, and discursive intersecting 

forces does not, as one might presume, render a hopeless spiralling into dead-ends for theory and 

praxis. Alternatively, I propose that by relying upon Adorno and , reflexivity and critical 

intervention into political order can reveal the systemic mechanisms that drive, form, and 

legitimate particular hegemonic ideologies. For 

power to abstract from our starting point in order to reconstruct it subsequently on the basis of its 

presupposition 150 Abstracting on this claim, I borrow  that only by reflexively 

 

151  

  Further explicating the number of ways that ideology reproduces itself within political and 

social terrains, I turn to the works of Terry Eagleton, who contends that contemporary political 

rationalizations for acting (un)justly are often plagued with performative contradictions and 

paradoxes. Eagleton writes:  takes place only within a context of 

interpretation, and if that context is notoriously ambiguous and unstable, then action itself is 

152  

interpretative and therefore unpredictable, it seems that sustainable development projects 

similarly produce problematic effects insofar as in they do not address the paradoxical tension 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
149 Ibid: 21 emphasis in original 
150 Tarrying with the Negative, 2	  
151 Mapping Ideology, 4 
152 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 40 
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environments. In the progression 

towards developing a sustainable future, we failed to address whether there ever was a 

sustainable past. Furthermore, as Andrew Biro writes, sustainable development is structurally 

inherently uns 153     established 

ideological and political systems are maintained by knowingly and unknowingly obeying the 

equilibrium between subjectivity and objectivity, thought and praxis, nature and humanity. More 

 they do not know it, but 

- does not account for the ways in which we are aware and recognize that, 

often, our actions and political practices do not escape advanced capitalist ideology.  

 Alternatively,   we know 

that, in their activity, they are following an illusion, but still, they are doing it 154 Revealing the 

illusion, then, may not be enough to alter activities and disrupt particular practices. However, 

perhaps more than revealing, we must denounce its very existence in order to genuinely commit 

to a radical rupture in systems of domination.  

 The last section in Chapter 2 will aim to explore and enrich 

 an adapted Lacanian dictum that confronts and moves beyond 

established systems of symbolic meaning. More precisely, the concept of nature has been 

 and thus, perpetuating its existence only 

re-affirms and solidifies our alienation and distance from the natural world. For Marx, alienation 

arises when socially constructed ideologies and co

the appearance of nature is itself a symptom of 
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154 The Sublime Object of Ideology, 28-30 



57	  
	  

alienation 155  

manufactured, and repressed it. 

argue, we can enable new social and material conditions based on the principle that 

not yet exist. 156 

adical Otherness  I will provide a brief reflection on Lacan and  

and thereby draw attention to the symbolic failure of identification and the way fixated concepts 

alienate us from our own subjectivity.  

SE C T I O N 2.1 T H E O R Y O F ID E O L O G Y  

An artist, having once found his form at 
last, thinks he can now go on producing works 
in peace. Unfortunately, he usually fails to 
notice that from this moment of peace, he very 
soon begins to lose the form he has at last 
found. 
 
K andinsky, 1912 

 
The single most widely accepted definition of ideology, theorized by John B. Thompson, 

states: 

157 Following this claim, it is evident that there is a necessity to 

understand how relations of domination interact and strengthen one another, and also, to ask 

whether they are capable of operating independently. More precisely, this section raises 

questions concerning how ideology accounts for and perpetuates the weakening of ecological 

conditions witnessed in the twenty-first century. Specifically, I question how we deconstruct and 

make sense of the ways in which nature has, as  didate for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
155 Vogel, Stephen in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 196 
emphasis in original 
156 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, 191 
157 Thompson, John B. in Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 5 
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158  Perhaps in answering this question, and in turn determining the 

relations of domination within the concept of nature, we must e -

orientation of the question allows for an inquiry into the oppressive nature of global capitalism. 

More precisely,  illuminates the root of dialectics, namely

problem is already part 159 Drawing on the proposition, I wonder if, on our way 

towards a utopic vision of natural balance  we undermined and miscalculated its conditions for 

existence? This re-orientation does not aim to suggest that utopic visions or emancipatory 

possibilities cannot escape the ideological grip of global capitalist systems. Rather, by turning 

the question back on itself, or regressing towards the concept, the cracks in the totality of 

capitalist ideology reveals itself, and moreover, illuminates how we re-imagine a world not by 

burying the past, but by exposing its root. 

Further reflecting on this claim, I turn to Fredric Jameson who contends that the lack of 

imaginative re-orientations and critical reflections on the ways ideology is encoded within 

normative claims is definitive of how ideologically and systematically infinite capitalism has 

magine the end of the world 

than to imagine the end of capitalism. We can now revise that and witness the attempt to imagine 

160 This shift is critical insofar as it keeps 

systemic change at bay by project

dismantling the conditions of social domination inherent in the global capitalist system. 161 

passage reflects the disassociation between illusions and the operative 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
158 Mapping Ideology 
159 A Permanent Economic Emergency.  New Left Review (64), summer 2010	  
160 Jameson, Fredric. Future City  New Left Review (21), summer 2003 
161  Marx, Karl. Capital: Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy. Dover Publications Inc., New York 
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system of social and material relations and conditions. By conflating capitalism with the world at 

large, hegemonic systems of domination are able to effectively exchange beliefs, myths and 

doctrines with a kind of anonymous yet absolute universal truth. The ceaseless visions of the 

impending apocalypse have fundamentally altered representations of reality by stressing a 

world-saving technological intervention. In other words, symptoms of nostalgia and hope reign 

over and mystify material realities that we bear witness to in our daily lives. The emphasis on 

hope and nostalgia is representative of, for Althusser, the ways we are pre-reflectively bound up 

in social reality through ideological and discursive language that emphasize fear and delusion 

rather than describe the way things actually are.162 In the apocalyptic fantasy, for example, there 

is a masking of reality insofar as the systematic forces that drive us 

y and antagonistically the villain and the hopeful hero.  

