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Dedication 

Dedicated to the Earth 

And the union of all living beings 

May you know love and compassion. 

 

To my children 

My enduring reason for living 

And my hope for a better world. 

 

To Michael and David 

Who taught me 

And inspired me 

And believed in me   

And re-ignited my belief in myself. 

 

To Gabriel 

Who showed me the moon 

The stillness of the Earth 

And the rhythms of its breathing 

With love. 
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Man is the only animal who does not feel at home in nature, 

who can feel evicted from paradise, the only animal for whom 

his own existence is a problem that he has to solve and from 

which he cannot escape. 

        Erich Fromm, 1973 
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Figure 1. The Green Man 

Image by Grinagog. Retrieved from https://www.deviantart.com/art/The-Green-

Man-84525718  

https://www.deviantart.com/art/The-Green-Man-84525718
https://www.deviantart.com/art/The-Green-Man-84525718
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Preface: 

Through the Green Man’s eyes  

This preface situates me within  this thesis and provides a broad overview of its 

narrative. I begin with the story of the Green Man (fig. 1), whose disembodied 

head is rooted in pre-history. I use the Green Man in the preface as a symbol for 

nature for a variety of reasons. He symbolises what Mark Olly (2016) calls, “the 

underlying magic of the earth itself” or “the essential life force” (p.9). On a 

similar note, Gary Varner (2006) says he represents “the spirit of nature” (p.11). 

The Green Man originated in ancient pagan philosophy; one that I wish to re-story 

in light of modern ecocide.   

The symbol of the Green Man is Eurocentric. He is a hybrid creature –part plant 

and part human – and sits alongside the other supernatural beings associated with 

nature such as faeries and water sprites (Varner, 2006). He has been looking out at 

humanity from beneath a foliate face since at least 1200 BC, most notably on the 

British Isles and throughout Europe (Holness, 2011). He is closely associated with 

trees, and the ancient universal symbol of the cosmic tree or tree of life (Holness, 

2011). This is important, says Carl Jung, for the modern-day human who finds 

him/herself in a “de-souled world”.  The Green Man is:  

The symbol of the cosmic tree rooted in this world and growing up to 

heaven – the tree that is also a man. In the history of symbols this tree 

is described as the way of life itself, a growing into that which 

eternally is and does not change; which springs from the union of 

opposites and, by its eternal presence, also makes that union possible. 

It seems as if it were only through an experience of symbolic reality 

that man, vainly seeking his own “existence” and making a 

philosophy out of it, can find his way back to a world in which he is 

no longer a stranger  

- Jung, 1972, p.78 

The Green Man’s Eurocentric roots are significant because this thesis is, in part, 

an exploration of Western ideologies of nature over time. The idea of nature as 

alive and breathing and as divine essence was illustrated in traditions and oral 

histories of early cultures, including the Celts. These early oral stories linked the 

natural wold with the otherworld (Varner, 2006). Such ‘myths’ formed the basis 

of Judeo-Christian lore but have come to be considered by modern day religions 

as ‘primitive’ (Varner, 2006).  The emergence of Cartesian discourses of the 

environment as dead and inert matter during the Enlightenment period also dealt a 

death blow to the Green Man.  Thus, the Green Man’s pre-Christian and pre-

Cartesian roots, his links to the otherworld, make him an appealing representation 

of nature – before he became smothered with the ‘meaning-making’ that killed 

him.  
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The Green Man can be located in the distinctive art style of the Celts (Olly, 2016). 

Their art had a distinctive style, including many foliate faces, swirling plant 

patterns and knot-work. Celts also sculpted wild boar, cats, birds, fish, bulls, 

horses, deer and legendary creatures –and used many materials including bronze. 

Souls remained in the Earth. There was no concept at this stage of heaven in the 

sky (Olly, 2016).  

The use of the Green Man may be curious to readers as he is seemingly male and 

this sits somewhat uneasily with the ecofeminist position I take in some papers in 

this thesis.  Ecofeminism analyses links between the domination of nature and the 

domination of females. The notion of ‘male’ and ‘female’ are binaries in Western 

thought and this dualistic dynamic is not easily bypassed (Plumwood, 1993). 

Modern interpretations of the Green man also sit within these binaries and carry 

with them certain underpinning assumptions. For example, Olly (2016) discusses 

how the Green Man represents “the endless unstoppable cycle of life, death and 

hopefully resurrection, that the ancients mostly attributed to men” (Olly, 2016, p. 

9). On the other side of the coin, women were seen as representations of fertility, 

birth and life.  

This is repeated in visions of feminist utopias that draw on the Earth Mother. As 

Plumwood (2002) says, “Feminist vision often draws the contrasts starkly –  it is 

life versus death, Gaia versus Mars, mysterious forest versus technological desert, 

women versus men” (p.). My choice of the Green Man (as opposed to the 

Goddess Earth Mother) was, in part, a choice I made to avoid the gynocentric 

essentialism of the Earth Goddess and the questions this raises. By choosing the 

Green Man, I am seeking a more universal symbol for nature – as his gender is 

not a key focus of his various narratives.  

In addition, while the Green Man is depicted as male, he has nonetheless been 

linked to Goddesses and the Virgin Mary. In the Church of St Bertrand 

Commings, for example, there is a wooden medieval sculpture of a winged 

woman giving birth to the Green Man’s head (Holness, 2011). He is the universal: 

both female and male, and life and death, at the same time. 

For the purpose of this thesis, the Green Man is the embodiment of wild spaces, 

natural landscapes, the regenerative force of life, the sunlit leafy mounds and 

ancient trees, the unknown, the known, and the spaces in between. Language, 

including the male/female binaries, the ‘she’ and ‘he’ pronouns, cannot capture 

this essence. Yet, I am forced to write, read and think in a language that is 

gendered. This reaffirms the assertion made repeatedly in this thesis that nature is 

mediated to us (as humans) through cultural and social structures such as 

language, politics, economic activity, religion and the law. 

The Green Man, as he stands in for the spirit of nature, has been a continuous 

presence for me as I have written this thesis. I have always experienced him there, 

sometimes looking over my shoulder with imperviousness. He has been a difficult 

character, appearing as a mask, relentless and unmoving, staring dolefully from 

his revered position. He knows my yearning for completeness, he hears my 

sadness, and yet he remains unmoved; which is unsurprising as he is usually 

constructed from wood or stone.  
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The Green Man therefore holds symbolic significance for this thesis. He is an 

archetypical figure and appears to have the power to remain an important symbol 

of nature across time and place. Nature is often the beginning point of much 

philosophical thought that seeks to define what it is to be human; our very essence 

defined by the ‘not human’. The concept of nature in Western traditions can be 

traced back to the ancient Greeks. Due to its perpetual motion, Greek philosophers 

conceived of nature as a living organism. Nature was also thought to be intelligent 

due to its underlying structure and orderliness. It was “a vast animal with a soul 

and a rational mind of its own” (Sheldrake, 1990, p. 33). All plants and animals 

participated psychically, intellectually and materially in the world’s body, mind 

and soul (Sheldrake, 1990).  

Even though the Green Man is now said to be dead, he was once alive and 

breathing. He was accorded a sacred status; connected to our ancestral past, or to 

God, as much a part of humanity as humans themselves. Such a complex, 

animistic understanding of nature as a life-giving, soulful and alive force was also 

evident in medieval Europe, Roman technology, pre-Christian and Christian 

traditions. Rupert Sheldrake (1990) demonstrates how this perception manifested 

powerfully in the great gothic cathedrals. Carved ornately in the cathedrals were 

trees, imps, dragons, animals, angels, sacred groves and saints. The Green Man 

was a recurrent figure in cathedrals: a head made of leaves and spouting branches 

from his mouth, he is entwined completely in nature (Sheldrake, 1990).  

He is said to symbolise “humankind’s link with the earth, always ambiguous, and 

representing both continuity and discontinuity” (Holness, 2011, p. 85). Sheldrake 

(1990) argues that he embodies the very soul of nature; that formative power that 

caused embryos to grow and take their form. Within this ancient philosophy, the 

soul of nature is also the human soul which included the mind, spirit, animal 

instincts and the body. The human soul was regarded as connected to the animal 

and plant soul, even though there were differences between these (Sheldrake, 

1990). This philosophy of nature was cosmic and interlinked in complex ways: 

“Man was a microcosm of the entire cosmic organism… Human society likewise 

reflected the hierarchical order of the universe, and the movements and 

conjunctions of the planets were connected with human lives and the destinies of 

nations (Sheldrake, 1990, p.35).  

While he has been said to have a number of meanings, the Green Man holds a 

special significance for me personally and for this thesis. Personally, he calls me 

into a timeless and circular world that moves in rhythms and pulses, one that I 

share with the nonhuman animal. He plants in me the determination to fight 

against the capitalist impulse for death and destruction.  He shows me a 

murderous and harsh regime that destroys everything it touches. Perhaps that is 

why he looks so melancholic. 

