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Preface and Acknowledgments

How to search for something as elusive as “truth” in an age of deeply troubling forms of post-truth politics? And how to do so in relation to an equally troubling ecological crisis? Is this at all relevant or possible in this day and age? With hindsight I can say that a large part of the journey that led to this book was spent mulling over these questions. At first this did not concern post-truth or platform capitalism. The beginning of the journey in 2010 simply involved a curiosity about new online media and how these might influence environmentalism and human-nature relations. The rather straightforward hunch that led to a grant supporting the research was that these new trends were likely to affect environmentalism quite a bit. Little did I realize how big an understatement this proved to be.

As I dug into the research and started spending (even) more time online, my attention gradually shifted from online environmental discourses and images to the power dynamics behind new media platforms. The larger truth was that these different sides could (and should) not be separated. Yet it also meant that the challenges of the research multiplied rapidly. No longer content to limit the study to how online natures related to offline natures, I now also wanted to tie these into the power structures behind online platforms. And as these were changing extremely rapidly, it was hard to keep the project together. Let alone to work it into a larger storyline and argumentation that could intervene productively into contemporary debates on swiftly escalating environmental crises.

Basically, this new and expanded aim of the research meant working on and connecting three levels: the level of everyday environmental politics, the more structural level of political economy and the level of (meta)theory or epistemology, and how all these and their relations are changing due to the rise of new media and online platforms. I was and am still convinced that connecting these levels is necessary to come to a holistic understanding of contemporary socio-environmental realities. At the same time, this was clearly a lot to handle. Around 2015–2016, it even felt as though the project was starting to succumb to the centrifugal forces unleashed by the empirical and intellectual demands of these various levels. Two developments hindered the project from collapsing altogether.

The first was the emergence of “platform capitalism”—and later “surveillance capitalism”—to illuminate the workings of the political economy of online platforms. The thinkers that blazed this trail to a theoretical breakthrough, especially Nick Srnicek and Shoshana Zuboff, provided conceptual clarity to this emerging political economy and so enabled me to organize the crucial intermediate level in my developing intellectual edifice. The present work, therefore, quite literally stands on their (and others’) earlier, pioneering efforts, showing once again how the possibility for academic insight is innately tied to the common and the collective.

The second was the emergence of the concept of post-truth to designate the troubling political earthquakes of 2016, in combination with a realization that contemporary social theory had few explanations for, let alone defenses against, this development. It started dawning on me that my project could contribute to both: to help understand the emergence of post-truth (in general and specifically in relation to the environmental crisis) and to aid the collective intellectual endeavor to build defenses against it. To do so, I needed to not only develop a novel understanding of post-truth, but also to start searching for truth itself. Against dominant theoretical currents, I came to the conclusion that a genuine and meaningful search for truth—which is different from any expectation of its ultimate attainment—is the critical intellectual defense line against debilitating post-truth politics. I also became convinced that it is the basis for any effective environmental politics going forward.

The details of what all this entails are explained in ensuing chapters and start making sense through the narrative that binds them. By definition, this cannot be a settled or completed narrative. It is, rather, a journey where beginning and end are but a pretense of overcoming what this book ultimately is: a static snapshot of the dynamic current moment in which we live. It is therefore fitting to conclude this preface by emphasizing that the book itself should be approached as a journey: crossing diverse epistemological, theoretical, empirical, and thematic terrains that together form an open-ended whole that must necessarily trigger further journeys. Only this (pace Hannah Arendt) leads to understanding, the opposite of post-truth. It is my hope and conviction that this type of understanding can help build the post-capitalist platforms we need to confront the troubling socio-ecological crises that beset our common world.

Along the path of researching and writing this book, I accumulated many intellectual, inspirational, and material debts, both to the common and the collective and to many specific individuals and communities that nourished and supported me along the way. Many thanks to: David Bunn, Xolani Tembu, Wayne Twine, and all at Wits Rural Facility, which I was fortunate to call home for many months during the research; Louise Swemmer, Nedret Saidova, Rina and Harry Biggs, Marna Herbst, Markus Hofmeyr, Xolani Nicholas Funda, Sam Ferreira, and all at South African National Parks; Freddy Mathabela, Risimati Chauke, and Velly Victoria Ndlovu, who helped implement a large survey at three Kruger National Parks gates in April 2014, and all at Ploughback to the Communities; Malcolm and Eideen Draper, Jenny Renne, Monique and Heidi, and all my friends and colleagues in KwaZulu Natal; Mokganedi Ntana and colleagues in Kasane; my dear friends in Gauteng, including Thea, Sean, Rob, Pam, Sonja, Neels, Gerhard, Marina, Bafana, Marloes, and Shane; and all others who supported field research in South Africa, the Netherlands, and the United States.

I am grateful for institutional support from the Institute of Social Studies, Erasmus University, where I started the project. I was relieved of most of my teaching duties in the last years of my tenure there, which allowed me to think, reflect, do research and write. Many thanks to my former colleagues Murat Arsel, Sharmini Bisessar-Selvarajah, Max Spoor, Lorenzo Pellegrini, Wendy Harcourt, Jun Borras, Andrew Fischer, Julien-François Gerber, Wil Hout, Roy Huijsmans, Paul Huber, and others for their collegiality and friendship.