We can develop this idea further by turning to  writing on Mother Teresa, who is 

systematic inequality.  argues that when religious and sacrificial messages of hope are laid 

bare, justifications for t

proposes to the poor and terminally ill to look for salvation in their suffering, Mother Teresa 

deters them from probing into the causes of their predicament  i.e., from politicizing their 

163  Political action is thus reduced to charitable acts and meditative salvation in 

suffering through a systemic mechanism that Marx famously referr way to 

keep political change at bay through appeals to higher authorities.  
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the operative functions of ideology and its 

relation to authority, he writes that the dominant view amongst theorists of ideology is that: 

for social domination, rather than mythic, religious or metaphysical ones. On such a view, the 

system of capitalism can be said  without any need to resort to discursive 

164  The mystification of the driving forces of capitalism reduces and blends 

together the decision-making process and its respective outcomes. Moreover, by ascribing to the 

in the idea that with or without us, capitalism will lag on. The lack of sufficient criticism and 

analysis of the operative and performative functions of global capital systems, I am arguing, is a 

reflection of the ways that ideology repeatedly operates as a wholly mystified and objective 

analysis of the world, and in turn, perpetuates the binary between what is fleeting and what is 

permanent in nature.165  

For Adorno, ideology encompasses a form of identity thinking that becomes, as Eagleton 

plurality of things into a mere simulacrum of itself, or expels them, beyond its own borders in a 

panic- 166 Following this framework, ideology excludes questions that 

go against the grain of its rationale by asserting a schematic way of seeing the world, and 

moreover, by conflating reality 

167 This definition is predicated on the ideologues ability to continually 

naturalize and totalize particular relations of domination while remaining resistant to objects of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
164 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 37 emphasis in original 
165 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics, 21 
166 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 126 
167 Mapping Ideology, 15 
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whether all  or just part of - ideology works by expunging meanings and significations that 

oppose identity thinking. A common dresses his critique of the 

168 and how it led him to demonize and categorize global capital as a 

- 169 Drawing 

heavily upon Marx, Adorno conceded that soc

170 In this way, the  replaced 

former human conditions and interactions with a universal model of exchange based on a 

rational-objectivity of value. In Aesthetic Theory

 a sentiment earlier expres

materialism.171 Although he is not an orthodox Freudian, Adorno has extensively borrowed from 

psychoanalysis in his efforts to observe systems of domination and the inherent violence within 

the conceptual development of nature. Significantly, the split between an individual and her 

internal nature is subject to a more vigorous analysis, specifically addressing whether this divide 

varies in its degrees of complexity and vastness. In an attempt to further critique the concept of 

ideology and unravel its subsequent divisions between appearance and reality, I will now turn to 

the works of , who, provides a hybrid critique and analysis of ideology through a 

combination of political theory and psychoanalysis. The bridging of these fields in regards to 

ideology has had profound impacts on establishing a cohesive understanding of ideological 

language, discourse, and in mapping the ways ideology operates within socio-political systems.  
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169  Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 128 
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ID E O L O G Y , A ND N A T UR A L SI M U L A C R A 

Drawing on a combination of Hegelian dialectics, Slovenian-Lacanian psychoanalysis, 

Marxist theory of ideology, and Christian theology,  argues that meaning and 

meaningfulness cannot be contained and isolated insofar as 

elements of an ideology as such  -

172 More specifically, 

commodity exchange principles applied to the abstract world entail the perpetuation of 

ideological coordinates that, for the later Frankfurt School theorist Jurgen Habermas, come to 

life when language is transformed and re-shaped in order to serve particular power interests. 

However, the annexation of language by particular power interests is not limited to external 

material conditions; rather, political rhetoric is inscribed and naturalized within speech. This 

systematic reconfiguration of language in order to shape power interests signifies the ways it 

discursively operates within prevailing systems of domination which appear to be neutral, 

objective, and just. Like Habermas,  diverges away from traditional Frankfurt School 

theories of language and alternatively argues that language is able to shape and re-frame the 

contours of power systems via the discursive hegemonic split. Borrowing from 

ideology, Alvin Gouldner succinctly defines ideology as the emergence of a new mode of 

political discourse; discourse that sought action but did not merely seek it by invoking authority 

or tradition, or by emotive rhetoric alone. It was discourse predicated on the idea of grounding 

173 The transition from ideology as authority to 

ideology as logico- are founded 

on particular discursive historical lineages and political frameworks. Reflecting upon this 
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transition, both Habermas and  claim that ideology involves a separation from mythological 

conceptions towards scientific enlightenment, and more precisely, that ideology was born out of 

the bourgeois epoch. A feature of bourgeois ideology is the absence of class domination and 

dominative discourse through the instrumentation of modern science and objective findings.174 

However,   or 

175 This 

passage aims to highlight how ideology operates within a social order that may be socially true 

 Here we find the crux of 

that contrasts Adorno, The Frankfurt School and traditional Marxism.  

Apropos of religion, or ideology par excellence,  asserts that ideology is best 

-itself  For-itself  In-and-For-itself, or more properly, in 

reversal of non-ideology into ideology  that is, of the sudden awareness of how the very gesture 

of stepping out of ideology pulls us back into it. 176 The gesture of distancing has long served as 

a method for placing, fixating and identifying the concept of nature along particular historical 

and socio-political lineages. This distance is perceived in a number of ways; however, most 

 

triad, we find that -

is a key coordinate within theories of the ideology of nature. More pr -

refers to nt notion of ideology as a doctrine, a composite of ideas, beliefs, concepts 
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 yet actually serving some unavowed particular 

177 -

writings on nature and ecology are never without disparate ideologies and political agendas.  

For example, it seems that many contemporary environmental political strategies are 

geared towards a simulacrum of ecology insofar as they fixate on a particular portrayal of how 

natural landscapes, resources, and imbalances should be managed, and moreover, ultimately 

aged  Significant to this claim is what 

Timothy Morton highlights as the betrayal of ecology  or rather, the managerial approaches in 

maintaining the aesthetic qualities of a 

Lakewood, Colorado, residents objected to the construction of a solar array in a park in 2008, 

 made not because of the 

178 of ecology  

I argue, is the recycling industry. In Peterborough, Ontario this past summer, the local 

government considered enforcing a city by-law that would impose costly fines on aluminium and 

glass blue-box scavengers. City councillor, Leslie Parnell, 

179 Yet, in the same 

breath, advised city residents to not put their recycling out until the morning of their collection 

day so that scavengers would not have enough time to collect any glass, aluminium, etc. The 

proposed by-law is targeted at increasing the amount of high-value recyclable materials  

180 What is revealed in this political rhetoric 

 and 
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consumers habitually perpetuate and normalize capitalist production and the unequal social 

 we find that inherent in recycling practices are 

commodity-exchange principles that deem particul and in doing 

so, create  In this hierarchal and 

only extend to maintaining the 

status quo. Illustrating this point, Marx recalls how wage labour provides workers with leisurely 

incentives insofar as a German worker can afford, both in her  and 

with the money from her labour, to enjoy her beer. In relation to this claim, I argue that 

environmentalism today functions in a similar fashion. In the case of recycling, by putting our 

recycling out we can comfortably continue to produce, consume, and dispose of products 

managerial approach to the natural world is 

 Boris Groys 

eloquently states: Of course, we know, at least since Magritte, that a painted apple is not a real 

apple. 181 The streets lined neatly with blue bins instead of scattered trash illustrates the brush 

strokes to the  Expanding on this 

claim,  argues that when technological mechanisms are considered the solution to averting 

ecological catastrophe, we slide back into late-capitalist ideology. Borrowing from Hegelian 

dialectics,  observes modern media allows for an all-pervasive proximity to events around 

the world, and 182 In 
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technological mechanisms and mastery, we remain within the matrix of capitalist ideology and 

retain the illusion that the world is calculable and controllable. 