On another level of analysis for this thesis, I regard him as demonstrating a 

counter to the objectification of nature through the rationalistic, neo-Cartesian, 

ideological framework. Within this discourse, nature is variously positioned as the 

‘other’: as separate from humans. It is seen as something that humans look upon 

as subjects; with nature as the object. The Green Man, by contrast, represents the 

way nature and humans are intertwined and not separate. 
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Yet, along with mechanisation and the factory system of production, humans and 

nature have become dichotomised and separate entities. While ‘progress’ has been 

framed in terms of the industrial and technological advancements since the 1700s, 

the idea of nature has likewise been transformed. So, while the Green Man was 

once representative of wholeness between humans and nature,– and he may still 

hold that significance for some – for me, he demonstrates increasingly disrupted 

and fragmented human-nature relations. In this thesis, I argue that this disjuncture 

has occurred concurrently with the spread of industrial capitalism across the globe 

after the breakdown of Feudal society.  The objectification, de-sacralisation and 

destruction of nature are part and parcel of its commodification, governance and 

privatisation under capitalism.  

The traditional Judaeo-Christian orientation to nature regarded it as the work of 

God, and so the Green Man was sacred. In the first article of this thesis, I discuss 

his de-sacralisation over time, and particularly through the Enlightenment period. 

Even though the notions of stewardship and dominion over nature still remain in 

post-Enlightenment Western thought, he became soulless.  In the tale of human 

progress, so central to the Enlightenment and Western grand narrative of social 

evolution, the Green Man is treated in instrumentalist terms as both a commodity 

and a human resource.  

The rational-scientific-technological ideologies of nature that form such a good fit 

with capitalism and industrialisation are explored in the first article of this thesis. 

Here it is argued that post-Cartesian thought celebrates a transcendent and 

disembodied reason, coupled with the scientific method within which nature 

becomes a source and object of knowledge. Through transcendent reason it was 

held that humans can come to know the non-human world, which has led to an 

anthropocentric attitude. Post-Cartesian Western thought is bound by constrictive 

binaries of culture/nature; subject/object; man/woman; and mind/body. These 

shape the ‘nonhuman’ discursively in instrumental and inferior ways. Indeed, our 

progress as humans is often narrated in the post-Enlightenment meta-narrative as 

a result increasing knowledge of the natural world, of harnessing natural forces, of 

dominating, conquering, controlling and mastering the Green Man.  

The mid-1700s, the period of Western scientific revolution, could be said to be the 

time when the Green Man was reinvented/rediscovered. Scientists, or,more 

strictly speaking botanists, from this era travelled the globe collecting, 

categorising and ordering nature in what were perceived to be rational ways. 

Previously, plants had been ordered according to their relationship to humankind 

and uses - for example edibility or taste - but now they were categorised according 

to structural similarities and differences (Wulf, 2015). Beginning with Carl 

Linnaeus (1707-1778), plants and animals were squeezed into a taxonomy system. 

They were collected, identified, described, drawn, classified, named and ordered. 

Later scientists, such as Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859), built on this work 

to detail the relationships between plants, animals, climatic and geographic 

conditions to portray a complex web of life. This was the beginnings of ecological 

science (Wulf, 2015). Further work by Charles Darwin in “On the Origin of 

Species” developed the idea of classification based on evolutionary relationships.  
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This set the stage for the expansive, post-Enlightenment, Western project of 

taming the Green Man. Now, he has been relegated to the domestic Garden of 

Eden; one that humans can tend, conserve, test, and use. If we take the Green Man 

to stand in for nature or ‘nature’s spirit’, then he is now little more than a useful 

backdrop to the great human success narrative of the Enlightenment.  

Through these discourses, the Green Man appears tamed and ordered, and yet still 

relegated to unknown and nonhuman spaces at the same time. He is a quiet, if 

somewhat unnerving presence. He is regarded as ‘out there’ and not as an integral 

part of our being with spiritual significance. He is variously described as an 

‘ecosystem service’, ‘natural resource’ or ‘tourist destination’. He is 

unapologetically male and androcentric; he is an object and not a subject; a 

timeless, nameless, numb, feelingless mass of material.  

Thus, the Green Man’s gaze reflects the humanization of nature across time. Once 

he symbolised the cosmic unity between nature and humans. Now, he is 

fragmented by thought that is based on the subject/object or human/nature 

dichotomy. We are still compelled to think in terms of these binaries and so we 

remain as paralysed as the mask. This dichotomy operates to establish a 

worldview through which nature is thought about and acted upon. On the one 

hand, the gaze (especially thought ecological science) allows us to recognise 

nonhuman nature as our larger organic self, and respect the ecological webs we 

are connected to as humans. On the other, we are still stuck within the 

human/nonhuman opposition at the base of much post-Enlightenment Western 

thought on nature.  

This utilitarian view of nature is based on scientific, post-Enlightenment and 

capitalist ideologies, which have sought to kill and de-sacralize the Green Man, 

and turn him into nothing but atoms. He has been stripped of his godliness. Yet he 

remains there still, carved on a tree and in the essence of all living things. Even 

though he is dethroned, he refuses to leave, and stares back at us. It is as if the 

very spirit of nature will not be murdered thus, and has returned the gaze upon us 

in a silent and historical standoff.  

By returning the human gaze with a baleful stare, the Green Man is restlessly 

disruptive and ultimately humbling. He has remained unchanged over centuries of 

human existence. He signifies the centrality of nature to our lives and reminds us 

of our mortality and fragility. Our biological beings die and return to the earth; in 

death we become the very nature we objectified in life. Life and death are part of 

the same process and not binary opposites. Post-Enlightenment ideologies of the 

grandeur of humanity make this a difficult idea. 

Yet what the Green Man sees now in 2016 must make him want to recoil right 

back in upon himself. The bleakness of the Anthropocene casts a gloomy and 

suffocating net over all of nature. Nature looking back on himself and can see his 

impending demise. We have entered the period of the sixth great extinction of all 

time, with massive biodiversity loss. This has been bought about and compounded 

by major global environmental issues such as climate change, soil desertification, 

deforestation, acid rain, pollution and resource destruction. Neoliberal global 

capitalist development is at the root of these issues. 
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The conversion of the Green Man into the sickly ‘environment’ is the focus of the 

second article in this thesis. In this article, I further use Foucault’s genealogical 

strategy to outline the emergence of environmentalist discourse during the second 

half of the twentieth century by population biologists and ecologists. This 

scientific material was used by environmentalists to draw attention to the 

pathologically dire state of the Green Man, now transformed variously into the 

Earth, the biosphere and ‘life support systems of our planet’.  

Through this process, the Green Man disappeared ever more as a spiritual cosmic 

being, only to be evoked by deep Green resistance movements on the fringes. 

Ecological science came to form the kernel of much discussion about nature, with 

its positivistic, scientific intellectual focus that operates  what Foucault calls a 

‘truth model’. The Green Man was scientifically proved to be in serious trouble.  

The politicisation of the Green Man led to the formation of a crisis discourse to 

global responses. The various institutions of the United Nations (UN), in 

particular, acted as disseminators of this truth. As the UN sought (on the surface at 

least) to address his ordeal, they placed on his head a thorny crown and helped 

him to the cross of neoliberal, global, economic development. Now he is not only 

desacralized, but facing his death. While deep Green fringe dwellers recognised 

that economic development was hurting the Green Man, perhaps irrevocably, the 

UN instead argued that more economic growth was the solution. This was to 

become a hegemonic ideological formation under the borrowed title of 

‘sustainable development’ (SD). 

Current Sustainable Development Discourse (SDD) is broadly outlined in article 

two. This discourse has become the dominant environmental position  which has 

become embedded in policy in global and local contexts. The ideological 

formation of this SD discourse is overlapping and would appear at times 

contradictory.  This United Nations (UN) led discourse articulated key elements 

of an earlier radical sustainability discourse: derived from ecological politics and 

anti-globalisation Third World politics. These included a nod in the direction of 

reverence for the Green Man and an ecocentric perspective.  

Essentially, article three argues that there has been a watershed in ecopolitics 

since the 1980s when environmentalism and dissenting radical discourses have 

fallen under the ambit of neoliberal ideology. The early, pre-neoliberal, radical 

discourse of sustainability and environmentalism was based on notions of ‘limits 

to growth’, small-scale production and self-sufficiency. Nature was seen in terms 

of a vast network of interlinking ecosystems and rich biodiversity that was 

increasingly at risk. It was a response to environmental degradation that put the 

Green Man first, ahead of economic growth and development. In fact, it argued 

against Fordist, capitalist-led, industrial growth and the impact of the rapidly 

expanding industrial ‘developed’ North on the ‘developing’ South. Most crucially 

than this, however, under current SDD, these ideologies were articulated with the 

neoliberal capitalist global agenda which was presented as the solution to the 

Green Man’s woes. Previously, radical environmentalists, drawing on the work of 

ecologists, argued that the Green Man needed to be protected from capitalist 

economic and industrial growth. Now, it was being argued that the economic 

growth imperative and protection of ecological integrity could be reconciled for 
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the sake of human prosperity. This led to the emergence of a neoliberal version of 

sustainable development.  