I hugely benefitted from a two-month appointment as a Van Zyl Slabbert visiting professor at the Department of Politics and the Department of Sociology at the University of Cape Town from April to June 2017. This appointment came at a crucial time in the development of the manuscript, during which I was able to (re)write large parts of it and steer the whole endeavor in the direction of what is was ultimately to become. Special thanks to my good friends Frank Matose and Maano Ramutsindela for making this possible and the in-depth discussions.

I am also most grateful for the long-standing and continuing institutional support from the University of Johannesburg (UJ) and Stellenbosch University. At UJ, I have been connected to the Department of Geography, Environmental Management, and Energy Studies for over a decade now, and I thank Clare Kelso, Gijsbert Hoogendoorn, and other colleagues for their support, hospitality, and enduring friendship. At Stellenbosch University, I thank Cherryl Walker, Michela Marcatelli, and colleagues at the Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology for support, friendship, and hosting fantastic Forum sessions.

My current institutional home, the Sociology of Development and Change (SDC) group at Wageningen University, was the right intellectual home to bring the project to its conclusion. Even though I often struggled to find time for writing and reflection next to my responsibilities as department chair, I have always felt supported and encouraged by colleagues and (PhD) students in and around the SDC group, and those we closely collaborate with in the Rural Sociology, Health and Society, and Cultural Geography groups. Your collegiality and what we are building together through the Centre for Space, Place, and Society (CSPS) means the world to me. Sincere gratitude also to colleagues in the Water Resources Management group, the Forest and Nature Conservation Policy group, and the Social Science Department and beyond. Special thanks to CSPS visiting professors Erik Swyngedouw, Mike Goodman, and Scott Prudham for the inspiring discussions (and bike rides, Scott!).

I feel fortunate to be part of a large and diverse collective of scholars and practitioners, including those in the Political Ecology Network, POLLEN, who enjoy debating and thinking about socio-environmental change as much as I do, and who share a desire for understanding and how this can contribute to political change. Some of these have been close collaborators for many years and have taken the time to read (parts of) the manuscript and give extensive comments and suggestions: Wolfram Dressler, Robert Fletcher, Rosaleen Duffy, Francis Massé, Dan Brockington, and Jim Igoe. Many thanks to Ingrid Nelson and Stasja Koot for being associated with the project and thinking through Nature 2.0 together with me.

Over the course of almost a decade, I have had many other fruitful discussions and exchanges on this topic with inspiring scholars. Thanks to Joel Wainwright, Jarkko Saarinen, Payal Arora, Koen Arts, Bill Adams, Chris Sandbrook, Sian Sullivan, René van der Wal, Emile Smidt, Jennifer Dodsworth, Audrey Verma, Glenn Banks, Nitin Rai, Karen Bakker, Max Ritts, the participants of the Nature 2.0 Aosta Valley workshop in 2015, Melissa Checker, Elizabeth Lunstrum, James Stinson, Eli Typhina, Roberta Hawkins, Jennifer Silver, Brett Matulis, Rob Fletcher, Stasja Koot, Jim Igoe, and Ingrid Nelson, and all participants and lecturers at the Wageningen Political Ecology summer schools in 2018 and 2019, where some of the ideas in the manuscript were presented and debated. I have given seminars on (parts of) the book at the University of Johannesburg, Stellenbosch University, the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment, Oxford University, Cambridge University, University of Sheffield, the Swedish Agricultural University, the University of Gent, Aberdeen University, the University of Olou, the Africa Studies Centre, Leiden University, the University of KwaZulu Natal, University of Edinburgh, University of the Western Cape, and the University of Witwatersrand. I am grateful to all those who made these sessions possible: academic and intellectual growth depends on opportunities for genuine scholarly engagement like these and they were very important to help think through the arguments and interventions of the book.

The research for this book was made possible by a Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) Veni grant, Dossier number 451-11-010. I am deeply grateful not only for the trust the NWO gave me by offering me this opportunity, but also the efficient and flexible handling of the grant. This book is the final “output” of the grant, five years after it ended, which goes to show how transformative such an opportunity can be(come).

I can think of no better home for this book than the University of California Press and I thank Pete Alagona for making the connection. To Stacy Eisenstark, my amazing editor: thank you for your faith in the project right from the start and your enthusiastic championing of the manuscript. Your astute content and process guidance has been crucial to bring the book to the next level. I also thank Robin Manley and all others at the press for their professional handling of the production process and their hard work in ensuring academic and intellectual quality.

Writing this book has made me appreciate friends and family even more than I think I already did. But at the same time, there is a stark contradiction, as the intensive writing that goes into a book has the consequence of leading to much less time and attention for friends and family. This acknowledgment does not make up for lost time together, but I hope it indicates that it has no relation to how much I appreciate and depend on their love and support. This goes for all friends and family, but in particular for my brothers and sisters (in law) and their families; my parents, Henk and Lenny; my mom-in-law, Tina; and our neighbors-extraordinaire, Jan and Monika. It also and especially goes for the love of my life, Stacey Büscher-Brown, without whom—again and always—none of this would be possible or meaningful.

Last but not least: our daughter, Arana, was born during the early stages of the research for this book. The grant that enabled this research also enabled me to spend a lot of time with her during her early years, and this has been a true gift. Since then, it has been amazing seeing her grow and develop. Like many others, I worry about what the future will hold for her and other young people. The analysis in this book presents a rather gloomy picture above and beyond the problems that already beset our world. I remain convinced, however, that we need to critically understand challenges in order to face them. This text has therefore also been written with the hope that my generation can help pave the way for my daughter and her generation to do better. I do not wish to lay all responsibility for dealing with past mistakes and wrong political-economic turns on their shoulders, but rather to join them in combined intellectual and practical struggle for a better world. It is for this reason that the book is dedicated to Arana and her generation.
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Introduction

The Truth about Nature?