This dominant political orientation of nature and environmentalism demonstrates the 

ways that nature represents meaning via aesthetic beauty, and moreover, highlights the ways we 

prefer to covertly interact with and exploit ecological systems. Preference for covert exploitation, 

such as underground pipelines, offshore drilling, and landfill sites, sustains the illusion that 

natural landscapes are able to remain unharmed and undisturbed by resource 

development and extraction. Similarly, this claim can be applied to a number of other ways we 

are alienated and repressed in our own subjectivity. 

displacement and reduction of difference, which, for Adorno and , represents the ways in 

which reality is effectively masked in its promise of freedom, liberty and equality. Carried within 

the failed promises of liberal ideals is the historical progression and repression of particular 

fixated concepts, or as Plato conceded in The Republic, 

democracy, and the most aggravated form of tyranny and slavery out of the most extreme 

183 In other words, when political goals are situated as absolute truths, we resign from an 

enduring commitment to the essence of the -identical   

Subverting fixation on ideological concepts within environment politics is the radical 

goal - if only to collapse particular identifications. Accordingly, the concept of nature became 

at the environment surrounds us rather than 

encompasses us. An important divergence between Adorno and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
183 Plato (2006). The Republic. Eds. G.R.F. Ferrari. Trans. Tom Griffith. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 



67	  
	  

ecology should be noted here in regards to natural beauty and aesthetic rationality. 184 

Specifically, Adorno destabilizes the hierarchies between natural beauty and artificial beauty in 

order to transcend the dominant equivalence-exchange system applied to nature. For Adorno, 

natural beauty is capable of reconciling the relations between culture and nature by bringing 

185 Emphasizing natural beauty as the 

foundational component to understanding and interpreting artistic beauty, Adorno contends that: 

r to say what is 

186 For Adorno, the combination 

between artistic and natural beauty symbolizes the empty place in conceptual identifications 

wherein critical theory and committed praxis emerges. Many critics of Adorno contend that his 

work privileges images as a way to provoke natural beauty, and in doing so, sets forth a 

particular aesthetic philosophy in order to interpret and appreciate such images. In the attempt to 

present a non-

posthumously published Aesthetic Theory, a number of criticisms and questions emerge 

concerning how aesthetic qualities of the natural world are represented and whether they traverse 

nature share a mutual interdependence, it seems that his theory could be read as a way to 

continue the dialectic project against perceived dualisms, and more precisely, offer a theory of 

how to appreciate and engage with the ineffable. For Adorno, meaningfulness and enchantment 

is inscribed the aesthetic dimension that resists 
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theory s what is nonconceptual an illusive appearance. This is the aim of 

environmental literature: to encapsulate a utopian image of nature which does not really exist 

(we have destroyed it) and 187 It seems to me that the 

contention within this framework is that by granting and maintaining aesthetic qualities to 

essence. Significantly, a theoretical deadlock emerges insofar 

as we recognize that utopia is historical, and yet, fixate  qualities. Moreover, I 

agree with Morton that the nonconceptual image is illusive, but also, add that its illusiveness is 

not without particular ideological mechanisms that . 

Alternatively, we should not reduce images and icons - like metaphors  to utopic images of a 

reveal their operative functions.  

Further criticizing and opposing conceptions natural beauty   argues that the 

reification of aesthetic theory and natural beauty perpetuates a mystification of nature and 

rather than turn a blind eye to toxic consumption patterns and cynicism. In formulating what 

  garbage landfill sites and waste-water treatment plants act 

as central pillars in mapping and integrating ecological systems and ideas of nature. More 

precisely, meaning is garnered from sites of contestation that rupture ideas of 

market mechanisms. Strengthening this claim,  

global, encompassing the whole world, it sustains a stricto sensu  

188 
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Urban landscapes are often riddled with signs and images of nature; gardens, birds, lakes, and 

trees without the visible grooming efforts and products that mak -

dwellers. In this way, the concept  insofar as it is only defined by its 

relationship to how we utilize it as a photo-op or space to look upon, thereby exhausting all of 

alternative functions.  

Along the lines of this reorganization  a 

number of questions remain concerning how the distance between the illusion of natural and the 

. Curiously, the openness and flexibility of a dominant ideology 

renders it more powerful as it is provokes and reflects a social reality while maintaining its ironic 

distance. Eagleton highlights this point in the following passage: 

Ideology is not primarily a matter of ideas structure which imposes itself upon us 
without necessarily having to pass through consciousness at all. Viewed psychologically, it is 
less a system of articulated doctrines than a set of images, symbols and occasionally concepts 

scious level. Viewed sociologically, it consists in a range of material 
practices or rituals (voting, saluting, genuflecting and so on) which are always embedded in 
material institutions.189 
 

Drawing heavily on Althusser and Marx, Eagleton asserts that ideology inherits habitual 

behaviour rather than conscious thought and critical reflection. Furthering this articulation and 

separation of ideology and consciousness,  claims that at its most rudimentary level 

social reality. However, ideological distortion does not imply that because we do not see the 

trash we produce, it therefore does not exist within our social reality. Moreover, as I will argue in 

the next section, social realities not only see and recognize particular conditions, but also, re-

configure reality in such a way whereby our commitment to radical change is pacified. In 

for what they know not what 
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they do enlightened 

false consciousness  in order to argue that, although we may know that we are rapidly depleting 

ecological systems, we continue to do it anyway because the function of ideology has superseded 

any imaginative way out of the current capitalist global system.   

SE C T I O N 2.3 E N L I G H T E N E D F A LSE C O NSC I O USN ESS  

In the Critique of Cynical Reason, Peter Sloterdijk argues that:  
 

Cynicism is enlightened false consciousness. It is that modernized, unhappy 
consciousness, on which enlightenment has labored both successfully and 
unsuccessfully. It has learned its lessons in enlightenment, but it has not, and 
probably was not able to, put them into practice. Well-off and miserable at the same 
time, this consciousness no longer feels affected by any critique of ideology; its 
falseness is already reflexively buffered.190  

 
According to Sloterdijk, enlightened false consciousness  follows a particular logical paradox 

whereby the urge for individuals to necessitate action out of moral consciousness is nullified if 

not erased completely. This erasure of ethical praxis cumulates through systematic repetition of 

coercion, and moreover, signifies the ways the cynic  adjusts in order to render domination and 

violence as part of societal conditions.  The adjustment is not simply marked by a state of 

-  on the 

usted 

by systems of oppression and condition moral consciousness to act favorably towards the 

dominating system. 