In article three, the process of the neoliberalisation of sustainability discourse is 

discussed further. This article focuses on the era of the global market, where it is 

argued that the Green Man has been transformed once more. However, this time, 

he is deceptively multifaceted and embroiled in complex eco-politics. SDD 

positions the Green Man is a multitude of ways. The idea of the Green Man as a 

web of life with an internal coherence is premised. Predictably, alongside this 

ecological logic are the environmentalist concerns for the Green Man’s health. 

But it does not finish there. Within this discourse, we also find Deep-Green 

concerns for his intrinsic worth and the provision of space for looking at the world 

through his eyes (ecocentrism).  

Article three details how this earlier environmental opposition was effectively 

neutralised through what has come to be known as ‘the Rio Process’. The Rio 

Process refers to a series of UN intergovernmental summits that sought to 

reconcile global environmental concerns and economic development. The Green 

Man was forced to come to these meetings, although I am sure he would have 

preferred to be elsewhere. He held centre stage, even while remaining somewhat 

invisible. His crown of thorns dug ever deeper into his head as he was positioned 

as on equivocal terms with the economy. His extrinsic worth as an economic 

resource, commodity and life-support service for humankind was to become the 

dominant priority…for you cannot exploit the Green Man and value him for 

himself at the same time. 

These neoliberal capitalist ideas (neoliberal globalisation, free markets, 

privatisation, competition, resource, ecosystem service and profit) are articulated 

within common-sense ideologies of nature (nature as benevolent and all-giving, 

ecosystem, life support system) so that the Green Man is valued only in terms of 

his instrumental worth, despite claims to the contrary.   

The neoliberalisation of sustainability was a result (in Gramscian terms) of a war 

of position (Mayo, 2005). In this war, the ecocentric and sacred Green Man was 

the ultimate loser. For he was transformed from being a revered, alive and sacred 

force, to being a soulless, dead, political football. And many of his biggest 

protectors, the environmentalists and early sustainable development radicals, have 

now dropped the football and allowed his enemies to run with it.  

Essentially, the Green Man has been nailed to the cross of neoliberal capitalism. 

He is there still, dying slowly as the floods of climate change lap against him. He 

has become privatised, commodified, corporatized, put on show, sold up the river, 

used and abused, and flogged off. But still he looks out at us, and will do until his 

last gasps. As the life drains out of him, all that rely on him for sustenance 

become weakened.  

This image of the Green Man, in his death throes and flailing weakly, remains 

concealed from many. Just how did the majority come to consent to this scenario? 

This question is addressed in article four where I build on my earlier work on the 

UN take-over of Sustainable Development Discourse (SDD). Here, it is argued 
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that transnational state bureaucracies such as the UN supersede and redefine the 

nation state, effectively establishing a global locus of power that infiltrates local 

policy contexts. The transnational state (TNS) redefines the nature of the social 

order in neoliberal terms, including the perceived proper relationship between 

humans and nature. SDD’s institutionalization in mainstream New Zealand 

government policy is a case-study in how the TNS transmission belt works. 

Environmental Education (EE) became subordinated to this process. The UN has 

disseminated universalizing and totalizing mandates for EE in the form of 

Education for Sustainability (EfS) or Education for Sustainable Development 

(EfSD). 

The UN may be understood as an ideological interstate apparatus that seeks to 

neutralise resistance to neoliberal capitalist expansion. It does this by convincing 

global citizens, and students as future citizens, that market capitalist growth and 

ecological integrity are mutually supportive as long as ‘development’ proceeds 

sustainably. The fundamental contradiction between market capitalism and 

ecological integrity is smoothed over. The logic of the market is said to address 

issues of environmental degradation as capitalists, appreciating their investment in 

a natural resource base will also protect it. 

The Green Man is in trouble and entrusting him to market forces is a harrowing 

prospect. The market is inherently unable to protect him, let alone nurse him back 

to health. It’s like prodding a limping and dying man ever closer to the edge of a 

plank and into the swirling, rising seas below. For we have now entered the period 

of the Anthropocene, facing the sixth great extinction; climate change, 

biodiversity loss, pollution, desertification of land and acidification of the oceans, 

political instability, war and a growing polarization between rich and poor both 

between and within countries. In addition, social democracy is being threatened 

by corporate libertarians, who have a monopoly and control of the economy.   

Yet the Green Man cannot leave us because he is us, and in much more than just a 

biological sense. If he dies, we die too, and that is perhaps one of the biggest 

tragedies for humanity. He will undoubtedly rise from the ashes, for he is life as 

well as death. He will live on in a raw unadulterated sense, reformulating and 

reconfiguring himself. But he will never again take the shape of a human face.  
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Overview: 

Organisation of thesis 

In exploring ideologies of nature, sustainability and EE, I have had several goals 

in mind. Firstly, I want to trace the continuities and disruptions in Western 

ideologies of nature, and in particular, to locate them within the material context 

of the historical trajectory of the capitalist mode of production (CMP). That is, the 

ideologies of nature explored in this thesis are treated as integral to the historical 

and dialectical unfolding of the CMP. Many historical ideas on nature, 

particularly those since the Enlightenment, have become incorporated in dominant 

forms of social thought that are integral to Western capitalist development. In the 

present era of neoliberal-led global capitalism, these same fundamental ideologies 

are expressed in neoliberal forms within policy contexts, which are explored in 

the latter part of this thesis. 

Initially, I explore these ideologies of nature using Foucault’s genealogical 

strategy. This exploration is detailed in the first two articles in this thesis. These 

articles provide a foundational platform to analyse how the neoliberal project has 

harnessed dominant, common-sense ideologies of nature (for example, nature as 

benevolent and all-giving; nature as an ecosystem) and articulated them with 

capitalist ideologies (nature as resource, commodity or service for humankind). 

Through this discursive struggle for neoliberal ascendency, basic capitalist 

ideologies of nature have been reasserted and brought to the foreground. In this 

respect, I hope to capture the essential and invariant ideological core of the 

capitalist view of nature; how its form changes over time and space and, in 

particular, to examine its mid-range expression in this neoliberal era.  

Secondly, this thesis aims to document and analyse these ideologies of nature in 

terms of their humanist, androcentric and anthropocentric orientation. It is argued 

that these are also integral to the core and essential form of the capitalist view of 

nature. This is significant to my critique, in the latter half of this thesis, of EE, 

EfS) or EfSD policy. As Michael Bonnett (2007) has argued, official 

environmental education policy globally largely ignores the question of nature. In 

short, it has become invisible as dominant capitalist ideologies of nature seek to 

redefine it in instrumental terms as ‘resource’ or ‘ecosystem service’.  

Accordingly, I demonstrate that ideologies are not clearly demarcated and 

contained within labelled categories but are rather divergent and interlaced with a 

range of presuppositions. It is in uncovering underpinning premises about our 

relation as humans to nature within discursive positionings that is central to the 

analysis of environmental education.  The meaning of ‘nature’, our underlying 

attitude and our relationship to it is thus of critical significance to this thesis.  

Thirdly, this thesis explores how these ideologies manifest within the political 

struggles of our times. I intend to demonstrate in this thesis, that neoliberal 

ideologies of nature operating within specific policy settings are constitutive of a 

particular form of the capitalist worldview concerning human-nature relations.  
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This neo-Marxist analysis shows that the neoliberal-led capitalist ideologies of 

nature, when employed in educational policy settings, provide a structural 

framework governing the formation of attitudes and behaviour toward nature. 

Thus, I explore the process through which capitalist ideologies of nature have 

become central to the regulatory project of neoliberalism. This occurs through the 

production of meaning in policy settings that aim to address environmental and 

sustainability issues. I attempt to demonstrate that sustainable development 

discourse (SDD), as defined within United Nations (UN) circles, has been, since 

the 1990s, arguably the most dominant expression of environmentalism within 

and across global and national policy settings including EE. Policy development 

in SD is closely linked to the needs of the neoliberal-led global economy. 

Ideological contestation is characteristic of all political struggle and is what 

Gramsci calls a “war of position”. However, as this thesis demonstrates, this 

struggle has been dominated since the mid-1980s by the neoliberal bloc. This 

argument is made in the third article of this thesis.  

Current SDD is based on neoliberal ideologies and agendas, most notably a 

market-based approach to nature which has become commodified and reduced to 

an anthropocentric set of ‘ecosystem services’ and ‘economic resources’.  This is 

demonstrated in the third article which sets out to explore how the underpinning 

agenda of SDD is crucially integral to global processes of capitalist expansion 

framed by neoliberal ideologies.  

This argument is built on and further developed in the fourth article. Within this 

article, I argue that SDD has infiltrated national policy settings through the 

processes of the emergent transnational state (TNS).  The transmission process is 

from the global centre to its national linkages. The TNS has been critical to 

reducing radical environmental concerns to the logic of dominant sustainable 

development discourse (SDD) and spreading this ‘rationality’ variously and 

unevenly across global policy settings.  

Fourthly, this thesis applies the above analysis specifically to environmental and 

environmental education policy in New Zealand to demonstrate how the 

neoliberal project expands. Neoliberal policy has dominated global and local 

settings and is presented (through SDD) as a way of ‘managing’ natural 

environments and conserving biophysical resources in the present times and for 

future generations (Castree, 2008). 