#ClimateTruth

#FactsOfWildlife

The two popular hashtags above are meant to communicate the “correct” status of the environment and to push for its conservation. Recently, it seems that promoting environmental facts and truths has become increasingly necessary. On its website about wildlife trafficking, for example, Conservation International argues that this trafficking “is a global problem. One of the best ways to counteract the illicit trade and profit is through education. Share these facts about wildlife trafficking and help make a difference” (figure 1). Below this statement, the site offers several videos, accompanied by short texts that convey the facts about different aspects of wildlife crime. They include the plight of rhinos, pangolins, and tigers, but also the threat that wildlife trafficking poses to international security. If you click on the Facebook or Twitter buttons below them, you can immediately share these facts, along with the hashtag #FactsOfWildlife.
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FIGURE 1. “Share the facts” about wildlife trafficking, Conservation International. Source: http://www.conservation.org/act/Pages/Share-the-facts-about-wildlife-trafficking.aspx, accessed 17 May 2017.

Communicating environmental predicaments is not easy. “Doom and gloom,” a favorite mode of conveying environmental crises, can lead to apathy rather than action. On the other side, being optimistic about where things are heading and focusing on positive success stories seems naive in the face of current environmental realities.1 And while both styles remain popular it might be better, many seem to think, to concentrate on facts and truths. After all, conservation is supposed to be based on facts and truths about nature, which are revealed through science. And as science continues to show that many environmental indicators are generally getting worse, it makes sharing these facts and truths even more important.2 As the quote above demonstrates, the idea is that once people understand “the facts,” they are better educated and will do things that “make a difference” for the environment.

There is another reason why sharing facts and truths about nature has become more important of late. For the last several years, especially after Donald Trump’s election as US president and the UK Brexit referendum in 2016, we have been living in what some have called the post-truth era.3 Truth, it seems, has been dealt its death blow. We now live in a world where commitment to any shared understanding of “reality” or “facts” seems unrealistic. My reality competes with your reality, and “alternative facts” compete with “actual” facts. As long as one’s reality or facts get traction or generate commercial success, they may seem legitimate in global information markets.

This plainly poses fundamental challenges to environmentalism in the twenty-first century. A good illustration is “an important message you can’t miss” from Conservation International in early 2018. The video message summarizes the central problem for environmental action as follows: “Today’s greatest threat is not climate change, not pollution, not famine, not flood or fire. It’s that we’ve got people in charge of important sh*t who don’t believe in science.” The video shows what Conservation International is doing about this and ends by stating: “If we don’t stop the destruction of nature, nothing else will matter. Simple as that.”4

Evidently, but without saying it, Conservation International here responds to the post-truth conundrum in relation to a “simple” truth about nature. This truth is revealed by science, but the problem is that there are people in charge “who don’t believe in science.” Hence, CI wants to “change the conversation” because, like Cynthia Barnett in the LA Times, they believe that “regardless of alternative facts, fake news or scientific censorship, nature tells the truth.”5 Yet the problem remains: If environmental action is supposed to be based on facts and truths about nature, how to communicate and share these in a post-truth context?6

This vexing problem troubles many environmental actors. Some have gone on the offensive. They argue that the dramatic consequences of the sixth mass extinction event we have recently entered into need to be communicated in a “bolder” fashion.7 Some environmentalists indeed demand the truth to be heard and acted on.8 Take, for example, the Extinction Rebellion movement. Their first of three demands is that governments “tell the truth” about our climate emergency.9 Another illustration is the “nature needs half” community, which wants half the entire planet to become formally protected. They argue that this is the only solution commensurate with the problem of what “humanity” is doing to nature.10 According to the Nature Needs Half website, “The magnitude of the global ecological crisis we face today—and the availability of better and more accurate ecological information—demands that conservationists provide a clear and accurate global conservation target that will realistically keep our planet viable.” The conservationists behind this initiative believe they “have a duty to speak frankly about the clear implications of the science” and that this truth needs to be boldly and widely shared. “Failure to do so,” according to them, “would be the ultimate disservice to people and planet alike.”11

Other environmentalists are perhaps less bold. But they too believe that post-truth needs to be countered by truths and facts, and that these should be shared by and with as many as possible. Consider the conservation evidence project. It “has the wildly ambitious but conceptually blindingly obvious aim of collecting together all the evidence for how well every conservation intervention ever dreamed up actually works, for every species and habitat in the world, and making it freely available on their website.” An accompanying book entitled What Works in Conservation 2017 aims to give conservation managers access to scientific evidence in order to counter post-truth tendencies. The project encourages all of us to “stand up for science, truth and expertise” and concludes: “So if you are interested in what really works in conservation, and what is just hot air and wishful thinking, check out ‘What Works in Conservation 2017’ or www.conservationevidence.com. Daily evidence viewing will move us cleanly and effortlessly into a post-post-truth world.”12

Clearly, things are not this simple. And environmental actors know it.13 This book also shows that we will not “cleanly and effortlessly” move into a post-post-truth world by digesting a daily portion of evidence (or facts, or truth). But it also demonstrates that this does not stop most environmentalists. Spurred on by new online media technologies, they doggedly and passionately continue to discover, study, and share #FactsOfWildlife, truths, and natures.