The conditioning of violence under the guise o Sloterdijk 

 Specifically, the distance between 

illusion and reality, and as Sloterdijk argues, the ways in which the cynical subject, when made 

aware of the illusion she is under, insists upon maintaining the illusion nonetheless. Furthermore, 
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the cynic is not ignorant nor is she under the spell of illusion, but, rather, well aware of political 

interests and ideological falsehoods that guide and maintain social behaviours and narratives. 

The refusal to renounce political interests is, for Sloterdijk and , upheld insofar as the cynic 

maintains reasons or justifications for retaining the illusion. For example, it is much easier to buy 

expose the brutal reality inherent within the 

concept of nature. In so doing, we associate and see our ethical responsibilities through the lens 

of consumption patterns. We are inundated with metaphorical and ideological narratives, such as 

the most recent keep calm and carry on ; a way to ironically and sarcastically acknowledge, yet 

maintain, the everyday banality of contemporary political systems. Through a network of 

discursive devices, political systems maintain 

191, or rather, the cynical reassurance that, under any other conditions, we would 

not have acted so unethically, violently, greedily, etc. This ideological cynicism is skilfully 

illuminated e would be so good instead of being so 

192 

  Moreover, , ynical distance is just one way  one of many ways  to 

blind ourselves to the structuring of power of ideological fantasy: even if we do not take things 

seriously, even if we keep an ironic distance, we are still doing them 193 A closer investigation 

of the gesture of distance reveals that irony, cynicism and ideological fantasies are accounted for 

not solely by the cynic, but, also within the dominant state of relations. Accordingly,  

contends that the ruling ideology has accommodated the fact that society will be sceptical of it, 

and thus, re-configures its discourses as part of pure utility and everyday practice. Recalling 

,  
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down, and you shall believe, faith will arrive by itself  

abstracted from their corresponding ideologies.194 Moreover, as  

olves 

195 For example; recently a contractor living in a wealthy area 

in Westmount, Montreal, was confronted by his neighbours regarding the pick-up truck parked in 

his laneway. His neighbours had started a petition on the grounds that pick-up trucks do not 

represent the kind of image that Westmount portrays, and thus, politely demanded that he find 

another work vehicle more suitable to its image. In other words, meaning was not devoid of this 

working class  image unwelcomed in 

the upper class neighbourhood. There are similar cases of resid  represent the 

ways ideological meaning and political force intersect to re-constitute reality.  

   argues that the irony within 

particular situations is often a result of the blurred relationship between power and knowledge, or 

196  

knowledge.197 For , knowledge and power are obscured in populist political movements 

whereby a reactive and participatory crowd appears, but then swiftly disintegrates.  Significant to 

the populist logic is, for , momentous outbursts that impatiently demand political action 

without engaging in the full complexity of systemic betrayals. For example, cries for the 

imprisonment of those responsible for toxic oil spills fail to necessitate the kind of armoury 
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needed to eliminate the potential of it happening again. 

is fundamentally re-active, the result of a reaction to a disturbing intruder. In other words, 

populism remains a version of the politics of fear: it mobilizes the crowd by stroking up fear of 

198 As such, populism retains the hopeful illusion that legal justice 

and conviction will in turn result in genuine systematic change. However, it seems that we 

increasingly witness its opposite effect. Even when laws are in place and convictions are 

ordered, systems of domination seem to prevail. Arguably, the crisis within populist movements 

today can be re- of the non-identical. Namely, in order to 

analyse systemic mechanisms that guide and legitimize violence and domination of nature, we 

must denounce its aesthetic and conceptual identifications. By doing so, we will not risk 

regressing into preconceived notions of harmony and balance, but rather, new formulations of a 

 

SE C T I O N 2.4 N A T UR E D O ES N O T E X IST ...Y E T! 

It is horrific not to know the past and yet be 
able to impact on the future. 
 
Leonardo Padura, Havana Gold 

Negative Dialectics and Aesthetic Theory, touch on many of 

the concerns and criticisms within environmental politics and critical thought today. For Adorno, 

moving beyond the harmonious reconciliation   - between object and subject is 

imperative to establishing a committed and non-dominating relationship with the natural 

world. 199  Moreover, as detailed in Aesthetic Theory, Adorno contends that the conceptual 

analyses of nature must fully recognize its non-identical features, and in so doing, will render 

such entities as enduring processes. More precisely, Adorno writes; 
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Every act of making art is an endless endeavour to articulate what is not makeable, 
namely spirit. This is where the function of art as a restorer of historically repressed 
nature becomes important. Nature does not yet exist. To the degree to which art 
pines after an image of nature, it represents the truth of non-being. Art becomes 
conscious of it in a non-identical other.200 

 
Reflecting on this passage, artistic beauty comes to represent a glimpse into the natural world 

that does not yet  exist. Acknowledging that there is a larger conversation to be had concerning 

tural beauty, most significant to this project is the subtle 

formation of the  in relation to truth and the non-identical. Namely, Adorno borrows 

from Hegelian dialectics 

that within its concept is an unknown, non- More precisely, 

 or the process whereby 

merely returns on itself as a reflec 201 Herein 

lies a critical divergence between Hegelian dialectical systems and The Frankfurt School. Contra 

Hegelian dialectics, Adorno and 

bject ing and 

domination.  Adorno contends that Hegel fails to 

Moreover, the 

bject presents the ways uniqueness is tacitly 

rejected and repressed through identification.  represents a momentary 

reveal its pervasive non- through a gap in 

conceptual totality or self-enclosed whole. The significance of this gap, I argue, is that it 

; or, the space in which a real political ecology  can be emerge.  
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 The  presents a form of futurity without revealing itself. I contend that this is a 

central component in critical theory and ecological thinking in that it does not present existence 

as a closed system, but rather an enduring process. Moreover, this subtle expression indicates 

that only through the substantiation and acknowledgment of existing, repressive conditions (not), 

can we motion towards emancipatory possibilities (yet). Furthering this claim, D. Bruce Martin 

t

suffering; the not- 202 

writings on Education After Auschwitz, it seems as though the  reminds us that, without 

relentless self-reflection and interrogation of past and present conditions, we will not be able to 

discern and denounce the ideologies and political mechanisms which beget immense suffering. 

Moreover, this nuanced dialectic approach moves beyond the prevailing categories of nature and 

self, and in turn, recognizes an -meaning and essence. not-yet

similarly aligns with in his 

not yet , as William 

Leiss observes, itly, the tensions or contradictions 

that have been present in the entire period of development, and resolve them. Until this is done, 

203 In order to expand on the not yet  I will 

now turn to writings on nature, and more precisely, his proposition that in order for a 

204  

 claim rests on the Lacanian formulation that  insofar as 

she only appears through the ways she is idealized by man. 

Lacan, she contends that, for Lacan, 
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feminine  and this induces in woman a masquerade as her only option, beneath which lies, not 

 205  for Lacan, is representative of the 

imbalanced and unmarked divisions between the opposing sexes, and moreover, hinges on the 

perpetuation of symbolic identifications that propagate . 