It is argued that EE has become increasingly dominated by SDD. The orthodoxy 

SD orientation in environmental curricula has become particularly evident in 

countries who are signatories to the document arising from the 1992 Rio Earth 

Summit - Agenda 21 (The United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development (UNCED), 1992). The role of the UN has been integral to the 

operation of the TNS in being the source of the neoliberal view of nature that has 

been disseminated to the national policy context and, in particular, to educational 

curricula policy.  

The bureaucracies of the transnational state, especially the UN, have had a central 

role redefining environmental policy and environmental education in local 
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contexts. The fourth article in this thesis describes the process of transmission of 

SD orthodoxy from the global to the local (Robinson, 2001). Accordingly, SDD 

becomes integrated into policy formation at different points in the process of 

transmission from the global to the national. I look at how SDD is conceptualised 

and applied in the particular context of New Zealand environmental and 

educational policy. 

Finally, on a more personal level, writing the above articles has involved a deep 

exploration of my own experiences with nonhuman nature and my deepening 

despair at the false demarcation between the human and the nonhuman. I have 

developed, at a much deeper level, a long-standing empathy with the nonhuman 

animal and distress at the domination s/he is subject to. Through my research 

journey, I learned the how the nonhuman animal had become subject to the 

horrors of the ‘animal industrial complex’ (Sorrenson, 2014). The immense global 

animal agriculture industry subjects billions of animals to untimely and fearful 

deaths after lives of captivity and sometimes excruciating confinement. It is 

modelled on many of hallmarks of capitalism including the assembly-line model 

of factories.  

In addition, as John Sorrenson (2014) notes, “the animal exploitation industries 

are major factors in a global environmental crisis that is pushing many species to 

extinction and creating dangers for human survival, especially the world’s poorest 

people” (p. xi) There is no space here to detail the travesties of environmental 

destruction that can be traced back to animal agriculture. Sufficeto say that the 

outcomes of this exploitation  have been identified as significant catalysts in 

climate change due to methane and carbon dioxide emissions; habitat destruction 

and loss of biodiversity; land degradation and water and air pollution (Sorrenson, 

2014).  

The knowledge of such harm has taken me to dark, empty and incomplete spaces. 

I questioned the ethical issues of my continued deliberate participation in the 

animal industrial complex. As a result,  I made the personal and political decision 

to become vegan and began a grassroots anti-dairy campaign. This is discussed in 

article five, which is an autobiography of my vegan praxis and grassroots activist 

work.  

I believe activism to be a critical responsibility of the intellectual. Yet as an 

animal rights’ activist I am contradictorily placed. The academy as an institution 

is in many ways connected to the animal industrial complex. My dual location as 

an activist and academic at a university in the heart of a dairy farming region 

(Waikato) is one that I wish to research more. Threats on my life and letters sent 

to my workplace asking for my dismissal by dairy farmers is illustrative of the 

dualistic and complex road travelled by academic activists.  

Carol Adams calls this a “war on compassion” and argues that speciesist 

ideologies support an incomprehensible level of nonhuman animal suffering in 

late stage capitalism (Adams, 2014). Speciesist ideologies are integral to the 

maintenance of dominance over the natural world which is named, ordered and 

classified.  
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Article five discusses my activism and situates my theorizing of the nonhuman 

emotional, bodily and spiritually. Through this journey I was continually in search 

of the Other:  the nonhuman animal; and life. In many ways then, this thesis 

mirrors my own subjective human incompleteness, yearning and loss of self in a 

dehumanizing world.  

To conclude this section, this thesis illustrates that human lives under capitalism 

are framed by deep conceptual divisions. Two of the most fundamental of these is 

the chasm between animals/ humans and females/ males. Western ideologies of 

nature illustrate a particular androcentric worldview, one that commodifies nature 

and regards humans as managers of a vast tamed landscape. This illustrates a 

sadistic orientation, the kind of character which philosopher Erich Fromm (2007) 

says results from particular societies based on egoistic, sadistic and selfish values. 

Reconstructing our subjectivities as ‘managers of the environment’ is suggestive 

of a neoliberal discourse. Yet to mismanage living, breathing beings so that they 

slowly die in horrific circumstances, force them to the brink of extinction, destruct 

their habitats and alter the material basis of our survival is devastating. 

This thesis is an attempt to reframe the story of environmental tragedy and 

understand it from a historical-materialist position; grapple with the existential 

dilemma of being evicted from paradise; re-imagine new possibilities for ‘being’ 

in the world, and re-frame the concept of ‘paradise’. I hope my research may 

contribute to the growing critique in the field of environmental education by 

offering fresh critical insight. 
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Methodology 

The key focus of this thesis has been on analysing ideologies of nature though 

critical discourse analysis (CDA).  This thesis employs critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) of both ideology and political discourse in policy settings. It is through 

discourse that ideology is reproduced and disseminated. Accordingly, in this 

thesis I critically analyze sustainable development discourse (SDD) to tease out 

the ideologies that constitute it.  

The CDA orientation I draw on here derives from neo-Marxist and post-

structuralist theory, particularly the work of Michel Foucault (1972), Ernesto 

Laclau, and Stuart Hall.  

I discuss my use of Foucault’s genealogical analytical strategy in some depth in 

article two. Foucault provides a way of analysing discursive positionings on 

nature in a genealogical sense, tracing their historical construction according to 

the political and economic context of their formation.  This strategy has been 

useful in teasing out the disruptions and continuities in environmental thought 

over time and linking them to historic conditions. Discourses are ideological 

configurations or ‘truth models’ about the economic, social and natural worlds. In 

this thesis, these are analysed according to the power relations they foster. Once a 

truth model becomes ‘naturalised’ and taken for granted it develops the character 

of inevitability. That is, common sense understandings of nature become taken for 

granted and used by governments to establish control over populations (Luke, 

1995-1996).  

Drawing on the work of Foucault, I have explored the process through which 

particular discourses of nature are configured and reconfigured. A Foucauldian 

understanding of discourse is one that looks beyond discourse in terms of 

‘language’ or ‘linguistic’ signs that reflect a particular reality. On a rather deeper 

level, discourse is seen as an active process that is constituted in the very practices 

of individuals and societies. Foucault writes, “discourses are practices that 

systematically form the objects of which they speak … discourses are not about 

objects, they do not identify objects, they constitute them and in doing so conceal 

their own invention” (Foucault, 1972, p.49). In this sense, discourse is a “system 

of meaning that constitutes institutions, practices and identities in contradictory 

ways” (Larner, 2000).  

In this regard, environmental education policy has been constituted by particular 

discursive regimes. I use CDA to analyse the discursive positions that are 

available to students through education policy. This is central to the process of 

governmentality which includes the formation of subjectivity and self-governance 

(Foucault, ?). Foucault’s concept of neoliberal governmentality refers to the 

process through which governments produce citizens who conform to market-

based norms (Larner, 2000) or, in this case, a market based, technological, 

problem-solving approach to understanding human relationships to nature.   
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I also draw on the work of work of Ernesto Laclau and Stuart Hall and the theory 

of articulation. Articulation is “a process of creating connections” between 

ideologies in a way that appears to coordinate the interests of various groups to 

establish consensus (Hall, 1996, p. 114) . This is a process of political struggle 

that involves the dominance of some positions and the subordination of others. 

Thus, in articles three and four, I demonstrate that capitalist and neoliberal 

ideologies, along with subordinated ecocentric and ecological ideologies of 

nature, are articulated and form a discourse.  

 A significant point to note is the link between the articulated discourse and the 

social forces.  It is this unity between certain historical conditions (such as 

advanced neoliberal capitalism) and an articulated combination of ideologies 

(such as sustainable development discourse (SDD)) that produces meaning or 

common sense (Slack, 1996). This Gramscian inspired theory demonstrates the 

way in which groups consent to their subordinated status (Slack, 1996). 

The final article in this thesis is an auto-ethnography. I use both narrative and 

reflexive techniques. This auto-ethnography uses my experience as an animal 

rights’ activist and integrates this with theory to analyse dominant ideologies of 

nonhuman nature in the New Zealand context.    
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Key interlinking themes 

Marx and Nature 

In theorizing ideologies of nature in this thesis, I use a number of theorists, 

including Michel Foucault (1926- 1984) and his method of genealogical discourse 

analysis. In doing so, I explore primarily European based ideologies of nature 

including animism and ‘Mother Earth’. These ideologies are depicted not in terms 

of reflecting ‘stages of development’—that is, as a reflection of the struggles of 

humankind with both a benevolent and adversarial nature. Rather they are 

analysed (drawing on Karl Marx 1818-1883) as embedded within a particular 

mode of production.   