THE TRUTH ABOUT NATURE?

In its most generic sense, the truth about nature, according to many environmentalists, is straightforward: nature is not doing well but can be saved through appropriate (evidence-based) action. Looking at the scientific literature, the first part of this statement may be easily corroborated; most of today’s major environmental issues are familiar and need little reiteration.14 What does warrant emphasis is the recent tone and urgency with which they are pronounced. When conservation biologists start using terms like biological annihilation we may need to pay attention.15 But whatever the precise wording, the commonly accepted and widely spread truth about nature in the twenty-first century is that we have a major problem on our hands when it comes to our contemporary environmental condition.16 And let me make clear at the start that I, too, believe we have an environmental predicament that is intensely problematic and arguably even worse than many think. Yet this predicament does not represent “the truth about nature,” let alone “the truth.” While environmentalists may have ramped up their efforts to counter post-truth with truths about nature, these will always amount to generic statements that say little about the precise details of the environmental crisis in specific places, the different interpretations of this truth, how they relate to other truths, and whether they may be mediated through environmental action.

The conclusion regarding the complex question of truth and nature thus seems straightforward: there is no “the truth about nature” and there can never be one. This is one of the main lessons that the social sciences and environmental humanities have taught us over the last decades—if not longer.17 Most prominently, since Bruno Latour declared that in discursive contests “the word ‘truth’ adds only a little supplement to a trial of strength,” we have seen many scholars from poststructuralist, actor-network, critical realist, and other theoretical denominations thoroughly deconstruct ideas about truth to reveal the power relations that truth-discourses inevitably contain and often try to hide.18 In fact, when reading contemporary environmental studies literatures in political ecology, human geography, anthropology, sociology, and the humanities, the term truth rarely features as a productive analytical construct. If mentioned at all, it is often in quotation marks and mostly functions as a “red cape” to prompt charges from the bulls of critique and deconstruction.19 I myself have used it mainly in this way. And I still believe this work is critically important. We should never lose vigilance in dealing with truth claims, especially in relation to contested terms like nature.

At the same time, we have come to a point where this dominant type of engagement with truth—or at least its automaticity—needs rethinking. First, because all of this does not diminish the truthfulness of our global environmental predicament. And following Harry Frankfurt, we should not be indifferent to truth.20 Indifference to truth is dangerous, especially when the environmental conditions of life on earth are concerned. Many environmental issues may be familiar, but their stakes are extremely high and we need to fully acknowledge them. Does this mean we simply accept those truths that have high stakes attached to them? In fact, the opposite: because of the stakes involved, we need to study and vigorously debate the places, interpretations of, and exceptions to consequential truth claims. Deconstructing truth claims—including claims related to “the truth about nature”—can render truth productive.21 But this can only happen when a quest for truth is seen as legitimate; when truth is conceptualized simultaneously as an expression of power and as more-than-power; and when we think about truth not just in terms of power wars to be won but as tensions to be embraced, even nurtured. Part 1 of the book is dedicated to theorizing truth tensions and rendering them productive as the metatheoretical and political bearings that guide the rest of the book.

Second, the rise of post-truth politics and the specific mode of power this represents demands that we rethink the dominant engagement with truth. Post-truth, contrary to popular conceptualizations, is not some new word for age-old traditions of lying or bullshitting. It is also not, following the Oxford dictionary definition, emotions trumping facts in politics and public debate. Instead, a key intervention of this book is that post-truth is a recent phenomenon and should be understood as an expression of contemporary forms of power. This power, following Nick Srnicek and Shoshana Zuboff, is unprecedented and derives from a new logic of capitalist accumulation that they respectively refer to as “platform capitalism” and “surveillance capitalism.”22 Confronting this logic and the power behind it is critically important for any effective environmental politics. Not doing so will risk even the most astute environmental politics getting stuck in a debilitating vicious circle.

A VICIOUS CIRCLE (AND WHY IT MUST BE BROKEN)

The vicious circle I am referring to is a complicated and tenacious one, imbued with political economic power that works across multiple layers. Yet the basic problem, the one that prompted this book, can be summed up in one sentence: Sharing truths about nature through online new media to counter post-truth has the unintended effect of reinforcing the structural dynamics responsible for environmental crisis. This is a stark argument and a dire warning. Yet it might not be stark enough. Thinkers like Shoshana Zuboff and Byung-Chul Han go some steps further and warn us that while the unintended effect of industrial capitalism was the destruction of nonhuman nature, surveillance or platform capitalism could well destroy “human nature” and any idea of “free will.” Zuboff refers to this, following the biological “sixth extinction,” as a possible “seventh extinction,” which according to her, “will not be of nature but of what has been held most precious in human nature: the will to will, the sanctity of the individual, the ties of intimacy, the sociality that binds us together in promises, and the trust they breed. The dying off of this human future will be just as unintended as any other.”23 She comes to this ominous conclusion by showing in detail how big technology corporations have reoriented their operations from knowing and predicting our behaviors as key products for their behavioral data markets to, increasingly, shaping “our behavior at scale” ultimately “to automate us.”24 Whether or how this will come to pass, I will not get into in this book. Instead, I will focus on the relations between platform/surveillance capitalism, nature, and (post-)truth, which are almost completely absent from Zuboff’s otherwise stellar account. These relations are critical to understand the power of this emerging political economy and the vicious circle that it presents for environmentalists (and, indeed, all of us). A first, crude overview of the central arguments that run through the book will help to clarify the danger of this vicious circle and make the case for why it must be broken.