Examining the proposition  more carefully,  

authentic existential weight in so far as it signals the contraction of the subject into the empty 

vanishing point of enunciation that precedes every imaginary or symbolic i 206 In 

other words, only by denouncing conceptual, pre-formed, and symbolic identities can we begin 

to encompass For , 

one of the most critical consequences in the opposition of male/female or subject/object 

, is the recognition that, beyond obvious biological facts, 

there is no link cations and universal concepts.207 Illuminating 

this claim,  

notion is the division between the working class and the bourgeoisie. Critical to the formation of 

this division,  

the absence of impartiality 

indicates that;   we cannot 

 what we are dealing with are always the partial effects whose absent 

208 Applying 

 one can conclude that the rejection of symbolic content is the rejection 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
205 Wright in The , 128 
206 , 135 
207 Ibid; 142	  
208 Ibid; 143 



77	  
	  

of the conceptual foundations in which systems of domination are built. Moreover,  

borrows from Lacan each of them 

is already in itself a failed whole 209 In other words, sustained and fixed demarcations between 

universal truth claims. Further critiquing these fundamental antagonisms, James Penney 

then, can only be represented by negation within the forms or knowledge or discourse; it makes 

the spot of the impossibility of meaning or identity, the place where sexual knowledge 

210  - -

seeks to collapse opposing apparatuses and mimetic practices by re-tracing lines of affinity. 

Through this regression, identity content appears through mediated social and historical 

conditions, rather than fragmented, isolated parts.  The task, then, is to announce and 

reveal the antagonism between conceptual thought and reality in order to bring about an affinity 

without identity. 

In Negative Dialectics, Adorno highlights how rationality compulsively translates and 

reduces the non-calculable or ineffable into fixed categories. This reduction of uniqueness is 

rooted in ontological conditions that intensify and exploit fear in order to achieve and reproduce 

particular forms of power, regulation, and control. Highlighting this point, Adorno writes that; 

 a 

 also swiftly fell outside the 
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scope of the law.211 Identity is not neutral; it ascribes meaning only insofar as it benefits the 

prevailing system.  and its attached qualities and markers, have not 

en Or, as the Dialectic of 

Enlightenment posits: in the attempt to reduce the natural world to a rational, calculable concept, 

212 Given these divisions and displacements, how do we 

begin to   
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C H APT E R 3: IN T I M ES O F UR G E N C Y 
 
 

When it comes to death, we all live in a 
city without walls.  
 
Epicurus, Letters and Sayings 

The multitudes have answers to the 
questions which have not yet been posed, and 
they have the capacity to outlive the walls. The 
questions are not yet asked because to do so 
requires words and concepts which ring true, 
and those currently being used to name events 
have now been rendered meaningless: 
Democracy, Liberty, Productivity, etc. With 
new concepts the questions will soon be posed, 
for history involves precisely such a process of 
questioning. Soon? Within a generation. 

 
John Berger , Afterword   

 

The starting point for environmental investigations is recognizing that society and 

between the illusory and real currents of environmental crisis allows us to re-formulate 

epistemological questions  or rather, the ways in which we have come to understand the world. 

Often, dominant environmental discourses do not address how the concept of nature is 

constructed, and moreover, remain ambiguous towards the ways ideological belief systems 

inform power relations. Dominant environmental discourses dismiss the ideological affinities 

between nature and society, and thus, environmental political interests and actions largely remain 

trapped within the conceptual limits of hegemonic structures. By failing to examine normalized 

interactions and ideologies, a deep sense of cynicism and passivity arises within environmental 

politics. Further explicating these claims, I turn to Adorno, who suggests that the temporal 

rhythms of sustained critical thought must precede the rapid deployment of action. More 

precisely, the hyper-temporal speeds of fascism and capitalism are reinforced by - and encoded 
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within - s work on 

prolonged critical reflectivity aligns with, and is strengthened, by 

change. Specifically, this chapter will analyse  reflections on Occupy, and draw attention 

t matters is the day after, when we will have 

213 In response to this question, I 

propose that accelerated impulses and imperatives for action should not compete with late 

capitalist structures insofar as it maintains the tempo of an established order. Alternatively, a re-

configuration of temporal expectation allows for the possibility of a steadfast and prolonged 

commitment to revolutionary visions and radical change. Drawing on a combination of Adorno 

and 

cynicism and passivity, and moreover, suggest new theoretical orientations on radical 

emancipatory politics. Only by revealing the systemic and ideological mechanisms that maintain 

existing conditions, can we begin to work towards severing the ideological root wherein 

domination manifests.  

The first section will detail some of the dominant forms of action within counter-

ideologies that aim to resolve various contemporary environmental crises. Namely, it seems that 

particular rationalizations for taking action often arise out of performative contradictions and 

genuine self-deception. When dominant environmental discourses, such as organic populism and 

 are 

effectively reinforced  

possibilities of catastrophic climate change as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
213  in Occupy: Scenes from Occupied America. Verso, London: 
68 
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214 The aestheticized image has become, 

in many ways, a way to acknowledge the gravity of human impacts on ecological systems, while 

instilling a cynical and passive disengagement in how to change the existing conditions.  

 Reflecting on contemporary counter-ideologies and discourses, I will turn to some of 

social practices and behaviours that permeate throughout hegemonic structures. It is important to 

note that Adorno is not claiming we abdicate responsibility for our actions, but rather, reflect on 

how actions contain a constellation of antagonisms that create irreconcilable paradoxes in 

activist epistemology. I contend that the ecological crisis is representative of the crisis in 

temporal consciousness, and begin to respond to why environmental actions are failing us today. 

Through this exploration, I turn to Michael Lipscomb, who provides a number of insights on 

-

orientation and alternatives to the prevailing order. My aim is to acknowledge the tempos of 

expectation in political praxis, and consider how they often compromise the kind of prolonged 

 

 L

215 What at first seems counterintuitive 

to radical politics, I argue, is alternatively the re-ordering of action in order to respond to 

dominant ideologies today. By illuminating some of the environmental political rhetoric that 

gives rise to responsiveness,  argues w encounter the fatal weakness of our current 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
214 Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 240-245	  
215  
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protests. They express authentic rage that remains unable to transform itself into even a minimal 

positive program for socio-political change. They express a spirit of revolt without 

216 A resurgence in critical thought  can 

reframe the demands for immediate action, and in turn, begin to theorize on how to effectively 

inaugurate the possibility of imagining the end of capitalism and a world 

not (yet)  

Section 3.1 DISC URSI V E T R APS 

 In recent years, contemporary environmental politics have gained greater momentum. 