This thesis draws on the insights from neo-Marxist theory, and the very specific 

understanding that Marx had about the socio-nature relation. It is often declared 

that Marxism has not contributed much to ecological analysis (Foster, 2000). The 

key insights of Marx and Engels, however, include a critique of the capitalist 

mode of production with regard to environmental exploitation, including pollution 

and the effects this has on people in places in which they work and live (Parsons, 

1977) . Marx and Engels explained that there are various unforeseen and harmful 

consequences of capitalist industry such as deforestation, ruination of soil fertility, 

implications for workers’ health, and environmental pollution (Parsons, 1977) 

In the first article, I attempt to trace the emergence of particular ideologies of 

nature in an historical sense by considering their embeddedness in a particular 

mode of production. This article argues that prior to the break of feudal states and 

the rise of capitalism and industrialisation in Europe, humans lived closely with 

nature and usually within ecological limits. The feudal period was based on the 

production of basic needs. However, during the feudal mode of production the 

material forces of production (increased technical capacity and higher production) 

came into conflict with the relations of production. This led to the break-up of 

feudalism and the rise of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The development of 

electricity, machines, and steam engines all called for a divided work force, and 

the rise of the factory (Jakubowski, 1976). 

Building on Marx’s theorizing, this thesis focuses on the mutual transformation of 

humans and nature. Humans, as members of society, co-produce and transform 

nature, socialising it (Jakubowski, 1976). Human activity transforms nature into 

the social and the two in concrete practice cannot be considered separately. In 

Marxist terms, nature and humans are connected through labour; with nature 

providing the means of subsistence (e.g. soil fertility, animals) and means of 

labour (e.g. wood, metal, coal, gas, navigable rivers) (Jakubowski, 1976).  

Marx demonstrates that “it is not only natural factors that determine man but also 

man who increasingly determines nature” (Jakubowski, 1976, p.31). Thus, the 
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nature of nature is historically and socially contingent; expressed and represented 

in ideological ways. Enlightenment ideologies of nature in scientific and 

utilitarian terms rose hand and glove with capitalism.  

Under the capitalist market economy, the nature of production shifts from 

collective production for direct consumption, to collective production for sale in 

the market, and to individualised production and consumption relations. 

Previously, in hunter/gatherer societies (the dominant form of human society until 

10.000 years ago) and even feudalism, humans were more connected to the land 

upon which they worked and collectively produced from. They had their own 

tools and worked to satisfy need.  

However, under the capitalist mode of production, based on private ownership of 

the means of production, workers sell their labour power and become alienated 

from the product. The worker’s production becomes alien to him, and the worker 

manufactures commodities for the owner of the means of production (the 

capitalist). The transformation of nature takes on a specific character which 

involves alienation of humans from themselves (as the worker him/herself 

becomes a commodity) and from nature (as the product of his labour becomes 

alien to him) (Jakubowski, 1976). Marx argued that humans need to be free and 

creative in the way they produce from nature. This is not possible once the 

conditions, process, and results of production are owned by capitalists. 

The above section has outlined how, under capitalism, humans are alienated from 

the product of their labour and prevented from realising their essence as creative 

and free beings. The current advanced late-stage capitalism (or neoliberal 

capitalism) further fragments the human-nature relation. The implications of this 

are discussed in the next section.  

 

Neoliberal Capitalism, Sustainable Development and Nature 

Neoliberal capitalism currently drives the politics and economics of the global 

system (Heynen & Robbins, 2005). Broadly speaking, capitalism follows the logic 

of capital and its ruthless agenda of exploitation, privatisation and 

commodification of nature. More recently, especially since the 1980s, this 

capitalism has taken the form of neoliberalism which can be understood as a 

particular stage of capitalism. Neoliberalism is an ideological and political project 

attempting to govern individuals and the state and break down trade-barriers and 

deregulate the market (McCarthy & Prudham, 2004).  

Neoliberalism is a complex process involving a conglomeration of “ideological 

commitments, discursive representations, and institutional practices, all 

propagated by highly specific class alliances and organized at various 

geographical scales” (McCarthy & Prudham, 2004, p.276). This thesis asserts that 

Sustainable Development Discourse (SDD) is a neoliberal political and 

ideological project that poses as a set of objective truisms about nature and social 

relationships to nature.  
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Under neoliberalism, all transactions are conducted within the framework of the 

market. This has implications for human relationships to nature. As McCarthy and 

Prudham(2004) argue: “Neoliberalism is also an environmental project, and ...  it 

is necessarily so” (p.277). The significance of neoliberal capitalism for this thesis 

is that under this regime, social relations to nature are configured and 

reconfigured ideologically. Heynen and Robbins (2005) argue that the neoliberal 

agenda involves the governance, privatisation, enclosure and valuation of nature.  

When seen in this light, neoliberal capitalism is best conceived as a process rather 

than a ‘thing’. (Heynen & Robbins, 2005). The process of neoliberalisation is 

highly destructive on nonhuman nature because it  compromises  ecological 

integrity in the face of ever-expanding global markets. Nature is considered a 

resource and it has become subject to the processes of privatisation and 

exploitation by individuals and corporates. Nonhuman nature also becomes valued 

and treated as a commodity through pricing (Heynen & Robbins, 2005). 

In this thesis, I outline SDD as a complex, and at times contradictory, assemblage 

of ideological commitments. It clearly includes the capitalist ideological 

commitments to nature as an economic resource  and tradeable commodity; as 

something that can be privately owned and has a use-value in economic terms. 

But it has also incorporated environmentalist concerns of limits to growth and 

crass consumerism, while still promoting economic growth as the answer to 

environmental issues. Sustainable Development is primarily a discourse that 

attempts to greenwash capitalism. The political strategy is a successful one; for 

rather than rejecting environmental concerns, it incorporates and subsumes them 

into the dominant neoliberal agenda (McCarthy & Prudham,2004). 

Ideology 

The Marxist concept of ideology is widely reworked and debated within 

academia.  Ideology is central to this thesis and so it is important to work through 

some of the issues related to its definition. 

 Ideology is referred to—in all the articles— as a unifying thread to refer to: 

 a) a set of ideas that legitimate dominant power relations that allow the continued 

exploitation of the environment and nonhuman animals as an ‘inferior class of 

beings’;  

b) the way people as social actors make sense of the world, including the false 

demarcation between the natural and social wold. This includes understandings of 

nature as commodity, resource and ecosystem service for humankind; 

 c) the production of a (neoliberal) subject position for social actors, most 

dominantly the understanding of humans as ‘managers’ of nature.  

It is used here in a very specific way, and I draw on the work of Karl Marx (1818- 

1883), neo-Marxist theorists such as Stuart Hall (1996) and post-Marxist theorists 

such as Ernesto Laclau (2006).  My use of ideology allows a focus on what Hall 
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calls ‘the ideological effect’; referring to ideology as a system of representation 

that has “effects for the maintenance of power in the social order” (Hall, 1996, 

p.136). Ideology in this sense is a set of ideas or mental framework including 

imagery, concepts and languages (Hall, 1996) . Ideology also refers to ideas 

characteristic of a dominant social class that serve to legitimate political relations 

of domination (Eagleton, 1991). Particular ideologies can come to dominate an 

historical bloc, and their configuration as a ‘system of representation of the world’ 

is critical to establishing social consensus.  

Hegemonic ideology is able to establish a form of social consensus through 

representing the world in a way that is “unifying, action-oriented, rationalizing, 

legitimating, universalizing and naturalizing” (Eagleton, 1991, p, 4). Through the 

various articles in this thesis, I have demonstrated how these ideological strategies 

work in relation to the representation of nature in broad socio-historical terms and 

within specific policy contexts.   

For example, in the first article, I demonstrate how the ideology of ‘nature as 

separate from humanity’ was firmly established through the Enlightenment 

project of naming, classifying and ordering the natural world. Through this 

process, the idea of nature as something that is ‘out there’, and that we can have 

some kind of truthful access to it, imposed, through science, a certain unity or 

coherence about the way nature is now dominantly understood. As this article 

serves to demonstrate, it also rationalised and legitimated the framing of the 

human-nonhuman relationship in terms of superior/inferior. It permits nature 

nature to be depicted as something outside of human society; something that 

needs to be tamed and conquered, bent to submission in the interests of humanity.  

Hence, we have the modern-day understanding of nature as resource for economic 

growth or ecosystem service operating as a life support system for humankind. 

Such ideologies become naturalised so they are understood as ‘just the way things 

are’ and they become devoid of their historic or political context. 

Yet dominant ideologies of this kind are always situated within and are integral to 

the mode of production. This is an insight from Marx, expressed in the following 

quote: 

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first 

directly interwoven with the material activity and the material 

intercourse of men… the same applies to mental production as 

expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, 

metaphysics, etc. (Marx & Engels, 1965, p. 47) 

As Marx and Engels (1965) state above, the Capitalist Mode of Production (CMP) 

includes both material activity (mode of production) and material intercourse 

(relations of production) and ideology as integral or internal to this process. This 

is why Marx and Engels use the word interweave. Politics, laws, regulations, 

language, ideas, concepts, morality and religion are all interwoven with the 

material economic practices and relations. 

A Gramscian reading of Marx suggests that the economic base and the political 

and ideological superstructure together form its integral elements. But what 
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exactly is the economic base and how does it relate to nature and to 

ideology/policy? First, the economic base refers to the foundation of all economic 

activity: that is, natural conditions. By natural conditions, Marx refers to human’s 

biophysical make up and also the natural world upon which s/he acts and 

transforms. This includes geological formations, climate, soil and other natural 

entities and systems (Jakubowski, 1976).  Second, humans transform the natural 

material base through productive activity. Productive activity occurs through 

human relations, that is, production relations which are formalised and expressed 

politically and ideologically. Policies, discourses, laws, ideology are internal to 

the mode of production.  