The argument starts again with environmentalists sharing #FactsOfWildlife, truths, and natures through the new possibilities provided by online media. This sharing triggers and intensifies myriad dynamics, including those related to older media, while leading environmentalists into a political economy of platform capitalism and its algorithmic logics. This political economy, I will show, thrives on the sharing, cocreation, and individualization of products and information online, including truths and natures, while turning all these into commodifiable data. The contradictory effect of this online sharing and cocreation is that what is actually true no longer matters to platforms: it is all profitable as data. To put it bluntly: why I would be interested to save nature becomes secondary—or totally irrelevant—to the information that I want to save nature, evidenced by my online clicking, browsing, and viewing choices. The truth, according to algorithms, is the latter. In this model, any truth (or lie) could potentially be as profitable as any other truth (or lie). Which is why I argue that platform capitalism is responsible for the emergence of post-truth and why I understand post-truth as an expression of power under platform capitalism. In this way, post-truth also plays into the hands of capitalist power more generally, which intensifies rather than weakens the overall political economy responsible for the current environmental predicament.

For environmentalists, the timing of this warning could not be worse. They already feel the environmental crisis as a colossal responsibility, and many seem to grasp at any tool that may help tackle it. Chief among these is digital technology. The largest environmental organization in the world, the Nature Conservancy, for example, appointed a chief technology officer in 2018, who writes: “We know that we can get bigger, faster and smarter with our solutions—what if action for our planet could move at the pace of Silicon Valley? Technology has extraordinary potential to play a key role in this sort of acceleration.”25 Many biological scientists, likewise, urge their colleagues to join “a new era of conservation technology,” based on SMART forms of governance and data application.26

In other words, precisely when we should become worried about the potential effects of new platform technologies, many environmentalists feel it is time to embrace them wholeheartedly as a way of saving nature, spreading #ClimateTruth and to counter post-truth. This does not mean all environmentalists jump on board uncritically. Later chapters will show that many recognize major problems and contradictions of new media platforms. Yet the same chapters also show that they nonetheless compound it in their drive to share the truth about nature and to raise awareness about the environmental crisis. This, then, is the vicious circle we need to understand and confront. If not actively broken, this vicious circle could make matters worse for a long time to come. It is therefore vital, the book will conclude, to break the vicious circle by challenging the new forms of hegemonic power under platform capitalism by building post-capitalist platforms and by rekindling the art of speaking truth to power.

Part 2 of the book is dedicated to explaining and illustrating this vicious circle and the above arguments in detail. This is important because we can only challenge the new forms of platform power and the political economic system they emanate from if we understand them. This book does not claim to have concluded this understanding. Quite the opposite: it is offered as one step in an ongoing search that needs many more minds, especially because these new forms of platform power represent unprecedented, moving terrain that increasingly influences but does not determine environmental and conservation praxis. Conservation, after all, is not interested in saving online animals and ecosystems. Which begs the question: how do all these unprecedented platform developments influence environmental and conservation praxis, and vice versa?

PRAXIS FOR THE UNPRECEDENTED

From the frontlines of (researching) conservation praxis, whether in environmental organizations or in field situations around the globe, the above dire warning and arguments may seem rather crude and abstract. What to do with this if you are working in an environmental organization and trying to make a positive impact? How to relate to this when you are sitting behind your computer and these same organizations are urging you to click on a link to save a particular species of wildlife that you are passionate about? Or what to do if you are managing or studying a conservation area in Southern Africa, and you see that power dynamics around race, class, gender, positionality, and others seem to outweigh what is shared on online platforms regarding what transpires in actual praxis?

Questions like these are crucial. They necessarily complicate and complement the above political economic argumentation. We will see through diverse case studies in part 3 of the book that environmental actors are no dupes of structural forms of platform power and that they use various political strategies to try and achieve impact. It is therefore critical to investigate what transpires when environmental actors try to harness online platform forces to save nature, not just on the more abstract level of political economy but also on the level of daily praxis in different, concrete settings. For one, online action can and does lead to positive environmental impacts in some places and can inspire many people to become environmentally conscious and take action. Online truth statements about environmental crises, like those from Extinction Rebellion, the Nature Needs Half movement, or others, continue to be powerful, even when they are voiced on problematic platforms.

At the same time, part 3 of the book shows that the growing influence of new media and platforms on environmental action leads to new contradictions, including around age-old determinants of power such as class, race, and gender. Moving empirically from the daily praxis of Western environmental organizations in chapter 4 to various interventions focused on saving nature in Southern Africa in chapters 5 to 7, we will see that context becomes ever more crucial for understanding the effects and limits of more generic conduits of algorithmic platform power. In the process, any semblance of a generic “truth about nature” seems to drown in the shifting sands of the interplay between different positionalities, lived histories, and overlapping contexts. Through all this, it will become clear that the variegated political strategies that aim to mediate and employ platform power are at the same time themselves mediated and changed by this power and have little effect on its propensity to encourage post-truth. And so we are back to the vicious circle above, albeit now with a more acute appreciation for how this circle works across multiple (practical, theoretical, epistemological) layers and how all this leads us even further into unprecedented terrain.