However, despite the heightened activity simmering in rural and urban communities alike, there 

remains a crisis in how to re-configure the re-occurring perceptual and prudential failures 

witnessed in environmental movements.217 Reflecting upon the failures to create and sustain 

radical change, many political ecologists including Andrew Biro contend 

environmental crisis needs be understood as a cultural phenomenon as much as an ecological 

218 Similar sentiments were expressed nearly a decade prior by Val Plumwood, who wrote: 

environmental culture that values and fully acknowledges the non-human sphere and our 

dependency on it, and is able to make good decisions about how we live and impact on the non-

219 And, again, seven years earlier, Andrew Dobson reminded us: 

that Greens take seriously the material and ideolog

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
216	   The Year of Dreaming Dangerously, 78	  
217 
heightened levels of inequality experienced in recent decades. Despite technological intervention and the social 
recognition of environmental crisis, individuals increasingly witness a world slowly becoming inhabitable (i.e., 

 
218 Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 240-245 
219 Plumwood, Val (2002). Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason. Routledge, New York; 3 
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220  Complimentary sentiments such as these have served to remind 

us that, over the many decades, moments of heightened revolt have failed to bring about 

revolutionary ideals, or more precisely, eliminate the ruthless exploitation of natural resources. 

In these failures, I suggest that perhaps environmental politics has in itself become a broken 

record, looping over the same mistakes, and even more, now sitting at the throne of an industry 

that it once so fervently opposed.  

Significant to the cultivation of environmental activism and rhetoric is the ways in which 

y opposing political 

paradigms. This claim can be further explicated through ecology is 

 

 it is always enchained in a specific 
series of equivalences The point, of course, is that none of these enchainments is in 

 inscribed in the very nature of the ecological problematic: which discourse 

whose outcome is not guaranteed by an underlying necessity o 221 
 

conditions of ecology and the perceived identifications that have externalized and commodified 

that ecology is now part of the very same 

ideological foundations which perpetuate its demise, how do we substantiate effective change? 

In other words, how do we engage in the specific content that has made, as  observes, 

the ideal candidate for hegemonic ideology?  Examining this question more 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
220  in Politics of Nature: Explorations in Green 
Political Theory. Ed. Andrew Dobson and Paul Lucardie. Routledge, New York: 190	  
221  Mapping Ideology, 12  

 it can be 
conservation (advocating for the return to balanced rural communities and traditional ways of life), etatist (only 
strong state regulation can save us from the impending catastrophe), socialist (the ultimate cause of ecological 
problems resides in capitalist profit-oriented exploitation of natural resources), liberal-capitalist (one should include 
the damage to the environment in the price of the product, and thus leave the market to regulate the ecological 
balance), feminist (the exploitation of nature follows from the male attitude of domination), anarchic self-managerial 
(humanity can survive only if it reorganizes itself into small self-reliant communities that live in balance with 
nature), and so on. 	  
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thoroughly, I turn to some of the paradoxes and failures enmeshed in environmental discourse 

today through the works of Andrew Biro. 

 Biro suggests that advanced capitalism has triumphed in inoculating a politics wherein 

acts of opposition and revolt are accounted for, or entangled within, the prevailing social order. 

-

politics; the first is an appeal to organic ; re-

. The second counter-

ideology is the instrumentalization of geo-greening and technocratic approaches to 

understanding how to mitigate negative human impacts on the environment.222 Both approaches 

are premised on the idea that urgent action is how we proceed. More precisely, in the first 

counter-  of 

nature; while the second projects nature as an instrument that can be controlled, contained, 

mastered, and utilized. These counter-ideologies neglect to engage in how they have become 

incorporated into the capitalist economy, and thus, as Biro writes, 

the expression and transformation of lived social forms and rather, increasingly become a vehicle 

223 An example of the second counter-ideology on 

technocratic and managerial approaches to ecological systems is biofuel. Biofuel is a commonly 

promoted, yet highly contentious, strategy for mitigating climate change. Significantly, energy 

consumption patterns remain intact under the guise of promoting a less destructive form of 

energy. Howeve

insecurity, and in addition are threatening forests, which are being transformed into plantations 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
222 Ibid, 232 
223 Ibid, 235 
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224   The production and consumption of biofuels, then, does not simply 

threaten ecological systems, but does so under the guise of environmental-friendly ideologies. In 

respect to the former counter-  we see a steady shift against 

globalization and towards localization. The erosion of global economics, however, does not 

 More 

constructs determined precisely by the corrosive effects of modernity. Place was not lost, though 

225 By projecting a concept of nature rooted in particular a 

 the counter-ideology re-enforces and maintains the grip of particular illusions, such as 

the notion that nature exists in fragmented pockets behind iron fences. Moreover, the -

-ideology fails to account for the mechanical and systematic ways that natural 

resources are exploited. Or, as   

226 

 In addition to these two counter-ideologies, Biro highlights a central discourse in 

 

227  Biro 

 while describing the scope and complexity of a particular problem, 

discourages individuals from self-

ein 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
224 Grog, Christoph in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 59	  
225 Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics, 11 
226 The Year of Dreaming Dangerously, 78 
227 Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 242 
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228 Framed in this  

cynical image of a world beyond repair, and in so doing, precludes possibilities of change. 

tively becomes a branding 

It amounts to treating 

climate-friendly everyday activities as a brand that can be sold 229 The attempt to transform 

-à-vis cataclysmic, apocalyptic images 

ultimately ignores the profound impacts it has on human subjectivity. More precisely, by 

distorting the real effects that climate change has on human existence through an appeal to 

ciously reflecting on how this 

230 

the prevailing social order by maintaining a particular construction of nature, and in mediating it 

through a consumer-based lens. T

-destruction as a source of 

231 Appeals to emotion offer fertile ground for premature gratification in 

action, and moreover, fail to transgress the inherent, destructive paradoxes within the concept of 

nature. In other words, intense moments of individual action do not relay the kind of enduring 

praxis necessary to radical transformation. Furthermore, Biro argues

dramatically has never been more urgent; yet the political will to make such changes  and 

especially collective changes  232 Expanding on these discourses and 

counter-ideologies, I turn to the works of Adorno, who offers insight on how the wheels of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
228 Ibid, 243 
229 Ibid, emphasis in original 
230 Ibid, 244	  
231  . Parallax, London 
232 Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 6	  
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capitalist production maintain momentum, and moreover, suggests that urgent action may only 

 

Section 3.2 D O W N T E MPOS 

 Early Frankfurt School theorists increasingly emphasized the concept of nature in 

correlation to post-war societal transformation. For Adorno and Horkheimer, fostering a 

dialectical relationship between human beings and the natural world would enable greater 

reflection on how to abolish hierarchies, and in turn, oppose forms of oppression inherent in the 

established socio- Marginalia to Theory and Praxis  Adorno posits that 

reconciliation between divisive antagonisms is possible, but, o -

accommodated in the pursuit of common goals. More precisely, Deborah Cook argues that, 

233  Further anal  I 

considering how critical he is of collective action and counter-ideologies.  