The interesting point for this thesis is that ideologies cannot be considered in any 

way as separate from the mode of production or from nature as the necessary basis 

of all existence. Historical change occurs through this dialectical interplay 

between the CMP and the formation of ideologies. As Marx and Engels write in 

The German Ideology:  

This conception of history depends on our ability to expound the real 

process of production, starting out from the material production of life 

itself, and to comprehend the form of intercourse connected with this 

and created by this mode of production (i.e. civil society in its various 

stages), as the basis of all history; and to show in its action as State, to 

explain all the different theoretical products and forms of 

consciousness, religion, philosophy, ethics etc., and trace their origins 

and growth from this basis … it does not explain practice from the 

idea but explains the formation of ideas from material practice. (Marx 

& Engels, 1965, p. 58) 

Thus, ideologies do not simply arise out of the economic base as a ‘reflection’ of 

its character.  Rather, politics and ideology ‘overdetermine’, in Althusserian 

terms, the economic base.  

Further the dialectical interplay between the economic base and the political and 

ideological superstructure is a critical point to note for this thesis. The CMP 

unfolds historically through this dialectical interplay. The ideological meta- 

narratives of capitalist development as scientifically grounded progress (tied up 

with humanist views of our right as humans to exploit nature for our own benefit) 

remain at the core of all specific contingent/overdetermined variations of capitalist 

ideology as these manifest across time and space with the CMP unfolding. That is, 

the neoliberalisation of sustainability is fundamentally part, but a distinct variation 

at the same time, of the contemporary form of the capitalist ideology of nature.  

Ideology is about how capitalist forms of relations of production are presented in 

a way that normalises and naturalises and legitimates them. The interests of 

capital (to own and control the conditions, process and results of production 

which is at the basis of labour's exploitation and the destruction of the natural 

world) are legitimated by being presented as the 'general interest’. 

Ideologies serve particular interests by obscuring the relations of power embedded 

in any particular mode of production. Another useful way of thinking about 
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‘ideologies’ is to think of them as ideas, beliefs and values that are constitutive of 

what Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) calls ‘worldviews’. Worldviews, from a 

Gramscian perspective, govern “everyday perception and practice” and produce 

hegemony (Hill, 2007). 

Discourse 

Discourse is a term produced by Michel Foucault and refers to a way of giving 

meaning to the world. It has a materiality in that it has real effects on lived 

experience. A discursive field is constituted by ideologies or competing ways of 

making sense of the world (worldviews). A discourse has materiality – that is, real 

effects on lived experience. Discourse is ideological in the sense that it becomes a 

taken-for-granted representation of the world (Olssen, Codd, & O’Neill, 2004).  

Discourse, then, offers a range of subject positions and embodies wider power 

relations such as class, gender, race of species interests. Discourses on the 

environment (for example dominant SDD) primarily privilege the interests of the 

human over the nonhuman ‘other’. They are also linked to class interests as the 

global capitalist class seeks to smooth over environmentalist opposition and 

“expand opportunities for capital investment and accumulation by re-working 

state-market-civil relations that allow for the stretching and deepening or 

commodity production, circulation and exchange” (Heynen, McCarthy, Prudham, 

& Robbins, 2007, p.10) 

As this thesis demonstrates, by articulating environmentalist ideologies with the 

neoliberal tenets of markets, environmental management and technological 

solutions, there has been a reworking of previously radical environmentalist and 

SD opposition. Sustainable Development Discourse (SDD) is the result of a 

neoliberal reconfiguration of socio-nature (the relation between the social world 

and nature).   

The social-nature relation has always been a central concern of environmental 

education (EE). EE provides a unique context within educational settings to 

engage students in critically in a pedagogy of resistance to dominant socio-nature 

relations based on dominance and violence. However, in New Zealand EE has 

historically not been genuinely critical or based on transformative / emancipatory 

politics. The following section outlines briefly the historical and current status of 

EE in New Zealand and its current shift toward sustainable development 

discourse.  

Environmental Education in New Zealand 

Environmental education has traditionally been concerned with developing in 

students an appreciation of their place in the natural world. Lucie Sauvé (2005) 

calls this the ‘naturalist current’ in EE and argues that it is associated with 

traditional practices in the discipline. With recognition of the intrinsic value of 

nature, the naturalist discourse has old roots, especially if one considers the 

insights of the Romantics. For example, Rousseau argued that the natural state is 

good and should form the basis of education (Rousseau, 1979). The naturalist 
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current regards the natural world as valuable, independent of the resources it 

provides for human economic and social activity (Sauvé, 2005).  

The form that environmental education (EE) takes in New Zealand can be 

analysed in relation to Sauvé’s (2005) identification of main currents in 

environmental education. In traditional EE in New Zealand, readily identifiable 

currents include the naturalist, conservationist/resourcist, systemic, scientific and 

value-centred.  

With roots in outdoor education, nature study and conservation education, 

traditional EE was primarily science focused (Berryman & Sauve, 2013; Eames, 

Cowie, & Bolstad, 2008). It placed high value on ecological understandings of the 

interrelatedness of all life on Earth, including “man” and his surroundings 

(Stevenson, 2007; Hume and Barry, 2015). In New Zealand, a naturalist, 

conservationist current was evident from the very emergence of environmental 

themes in the curriculum. This occurred in 1942 with the establishment of the 

secondary syllabus core. In 1942, the Thomas Report (secondary syllabus core 

curriculum) suggested that an important aim of science was to enable the student 

to develop a basic understanding of ‘man and his environment’. Despite the fact 

that a formal environmental education programme had yet to be developed, the 

importance of the natural world (naturalistic discourse) in educating the young 

was established.  

However, the emergence of a discourse of EfS and EfSD, especially since the 

1990s, has led to a significant paradigm change in EE. Environmental education 

in schools in New Zealand is essentially part of a larger global agenda of 

environmental education initiatives (most notably the 1992 Rio Earth Summit 

Agenda 21), which have manifested locally. The formal establishment of the 

concept of Education for Sustainable Development (EfSD) at the 1992 Rio de 

Janeiro United Nations’ Conference on Environment and Development 

(UNCED), has given governments internationally, including New Zealand, a base 

from which to launch their own curriculum initiatives (UNCED,1992). This 

discourse, while still purporting to hold onto the environmentalist ideals of 

conservation and environmental protection, introduced a broader scope for 

environmental education based on the premises of sustainable development.  

The currents identified by Sauvé (2005) above indicate a convergence of 

influences in the development of EE/EfS such as curriculum and educational 

research paradigms, the politics of environmentalism and conservation, and the 

broad context of current SD. Within these political and educational movements, a 

uniting thread is the stated focus on citizenship education, environmental 

improvement and a significant focus on an ecologically-based understanding of 

human interdependence with the natural world.  

The centrality of science in environmental education since its earliest days 

reflects, in part, the strong location of environmentalist thought in the Western 

science of ecology (Tulloch, 2013). This is not surprising, given the strong tie of 

EE to the environmental conservation movement. Suave (2005) argues that this 

reflects conservationist/resourcist currents in EE. This naturalistic/ 
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conservationist/ resourcist discourse is evident during the 1980s and constituted a 

worldview that stemmed from environmentalist thought.  

Sustainable development is the most recent current in environmental education. 

However, it is not a straightforward concept, and its ‘take-over’ of traditional 

environmental education is the result of a series of complex re-articulations of the 

environment with ‘economic growth’ (Tulloch & Neilson, 2014) 

 

Environmental and Sustainability Education  

My focus on environmental education is a response to debates in the field of 

environmental education and the perceived shift to education for sustainability as 

the dominant discursive position.  

The shift toward sustainable development in EE has been the subject of “a fierce 

if underground debate” within the educational community (Irwin, 2012). While 

being heralded as progressive by some educationalists, it has also been met with 

unease by others internationally (McKeown and Hopkins, 2003; Jickling and 

Wals, 2013; Jickling, 1994). Jickling and Wals (2013), for example, argue that the 

reframing of EE in terms of EfSD has neutered the educational potential of EE 

through its “a priori commitment to sustainable development” (Jickling & Wals, 

2013; Tulloch, 2009).  

As noted, the shift from EE to EfS or EfSD is a result of UN mandates that have 

been disseminated via the transnational state transmission belt. Yet this move to 

sustainability contains many readily identifiable paradoxes. As discussed earlier, 

SDD is the result of a series of complex articulations and re-articulations of 

ideologies of nature and the environment with the neo-liberal capitalist agenda of 

‘economic growth’ (Tulloch & Neilson, 2014).  

Despite this shift, however, there have been some continuing threads of thought in 

EE. At least three foci have remained constant: the emphasis on educating the 

young as future citizens; a focus on nature/ environment; and the significance of 

human relationships to nature. Yet there have been fundamental shifts in how 

these phenomena are conceived. For example, within SD, nature is predominantly 

conceived in terms of utilitarian values and the ecosystem services it provides for 

humankind (Redford & Adams, 2009; Castree, 1995). As Michael Bonnett argues, 

“[t]his leads us up against a set of very profound issues that lie at the kernel of any 

approach to environmental education: what is nature and – crucially – what should 

be our relationship to it?” 