What, then, is a “praxis for the unprecedented”? What environmental politics might lead us forward in the era of post-truth politics and platform capitalism? Wherever we search for the answer, it will require rethinking the notion of truth, to reemphasize its importance and to make it productive. After all, it is hard to challenge power if nothing truthful can be said about this power. All that is left is raw power itself.27 At the same time, challenging structural formations of power is always mediated by everyday politics and praxis, where constructions of truth are anything but stable. We must therefore connect the arguments from parts 2 and 3 by conceptualizing the relations between truth, power, and nature such that they mediate between them.

This brings me, in the conclusion, back to the (meta)theoretical bearings established in part 1. Reflecting on these bearings going forward, I reemphasize the importance of basing our analysis and understanding on a metaphysics of “truth tensions.” Following a close reading of Foucault’s last lectures combined with tension-ridden insights from Marx, Arendt, and other thinkers, I emphasize that the importance of truth is not that it is some kind of ultimate arbiter, especially not vis-à-vis “nature.” Rather and with particular reference to our problematic environmental condition, the emphasis is on making truth productive in order to confront, challenge, and speak it to power. This is a political ecology of truth that opens up space for structural change.

But saying this does not mean that truth must fall back into a pure construction. “Truth tensions” also indicate we must do both at once: understand the possibility of truth as something solid and as something shifting and uncertain at the same time. This will allow for mediation between different statuses of truth claims in parts 2 and 3 and do them justice. Based on this, I conclude that the tension-ridden space between solid ground and shifting sand, while uncomfortable, is precisely where we should locate an environmental politics moving forward, one that allows us to more effectively act on the truthfulness of our environmental predicament in an era of post-truth politics and platform capitalism. A politics based on truth tensions accepts truth as power but simultaneously rekindles the art of speaking truth to power with one ultimate aim: building post-capitalist platforms to challenge and overcome platform capitalism and so open space for a more socially and ecologically just and sustainable world.

These bearings are critical. They give direction to environmental politics and help build a narrative structure across the contingency of actual political practices and the disparate data that inform the book. This narrative structure may limit Arendtian understanding where, as I will explain, the search for meaning, history, and context is more important than the outcome. Yet this is deliberate. The call for an environmental politics that has an outcome—understanding; challenging; and, ideally, overcoming platform capitalist power—is itself part of a narrative that came out of a search for truth but simultaneously comes to direct what we see and recognize as truth. This truth tension between politics and understanding traverses the entire book; it is at the core of my metatheoretical bearings and the narrative they enable.28 I therefore start with explaining these in more detail in chapter 1.



PART ONE

(Meta)theoretical Bearings



CHAPTER 1

Truth Tensions

#PowerOfTruth

#TruthAsPower

The term truth tensions performs a lot of work in this book. It aims to register the deep tensions and fault lines related to the idea of truth in and behind much contemporary critical theory. It is also the umbrella that holds together the book’s theoretical arguments and interventions. On a metatheoretical level, the term indicates that we need to always be critical of any truth claims and the powers behind them while at the same time always continue to search for truth. Contemporary engagements with truth focus mainly on the first part of this statement. They do so in often nuanced and sophisticated ways that I will not be able to do justice to. Yet a basic problem remains: if truth is only power, issues can only be settled through “truth wars” where organizing (counter)power ultimately trumps understanding. This is also the reason why for many others the term is so loaded that they prefer to stay away from it entirely. Both of these responses regard truth as not very productive or useful for providing meaningful theoretical bearings.

We need to rethink this stance. I argue that a metaphysics of truth tensions is crucial for any effective and meaningful environmental politics going forward. This is because, theoretically, it allows for mediating between different statuses of the term in different times and spaces and in relation to different objectives or aims, and because, politically, it provides direction in the tension-ridden space between more solid and shifting forms of knowledge. These claims may not be new, but the need to make truth productive in this way has regained urgency against the background of the emergence of post-truth. First, this emergence was deeply troubling for those who had been working hard to state that truth is nothing but power, a construction, or an (actor-)network. It has led to an emerging debate in the fields arguably most critical to this discussion, science and technology studies (STS) and the sociology of knowledge more generally. Delving into this debate in the next section will show the need for the proposed shift from truth wars to truth tensions.

This shift might seem impossible, seeing how a second major outcome of the emergence of post-truth is that political polarization has greatly intensified around the world. Yet it is necessary, nonetheless. Opposing factions seem to dig themselves ever deeper into their own, hardened truth regimes, and defend these ever more fiercely regardless of evidence or nuance. (The debates around Brexit in Britain, party politics in the United States, or climate change are just some contemporary examples that come to mind). These dynamics, combined with the urgency of the environmental crisis, render the question of how to move forward in relation to truth an equally urgent proposition, both in scientific and in public debates. The (meta)theoretical reflections in this chapter are therefore no mere abstract matter: they must be part of our collective discussions about our political bearings as we confront the necessity for urgent, structural transformation.

FROM TRUTH WARS TO TRUTH TENSIONS?

Science and technology studies and the sociology of knowledge have long reflected deeply on the relations between truth, nature, and power. In the process, and since their study objects are science, scientists, and knowledge-technology systems, they have also had a long-standing and tension-ridden relationship with other disciplines, especially the natural sciences. Steven Ward usefully chronicles some of the major developments in this relationship from the time of Emile Durkheim and argues that since early postmodernist and feminist critiques and deconstructions of science, much of this tension was situated between two basic sociologies of knowledge: a modernist one, which included more positivist social realists who believe objective truths about social reality are possible, and a postmodern approach that broadly sees truth as fully emerging from social dynamics and the textual strategies that follow from this.1 To this, he adds a third approach based on Latour’s actor-network theory, which he holds may be able to help us break through what is referred to as the “science wars” between modernists and postmodernists.