For Adorno, activism and consensus are often corrupted by strategic manoeuvres and 

234 Given that consensus relies on agreement and unity 

 which for Adorno signifies authoritarianism and identity thinking - collective practice easily 

falls back into mimicking existing exploitative conditions. Significantly, Adorno suggests that in 

order to avoid continuing the goals of oppressive ideologies, political action should be suspended 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
233 Cook, Adorno: On Nature, 162	  
234  in Critical Models: Intervention and Catchwords, 269 



88	  
	  

235 Moreover, Adorno contends that counter-

only so that formulaic clichés can be served up in response -ideologies become 

- 236 In order to 

avoid endorsing capitalist technological order and practices, Adorno moves towards a prolonged 

vision of critical thought. However, given the rapid speeds at which environmental crisis besets 

us, how do we remain dialectically patient and temporally critical in these times of urgency?  

 -

rule of the game, Adorno endorses a qualitatively richer slowness, a prolongation of focus and 

encounter that seems out of step with the culturally predominant, technologically sped-up tempo 

237 Adorno resists authoritarian impulses by unpacking the logic of its expected 

tempo, and moreover, by critiquing all action that demands immediate reward. Alternatively, by 

interrupting the speed that capitalism deploys itself, normalized political ideologies are revealed 

e porn   theories on temporality allow us to 

engage in how images mediate experience, and moreover, in re-tracing the ways in which we 

238 In 

other words, the critical intervention into temporal-historical trajectories enables us to untangle 

the totalizing logic and infinite horizon of advanced capitalism and the concept of nature. More 

 can help to uncover some of the failures within environmental 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
235 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 245 
236 Adorno. Marginalia to Theory  in Critical Models: Intervention and Catchwords, 269 
237 Lipscomb in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 282 
238 Adorno and Horkheimer (1987). Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical F ragments, 135	  
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counter-

thinking and habitual, embodied practise, and how, moreover, capitalist forms of production are 

mediated by logics of cultural production and consumption reaching into our bodies through the 

239 For Adorno, mapping the temporal terrains 

of action and gratification is necessary in order to oppose the mechanisms that sustain a means-

ends level or instrumental approach to the natural world.  

of thinking about the epistemological-ideological level of social interactions and the concept of 

nature. Borrowing from Adorno and Marx, Lipscomb furthers the critique of temporal ideology 

by suggesting that negative dialectics and critical theory increase our understanding of how 

technological development and the proliferation of global markets continuously shape societal 

behaviours. Lipscomb writes:  

In a world in which time is rationalized by both our labour and our experience of free 
time, and where time itself  like the entirety of nature with which it is necessarily 
entwined  is regularly turned into a consumable commodity, the possibilities for 
autonomy seem wedded to strategies for finding the contrapuntal spaces, where, and the 
times when, a critical thinking might still take place. 240 
 

In this passage, Lipscomb highlights the necessity to separate and diffuse ideological illusions 

on the prefigured and prescribed temporal rhythm of capitalism, and in doing so, draws out some 

seamless production of hegemonic ideology, we can glimpse into new ways of invoking and 

culti yet  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
239 Lipscomb in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 286  
240 Ibid, 290	  
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relationship between the temporal capitalist order, and the subjective ethos it produces. 

irreversibility of time constitutes an objective moral criterion. But it is one intimately related to 

myth like abstract time itself. The exclusiveness implicit in time gives rise, by its inherent law, to 

241 Thus, 

temporal order  like ideology and language  operates both externally and internally; ultimately 

framing our relationship to permanence, progress, risk, and immediacy. In regards to 

environmental politics, the temporal speeds that we repress and react to environmental crises 

often align with immediate gratification (e.g., disaster relief) and/or cynicism (e.g., climate 

porn). Furthermore, as Lipscomb argues, the increasing speeds and normalization of advanced 

seemingly organic relationships always face the risk of falling back into the logic of our 

242 Through the critique of temporal rhythms, then, we can reflect on 

 but rather, part 

of particular socio-historical origins. By anchoring the concept of nature in cultural and 

-

reveal subversive ways of destabilizing the steady machinery of capitalism.  

For Adorno, radical change presupposes a critical understanding of the social behaviours 

that derail effective action. Alternatively, critical theory suggests 

better understanding of our current predicament, a predicament in which the most well-meaning 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
241 Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from the Damaged Life, 78 
	  
242 Lipscomb in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 302 
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individuals often sustain the very system they im 243 Detailed 

in this way, critical theory can thus be expressed as a form of political action wherein it 

continuously questions, reflects, and subverts the tendencies and trends that undermine effective 

action. Expanding on this claim, I turn to the works of , who, borrowing from Frankfurt 

Schoo 244 By reflecting on the ways historical 

imagination has been imprinted by capitalist ideology,  suggests that in order to 

substantiate radical political change, we must learn to distinguish reality from th

image of it.245 

3.3 A G A INST INST RU C T I O N 

Central to 

removed us from knowing how to articulate and imagine alternative ways of subjective 

experiences. More precisely,  highlights the distortion of reality through the following joke: 

A guy was sent from East Germany to work in Siberia. He knew his mail would be read 

written i

is wonderful here. Stores are full of good food. Movies theatres show good films from the 

This is how we live. We have all the freedoms we want. But what is missing is red ink: 
the language to articulate our non-freedom.246  
 

The red ink, or the language of our non-freedom  is a critique of how communicative structures 

are systematically concealed, normalized, and distorted. Thus, when we demand action, encoded 

within the very language is a set of particular discursive networks and competing idioms. 

matter: on the contrary, such dominion inscribes itself on the inside of our speech, so that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
243 Cook, Adorno: On Nature, 130-131 
244   
245 , 68 
246 Occupy: Scenes from Occupied America, 67-68	  
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ideology becomes a set of effects internal 247  Often, 

coherent demands for change appeal to established systems and structures by mimicking the 

dominant pre-

 or rather the 

248  Recalling the 

 I contend that within demands for a sustainable future, 

we have continued to strive towards a vision of nature that can be mastered and controlled. 

 conceived of as the progressive 

deepening of the idea of freedom  is a circle: when an epoch of historical development started 

 249 This passage can be 

interpreted in two ways; the first, is that progress perpetuates an idea of freedom far removed 

from its reality. Thus, in our pursuit towards freedom, we fall back into a spiralling web of 

ideology and failed actions. The second reading, is one wherein the myths that once permeated 

-

historical site o  

Expanding on notions of freedom and progress, I return to Adorno, who suggests; only 

by workin or non-identity the 

250  Moreover, 

-

prospect of a former existence; or rather, the ways in which natural 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
247 Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, 129 
248 , 69 
249 Leiss, William in Biro, Critical Ecologies: The F rankfurt School and Contemporary Environmental Crises, 35 
250 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 6 
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251 Here, Adorno claims that natural beauty 

that, despite having never been experienced, remains possible. 