This question is at the critical edge of environmental education. (Bonnett, 2003, 

p.555). I would also argue, building on a point made by David Orr (1991) that we 

need to critically examine the issue of what education is for. Orr (1991) has 

convincingly argued that contemporary education, with its epistemological 

commitment to conveying certain objective knowledge, theories and concepts to 

the young, misses elements of what could be a critically transformative education. 
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According to Orr (1991), “[t]he way our education system has prepared us to 

think about the natural world” is in terms of seperatedness (p.53). He argues that 

this ideological commitment has important historical precedents including the 

Cartesian separation of self and object. The epistemological assumption of self as 

cogito is at the base of understandings of human rationality (Fendler, 2003).   

‘Nature’ is often taken to be self-evident and common-sense in curriculum policy 

documents. Ideological constructs of nature have profound implications for how 

we orient ourselves to each other and to the natural world. Michael Bonnett 

(2003) has provided an excellent overview of “notions of nature”, which may be 

considered as ideological. He writes, “[i]n other words, ‘nature’ is rarely, if ever, 

an innocent category. It is, rather … ‘fixed’ in specific ways from particular 

perspectives and with particular implications for how we might behave toward it 

and each other” (p.?). 

The domesticating function of schools and curriculum  

It is said that Karl Marx (1818-1883) himself did not have much to say about 

education. While this may be true, he did argue that in capitalist society, education 

is a ‘tool of ruling class interest’ (Young, 1973). This tradition of regarding 

education as a tool to serve particular interests of the dominant ruling class is a 

key insight developed by critical theorists. It is one that is central to this thesis as I 

explore the ways in which EE curricula statements have come to privilege a 

neoliberal political agenda of sustainable development. In furthering a neoliberal 

agenda, EE inadvertently supports the goals of economic growth through the 

pursuit of free market global capitalism. In doing so, it socializes students into the 

status quo. Most frighteningly for educational ideals, it also constitutes the 

domination and colonisation of their very being. What is consistently ignored in 

much research on EE is the ways in which the framing of student’s experiences 

and understandings of nature is an act of domestication (Freire, 1970/ 2005).   

Curriculum here is understood as a “social and political construct that changes 

over time in response to a wide range of factors and influences, not only those 

recognisably internal to the ‘education system’ (McCulloch, 1992, p.9). The 

relational processes at work in curriculum construction, including the constraints 

of dominant ideologies in both education and larger society, are of critical 

significance. National curriculum documents provide an opportunity to analyse 

the normative educative, political and metaphysical assumptions therein. These 

constitute the ‘hidden curriculum’; those ideologies, worldviews and values that 

can be inferred by not only what is written, but that which remains unstated. An 

analysis of the hidden curriculum can also reveal the nature and scope of the 

knowledge that is legitimated and privileged in particular learning areas. A critical 

reading of policy statements can demonstrate a normative political agenda based 

on particular ideologies.  

In this thesis, it is argued that the reconstruction of subjectivities in the neoliberal 

era requires the cultural inscriptions of beliefs about nature. The education of 

children as future citizen-consumers and workers in the current neoliberal era 

involves a commitment to markets and an understanding of nature in instrumental 

terms as a commodity and resource.  
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Thus, curriculum policy clearly does not occur in a vacuum and a critical reading 

of the New Zealand social and ecological context forms an important backdrop to 

any discussion of environmental education. Below, I will discuss the New 

Zealand context and the environmental concerns that indicate the urgency for a 

genuinely critical environmental education.  

The New Zealand Context: eviction from paradise 

New Zealand presents an interesting case study of human alienation from nature. 

It is a land of deep contradictions and unrest both geologically and politically. 

Geologically, it is the “most isolated large archipelago on the planet” (Towns & 

Ballantine, 1993, p.452). Its unique geographical isolation has resulted in a high 

degree of endemism, making it a 'biodiversity hotspot' (rich in taxonomically 

unusual species) for conservationists wishing to concentrate their efforts (Myers, 

Mittermeier, Mittermeier, da Fonseca, & Kent, 2000). Not unsurprisingly, 

however, New Zealand’s exceptional array of ecosystems including distinctive 

evergreen forests, wetlands, grasslands and marine environments are now under 

threat (Eames & Barker, 2011).  

Existing for 80 million years in total isolation, New Zealand was the very last 

archipelago to be inhabited by humans. Since then (approximately 1000 years 

ago), its exceptional endemism and biodiverity has been mirrored only by an 

unduly rapid loss of habitat, endemism and biodiversity. The process of ‘settling 

New Zealand’ by early European (pakeha) colonists, including the forced 

alienation of Maori from their land, has resulted over time in ecological collapse. 

Early settler companies in New Zealand promoted it as a ‘labourer’s paradise’ due 

to its rural farming potentialities, plentiful wildlife and fertile soil (Bell, 1997). 

Paradise was constructed as a “land of opportunity, of natural abundance” (Bell, 

1997, p. 146) . Yet the resultant over-exploitation of natural resources, over-

harvesting of marine life and habitat destruction caused by the introduction of 

alien species and the conversion of primary vegetation to farm land has 

precipitated serious environmental issues.  

The multidimensional environmental issues arising from the conversion of the 

land for farming and forestry and the introduction of alien species by European 

colonists, especially since 1840, in New Zealand are enduring.  A once vibrant 

world of bird song and evergreen forest, New Zealand has lost “forty per cent of 

its terrestrial birds” (Clout, 2001, p. 415) In addition there are  “>40 % of 

remaining bird species classified as threatened: a higher proportion than any other 

country” (Clout, 2001, p. 415). Only 22 % of the original extent of primary 

vegetation remains (Myers, Mittermeier, Mittermeier, da Fonseca, & Kent, 2000) 

and many endemic invertebrates, reptiles and plants are also threatened (Clout, 

2001).  

In addition to this environmental crisis backdrop is also a crisis of representation 

of New Zealand’s environment (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2002). Its clean, green, 

tourism image is far from reality. In New Zealand, a hotspot for biodiversity and 

endemism, the rapidness of environmental decline has been alarming. As Claudia 

Bell explains, the myth of a rural pastoral nation, the backbone of the New 

Zealand economy, is central to identity politics and a national sense of belonging. 
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The social construction of New Zealand’s natural world as ‘paradise’ rests in part 

on New Zealanders as ‘people of the land’ who “tamed the wilderness to a 

bountiful Eden” (Bell, 1997, p. 147).  

The ‘bountiful Eden’ and the rural mythology of people connected to the land go 

hand-in-hand. These mythologies are important because they are more than a 

static set of values and beliefs; they are active because they continue to shape 

present lives (Bell, 1997). They represent, “the active relationship between the 

present and the past, subjective and objective, poetic and political” (Samuel and 

Thompson, 1990, p. 5. Cited in Bell, 1997).  Bell outlines two ‘pioneer-in-nature’ 

myths including the “frontier style slash-and-burn way of taming nature” (p. 147). 

The second myth is that of garden paradise and a great way of life (Bell, 1997).  

Recognition of the process of colonization and Western imperialism are critical to 

fully understanding ideologies of nature in the context of New Zealand. As an 

ideology, this particular view of reality is linked to wider power relations. As such 

it ignores the violence of colonization processes within which both indigenous 

societies and the natural world were harmed. Drawing on ideologies of 

superiority, Plumwood (2002) argues that indigenous peoples were constructed by 

European colonists as ‘primitive’ and closer to animals and children; not human. 

To name the world on their own terms, to construct nature and humanity as binary 

opposites, to enframe all that is ‘not-human’ as the ‘other’, is a powerful 

mechanism of domination.  Naming ‘the other’ allows the colonist to divest the 

‘thing named’ of its history and meaning (Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999). The process of 

naming described above allows a reshaping of relations between the human and 

nonhuman (however these might be constructed). For example, this modernist 

logic regards land as having a ‘use-value’ and hence it becomes a ‘commodity’ 

and acquires an exchange value. The relation to the land, framed in this way, is 

one that stresses its instrumental importance for humans. 

Colonialism followed the logic of capital and its ruthless agenda of exploitation 

and commodification of nature. However, the above discussion illustrates how 

Western imperialism is not only a project of economic expansion, but also one of 

capitalism in which social relations to nature ideologically configured and 

reconfigured.  

Human-Animal Relations 

James Rachels (1990) poses the problem of traditional morality, based as it is on 

the assumption that only humans are capable of having certain rights bestowed on 

them. He asks: “What becomes of all this, if man is but a modified ape?” 