According to Ward: “One of the potential strengths of actor-network theory’s approach is that it adopts a view of truth, reality, and knowledge that is allegedly void of the objectivistic expectations of traditional realist epistemology, the relativistic conclusions of postmodern theory, and the reductionistic and reflexivity-ridden accounts found in social realism.”2 I agree with Ward and Latour that actor-networks are crucial in making truths count and accepted. However, leaving behind any idea of realism outside of networks quickly brings actor-network theory into trouble. Ward states that “for Latour, if truth claims are not attacked and there is no controversy among competing truth providers, then the claims are true.”3 This is a bizarre proposition. The converse would mean that everything that is attacked is by definition untrue. In general, but particularly in a post-truth era of intensified political polarization, this is deeply problematic. It basically turns the science wars into what Peter Lee calls “truth wars” where only the power of networks determines what is true or not.

Lee views “truth as something that is produced within complex relations between the individuals who wield political power, those who manage vast economic resources, the people who control the institutions and mechanisms that validate or invalidate scientific or other knowledge claims, and those who are subject to that power.”4 For Lee, objective truth is impossible and the search for it useless. Instead, he prefers to investigate “the ways in which opposing protagonists stake their claims and make their arguments.” I agree that objective truth does not exist. But the problem with Lee’s argument is that it does not require the term truth. The concept of truth in his account has no special significance and is basically the same as “claims” or “knowledge.” It does not become productive beyond it being a claim about a claim (namely, that it is important or powerful). Truth wars, from this perspective are interesting only to those who defend (a) truth and to those who attack or deconstruct it. But again, the post-truth conundrum forces us to rethink this power-only understanding of truth: it is clear that a public sphere based on ever-intensifying truth wars is highly toxic and runs a real risk of undermining what is critically important in science. A Latourian approach cannot provide the way forward here.

Fortunately, this conundrum has become subject to a growing debate within STS over the last years, with different arguments to consider.5 Fujimura and Holmes, for one, believe that STS must “stay the course.” They argue that “STS makes scientific practices more transparent by providing knowledge that helps to locate science in its social, institutional, and material contexts.”6 Others, like Angermuller, focusing on discourses studies in STS, believe that “contemporary post-truth discourses put the constructivist foundations of discourse studies to a test.” He argues for a “strong programme” “that is constructivist, without being relativist.”7 Yet others, like Palliser and Dodson, with reference to environmental conflict in New Zealand, believe that in the face of post-truth, defined as “ambiguous statements in between truth and lie,” better transparency, deliberative governance and communication can lead to improved collaboration and deflect post-truth.8 Lastly, famous sociologist of science Naomi Oreskes felt compelled to take “the other side.” Her recent book, tellingly titled Why Trust Science, argues that the “social character of scientific knowledge is its greatest strength.”9

Whether STS must stay the course or change is of no concern to me here. This book is not a sociology of knowledge or STS study, even though these debates have left clear traces on its content. Rather than aspire to settle the grand matter of truth, I wish to make the concept productive for understanding contemporary environmental politics within the context of post-truth politics and platform capitalism. It is, again, a political ecology of truth I am after. Several contributions to the debate in STS on post-truth, however, do start to point at what I am interested in. Noortje Marres, for example, argues that we “can’t have our facts back” and pleads for the idea of “experimental facts” in public life: a “statement whose truth value is unstable.” In doing so, she points to social media as a “truth-less public sphere by design,” since its algorithms are designed to encourage the circulation of popular messages, not truth.10 Equally important is the point by Giraud and Aghassi-Isfahana that the defense against post-truth seems to also come at the expense of “gender studies, postcolonial theory, and feminist science.” This, they argue, runs the real risk of further marginalizing already marginalized knowledges and peoples or other ways of understanding the world.11

These two issues—the design structures behind social media and broader political economic inequalities—are key in my own reflections moving forward. A political ecology of truth, however, emphasizes nature and power in relation to truth, which adds to but also rectifies some of the major gaps in the above STS contributions.12 For one, their engagement with political economy and power is superficial at best. Next, and remarkably, none of the studies cited here makes a clear distinction between fact, truth, and sometimes even knowledge or claims. This not only obfuscates our understanding of these terms but also makes it impossible to render them productive. Lastly, they all follow the mainstream understandings of post-truth as either the mixing of emotion and truth in public debates or as an updated variant of lying or bullshitting. A political ecology of truth theorizes post-truth very differently.

Before I get there, I must note an irony in the above critique, seeing how it may force me back to Latour. After all, this tactic resembles his when he concludes his book Politics of Nature with the question “What Is to Be Done” and answers it with “Political Ecology!’” Unlike Latour, however, I do not understand the world to be a flat “ensemble” of actors, networks, and their forms of experimentation with fact and fiction. For Latour, there are no “forces” that manipulate actors without their knowledge, and for him the social sciences merely serve for the collective to somehow “collect itself again.”13 Yet he hardly places any collective in context, nor does he entertain the possibility that certain forces may manipulate actors who are fully aware of this manipulation and may desire spokespersons to help them picture another world and ways to get there.14

Latour thus ends up with a politics where dominance, hierarchy, inequality, and power do not play a serious role and where it is unclear how these can be confronted. In short and despite the appearance of an understanding of truth as power (of networks), Latour’s is an epistemology of shifting sand, with little solid rock. It is therefore not surprising that the main actor he places his faith in is the diplomat, that quintessential actor who needs to shift not just her politics but even her personality depending on circumstances. In the face of contemporary obscene inequalities and environmental crises, we must do better than that; we need to confront power directly and do so on solid grounds while also doing justice to the shifting relations between truth, nature, and power.