Furthering the claim that we can remain committed to a vision of utopia without instruction, I 

turn to , or moment when the 

  

For , Occupy Wall Street - a movement that was propelled without coherent 

demands or utopian promises  represented the fact that 

wrong with the system, and the existing forms of institutionalized democracy are not strong 

enough to deal with proble 252 Occupy, I argue, symbolizes the ways in which action without 

articulation of answers serves as a strategy for pausing or interrupting the temporal rhythm of 

hegemonic ideology. Rather than attempting to replace the throne, we have begun to question the 

very ontological grounds that legitimize its function. Or, as  asserts; 

is: the taboo has been broken, we do not live in the best possible world; we are allowed, obliged 

even, to think about the alternatives. 253 Resisting the concretization of demands allows for us to 

move towards the seemingly impossible through critical self-reflection. The task today is to 

explicitly acknowledge the impossible so that, as Murray Bookchin writes, we faced 

254 Thinking about alternatives is, I argue, how we maintain an enduring, 

 Echoing similar sentiments expressed in 

Adorno -tempos  or 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
251 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, 66 
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253 The Year of Dreaming Dangerously, 77 
254 Bookchin, Murray 
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255 What is central today in environmental politics is the idea that critical thought and 

reflection necessitates genuine, committed action  or, we must first critique the concepts that 

shape and limit  By 

acknowledging that we do not know how to best proceed in times of urgency, we can begin to 

 or rather, acknowledge that the temporal speeds at which we project our 

 observes that, in 

the 21st 256   consists of 

descending towards the the inherent structural 

imbalance.  Similarly, I have argued that there is a fundamental antagonism within the ideology 

of natural balance, namely that it distorts and limits us from ascertaining a real political ecology. 

For , 

257  Political 

constructs, like the concept of nature, thrive under the illusion of an inherit aimed at 

reproducing and naturalizing capitalist ideals, and moreover, function as discursive tactics that 

limit the scope of radical change. balanced  world are settled in a series of pragmatic 

paradoxes such as: we must maintain a presupposed timeless world.  

Reflecting on action,  

today: not so much to unleash a new movement, as to interrupt the present predominant 

258 Significantly, this interruption enables us to re-formulate historical struggles in 

relation to t
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257 Tarrying With the Negative, 209 emphasis in original 
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lose but their chains  must be re-figured in order to capture the impact advanced capitalist 

systems has on  259 By acknowledging that 

advanced capitalism is dependent upon the ruthless exploitation of finite resources, we also 

there is no choice but to confront the inherent limit of our current social and ecological reality. 

This reflection, as Jean-Paul Dupuy argues, means on

 

The catastrophic event is inscribed into the future as destiny, for sure, but also as a 
contingent accident: it could not have taken place, even if, in futur anterieur, it appears 

 
actualization  the fact that it takes place  which retroactively creates its necessity.260 

 
Against apocalyptic narratives that suggest that catastrophe is inevitable, Dupuy argues that we 

approach radical ecological politics as though it has already taken place. In doing so, we can 

Dupuy, by inserting ourse  we can retroactively think about how 

we would have acted had the event not seemed so inevitable. Similarly, Alain Badiou suggests 

that we must act as though the future has already arrived, rather than assuming we have a choice 

in it.261 Reflecting upon these re-iterations of time and historical events,  

postpone our action until we have full knowledge of the catastrophe, we will have acquired 

262 Reflecting on Occupy, or the 

 radical change; however, these moments offer 

glimpses into alternative possibilities  if only to generate knowledge on what we do not want. 
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260 Dupuy, Jean-Pierre (2005). Petite metaphysique des tsunami. Seuil, Paris, 19	  
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More importantly

changes the big Event leaves 263  

The series of exacerbating environmental crises in the world today are telling us that time 

 but rather, part of the mechanical reproduction of exploitative 

condition

264 Alternatively, we need to work towards falling out of tune with the temporal 

rhythms of advanced capitalism. In other words, slowing down the train - or returning to the 

antagonistic concepts that contour and structure ideological currents - will allow us to map 

emancipatory routes that can derail real catastrophic collisions. 
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EPI L O G U E 
 

Contemporary debates on how to reconcile ecological urgency with critical theory will, I 

argue, lead to a more nuanced understanding of how particular dominate ideologies of nature are 

ould 

seemingly offer a bleak view of how we can move beyond the limits of advanced capitalism. 

commitment to political possibilities. Rather than offering instruction on how to best proceed, 

The Frankfurt School provides a space for self-reflection and critical engagement without falling 

back into essentialism or revolutionary resignation. In other words, Adorno concedes that we 

265 266 The 

Frankfurt School reminds us that the task at hand is not necessarily knowing how best to 

proceed, but rather, how to  again.  

Borrowing from and radicalizing Frankfurt School theories,  offers subversive 

theoretical alternatives to environmental politics to may appear as a 

an anti-revolutionary approach to a radical political ecology; however, as I have argued, it 

suggests new ways of interrupting dominant ideologies and persuasions that beckon change 

before critical reflection. For , the real conditions of ecological crisis demand that we 

radicalize and transform social relations. 

position herself against historical necessity and contingency. By moving against temporal 

rhythms, we can wilfully sever the ideological looping of domination and crisis. Moreover,  
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266 Adorno in Cook, Adorno on Nature, 10	  
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 or as Lacan skilfully wrote in 

response to the 1968 protests in Pa

267 It seems, in contemporary environmental politics, we are at a deadlock: we 

need to urgently change the road we are on, and yet, we do not know of  to 

replace the one in crisis on the throne. 

 Alternatively, I have turned to both Adorno and  to move against this deadlock, and 

alternatively purposed, that we should abolish the throne in which the concept of nature rests. 

Here, however, it is important to differentiate between  

not yet  grapples at the non-

identity; a kind of hopeful pilgrimage towards the utopic promise of a natural world. For , 

s render no choice but to abandon hope in 

diverting ecological crisis. Rather, we must retroactively respond to crisis as though it has 

already happened in order to substantiate genuine praxis. Only through this temporal re-ordering 

  Lastly, Adorno and  

theories entail a re-mapping of the ideological coordinates that contour subjectivity. Namely, 

Adorno concedes that only through self-reflection can the will of the Many overcome the One. 

Continuing this project,   drawing on a Hopi saying  asserts 

268 In other words, we cannot remain as we are, passively hoping for the 

promised messiah to be delivered, but rather, question the ideological coordinates that separate 

 For , these two levels are intertwined and spun within the nexus 

of capitalist relations of power. Yet again, we are left with no choice but return to the conceptual 

origin  
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