THE POWER OF TRUTH TENSIONS

Many scholars who emphasize the point that truth is directly connected to power often start with the work of Michel Foucault, in particular one of his most famous quotes:

The important thing here is that truth isn’t outside power, or lacking in power. . . . Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its régime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourses which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.15

This quote is fascinating in many respects, especially in relation to the power of new media platforms discussed in chapters 2 and 3. But Foucault did not merely argue that truth and power are always interconnected. He also emphasized the politically liberating potential of this insight: “It’s not a matter of emancipating truth from every system of power (which would be a chimera, for truth is already power) but of detaching the power of truth from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and cultural, within which it operates at the present time.”16 This phrasing is interesting. It suggests that while truth is power, it is at the same time more than that, which gives it power. Precisely what Foucault means might be gleaned from what he stated shortly before his death in 1984. In his last lecture series, The Courage of Truth, Foucault, according to Frédéric Gros, emphasized truth as “that which makes a difference in the world and in people’s opinions, that which forces one to transform one’s mode of being, that whose difference opens up the perspective of an other world to be constructed, to be imagined.”17

I take Foucault’s prompt seriously. If we wish to realistically understand and confront the environmental crisis in the era of post-truth, then the courage of truth in the sense of speaking truth to power is precisely what is at stake, both in theory and in practice.18 But it is hard to promote the art of speaking truth to power if truth can only ever be uttered in brackets—as something that exists solely to be deconstructed rather than also constructed or sought after.19 As something that only leads to wars and not (also) to understanding. And yet: much social theory, even in its most deconstructionist, anti-essentialist forms, believes that deconstructing truth-discourses brings us closer to a more truthful understanding of the world. Truth, in other words and despite its oft-proclaimed death, continues to be a normative guiding principle of theory.20 The problem is that this acknowledgment is often left implicit, which also leaves implicit how this understanding speaks truth to power or aims to make a difference. Hence the need for an environmental politics based on truth tensions rather than truth wars: so that we may embrace the inherent and indissoluble tensions between #TruthAsPower and the #PowerOfTruth in order to rekindle and sharpen the art of speaking truth to power.

The task ahead is to theorize and empirically work through truth tensions related to currently popular forms of sharing truths and natures, especially those that allow us to get close to dominant forms of power. After all, if we need to rekindle the art of speaking truth to power in order to detach from “forms of hegemony,” we need to understand, interrogate, and locate power. Building on earlier work combining (post-)Marxian and Foucauldian understandings of power and insights from literatures in political ecology and critical theory, I argue that a focus on the integrated realms of political economy and everyday praxis allows for a deeper understanding of power.21 On both these levels, the question of post-truth in relation to sharing truths and natures leads to particular truth tensions that feed into and support the metatheoretical argument formulated above. First, however, some conceptual reflections and clarifications are necessary on the complex relations between power, nature, and truth.

POWER, NATURE, TRUTH

Power has long been central to environmental studies and political ecology. Hanne Svarstad and colleagues provide a useful overview of conceptualizations of power in political ecology and argue that three streams have been particularly important: actor-oriented perspectives focusing on the power of actors in everyday settings, (post-)Marxian approaches focusing on more structural forms of power in relation to political-economic domination and exploitation, and post-structural perspectives focusing on discursive and relational approaches to power. They argue that “the three theoretical perspectives overlap and that power is productively conceived as a combination of these perspectives,” though “the weight given to each perspective may vary depending on the empirical situation.”22 I also aim to productively combine the three theoretical perspectives. The way I do so is strongly guided by two other key concepts in the book—truth and nature—which complicate and enrich our understanding of power.

Regarding nature, I adhere to a critical realist understanding that accounts for both the biophysical and social aspects of nature, and engages with them as interconnected and mutually constituting realms.23 I follow Michael Carolan, who maintains distinctions between three categories: Nature, nature, and “nature.”24 The first is “the Nature of physicality, causality, and permanence-with-flux.” The second is nature as socio-biophysical phenomenon, and the third is “nature” as discursive construction.25 I am principally interested in the latter two, their intersections and mutual co-constitutions across online and offline realms (which I refer to as nature 2.0). This clearly complicates the “truth about nature” referred to in the introduction, which refers mostly to the first category of Nature. Even if knowledge of Nature may be accepted as scientifically solid, this is still mediated by and through the other two forms of nature that Carolan distinguishes, which forces us, at the very least, to accept that truth is never unidimensional.

One way to mediate these complications is by extending Carolan’s categorization of nature to develop a critical realist differentiation between Truth, truth, and “truth.” The first might resemble an absolute universal (always true), the second a relative universal (true depending on circumstances), and the third a discursive construction. This categorization may complement and nuance the “commonsense” understanding of the “difference between being true and being false,” that Harry Frankfurt proposes in his defense of truth.26 There are important benefits to such a commonsense understanding: it saves one the impossible task of coming to a remotely satisfactory definition of the term and, as I will argue below, there are certain elements to truth that can only ever be “commonsensical.
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