(Rachels, 1990, p. 1). This question throws into stark relief a set of fundamental 

problems in human-animal/nature relations, especially since the advent of 

modernised agriculture and capitalist production patterns. The systemised cruelty 

inherent in the process of ‘animals-becoming-meat’ is based on the fundamental 

assumption that humans are superior to animals (Rowe, 2011). Never before have 

humans oppressed animals with the calculated violence and grand scale as during 

this time period.  
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According to this insight, humanity has reached a level of narcissistic grandeur 

that may well constitute the tipping point of our survival. Positioning ourselves on 

the outside of nature, we hold tight to the delusion that we are apart from nature 

and the animal world. It seems that we are playing an acting part in the Western 

plot of ever escalating domination of nature and animals. And it is having dire 

consequences on the non-human. We need to reconsider human-nature relations 

and begin to see ourselves as part of a vast network of beings, many of whom 

predate our own existence 

Part of what Eric Fromm calls the “great illusion” of the Enlightenment/ industrial 

age has been the quest for knowledge and the domination of nature (Fromm, 

2007).  Enlightenment includes the notion of ‘species’, which is not a biological 

fact but rather “an ontology and epistemology of hierarchical domination that 

energises structures of human supremacy over animals” (Rowe,  2011, p. 3). Such 

an understanding indicates the need for a critical and timely re-examination of 

environmental education, based as it is on the relationship between humans and 

non-human (or more-than-human) nature.  I intend to unsettle dominant Western 

ways of making sense of the natural world and explore the ways in which the 

ontological and epistemological bases of environmental education default to 

speciesist presuppositions. of human mastery, supremacy and control of the more-

than-human world.  

The categorization of nature as ‘environment’ or ‘natural resource’and as 

something separate from humans–and ultimately manageable–constitutes a form 

of 'framing' which renders it legitimately exploitable. In the same way animals are 

framed as ‘other’, demonised as pests, or “animals -becoming-meat” and 

ultimately "killable" (Giraud, 2013; Rowe, 2011). In addition, using Donna 

Harraway’s notion of the cyborg – a cybernetic organism that is both a human and 

a machine, I argue in article five that in fusing the human body with the cultural 

inscriptions of science, capitalism and modernity, meat-eating fails to become 

simply a ‘natural’ process. That is, the personal body and the body politic are one 

(Haraway, 1991). Our children’s bodies become culturally inscribed with the 

technological codes that become their very flesh. This is a form of (mis)education 

(Rowe, 2011).  

All philosophical inquiry has at its core the perplexing issue of human–animal 

relations. As such, it is crucial that we centre our analysis on the pivotal unease 

with which the animals’ gaze bestows upon us. As Derrida argues, to find oneself 

in a state of unease under the gaze of an animal raises critical questions about who 

we are. (Derrida, 2002) Only when we see ourselves in animals will we make 

progress in how they are thought of and treated by humans. Until then, capitalist 

processes of production and consumption will form the basis of our 

consciousness, including the reduction of animals to commodities and objects to 

possess, consume and dispose of at will. 

Indeed, Derrida argues that humans are carno-phallogocentric and this needs to be 

challenged and deconstructed (Wright- Maley, 2011). Is this the place for a 

critical environmental education? The role of education on the treatment of 

animals is one that has been raised by scholars within the field of Critical Animal 

Studies (Wright- Maley, 2011). If public schooling education operates to 
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reproduce dominant ideologies and relations in its current form, might 

environmental education constitute a form of (mis) education? (Rowe, 2011) How 

can we change human-animal relations to one based on nonviolence and educate 

for interspecies communication and connection? 

The position of animals in environmental education is a vexed question. Should 

this be a concern of environmental education? The perceived contradiction 

between environmentalism (narrowly understood in conservationist terms) and 

animal rights movement is at the heart of much of this discord (Wood, 2007).   

Animal studies as an academic field emerged from this contestation of current 

animal-human relations. Some of the work in this field includes the development 

of post-humanist ethics that challenges the very distinction between animals and 

humans as a position to guide the human use and misuse of animals (Wolfe, 

2011). Dominant forms of EE such as EfS/EfSD have at their heart the 

anthropocentric assumption that humans are separate from and dominant over 

nature. It entails a level of assumed superiority vis-à-vis other species. I think that 

these assumptions should form key themes behind an environmental education 

that is nonspeciesist. The reasoning behind this argument is that if we are to 

progress at all in the proper sense of the word, we need to begin with an education 

that fosters in children the skills to think creatively and critically about the world 

in which they live.  

This is particularly pertinent given the character of the socio-nature relations that 

children are socialised into currently. The neoliberal stage of capitalism continues 

the theme of the domination of nature, but in more extreme and disturbing forms. 

Unprecedented and dire consequences for whole groups of animals who are 

subject to the animal agriculture complex, pharmaceutical industries and scientific 

research has resulted. Systems of social meaning-making systematically degrade 

them through transforming their bodies into objects of production, consumption, 

experimentation, and entertainment.  

The exploitation of animals in late stage-capitalism is discussed in more detail in 

the final chapter of this thesis. However, at this stage, I would like to raise the 

question of how an ethical education might address our children’s socialisation 

into such a horrific regime of domination. As Rene Dubos remarks: “The worst 

thing we can do to our children is to convince them that ugliness (cruelty) is 

normal” (Dubos, quoted in Orr, 1999, p.139). 
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Conclusion and  

future research directions  

 

The ugliness of ecocide and mass animal agriculture is a reflection of our human 

selves in advanced capitalism. The death of nature, both symbolically and in real 

material terms, is a loss that may well be inconceivable on many levels. This 

thesis demonstrates that nonhuman nature is of critical significance for humans, 

not only as a life-support system, but also on cultural and spiritual planes.   

In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Karl Marx was likewise 

concerned with the link between spirituality and nature. He writes, “[t]hat man’s 

physical and spiritual life is linked to nature means simply that nature is linked to 

itself, for man is a part of nature” (Marx, 1959, p. 32 ). This is a significant point 

to make in relation to this thesis and one that is discussed in some depth in article 

one: Is Emile in the Garden of Eden: Western ideologies of nature. (Tulloch, 

2015). Marx writes that nature is human’s inorganic body and by this he means 

that nature is not only the means for survival but also that which constitutes “the 

instrument of his life activity” (Marx, 1959, p. 32 ).   

The interchange between humans and nature is thus regarded by Marx as a 

fundamental condition of his existence and a source of “free, concious activity” 

though which he expresses himself. Marx’s early discussions in the Manuscripts 

of 1844 of ‘species being’ assert that nature is the object of  human will and 

conciousness. This interchange is the very expression of him as a ‘species-being’ 

– that is, as a human. Humans produce through transforming nature and, in doing 

so, freely express their will. They produce objects not purely for survival needs 

but also as cultural forms.  

Marx couples this trans-historical understanding of the human/nature interaction 

with an empahisis on its specific historical and materialist context. He argues that 

the labouring class within capitalist societies are forced to sell their creative 

capacity through which they transform nature into labour power. In doing so 

humans become alienated from themselves and hence from nature. It is this very 

estrangement from nature that renders us incomplete and fragmented as a species.  

Marx’s emphasis on the dialectical relationship between humans and nature and 

its connection to ‘species-being’ offers a holistic and historical approach to nature. 

I have attempted to frame this thesis within the insights such an approach can 

generate. Accordingly, the exploitation of nature and animal oppression that are at 

the root of many current environmental crises can be seen to be an expression of a 

mode of “practical, human material life” (Forkasiewice, 2014, p. 50). 

As Forkasiewise (2014) points out, the exploitative nature of capitalist relations of 

production that result in the alienation described above is obscured by ideology – 

understood in a Marxian sense as false ideas (or illusions) about society (Small, 
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2005). Within this thesis, I have discussed and critiqued ideologies of nature in 

depth and attempted to trace their connections to historical materialist contexts. I 

have paid particular attention to the neoliberal ideologies that developed under 

global capitalism. I have demonstrated that these neoliberal ideological 

frameworks further support already taken-for-granted understandings through 

which nonhuman nature is exploited. Nonhuman nature becomes increasingly 

commodified and valued in terms of its usefulness as a life-support system and 

source of further economic growth. In other words, the instrumental value of 

nonhuman nature is given precedence over all other valuations, which works to 

justify the ongoing exploitation of nonhuman nature as ‘necessary’. Within this 

discourse, the very idea that nonhuman animals and ecological landscapes might 

be given “equal consideration to those of humans is regarded as unthinkable” 

(Sorrenson, 2014). Rather, they become turned into objects, to be valued 

according to their use to be bought and sold in the global capitalist market place.   

This general argument has grounded the specific application that focuses the 

thesis: demonstrating that neoliberal ideologies of nature have become dominant 

in environmental education policy through the vehicular idea of sustainable 

development. This has further intensified the nonhuman ‘othering’ that is at the 

heart of the Enlightenment project and modern science that represent the meta-

narratives of the capitalist epoch. The ideological commitment to the notion that 

humans are in control of the natural world and can work within natural limits, 

while still expanding capitalist growth on a global level is dominant in these meta-

narratives. They obscure the exploitative relations between humans and the 

nonhuman world.  

The project of sustainable development is, on one level an attempt to green 

capitalism. It articulates ideologies of human progress through economic growth 

and technological advancement with those of environmentalism and social justice 

– all the while concealing the exploitative nature of social relations and social-

nature relations under capitalism. While acknowledging there are limited natural 

resources and problems with ‘unequal development’, it suggests further that 

economic growth (rather than less) is the answer. It thus conveniently avoids 

directly confronting the violence toward the Earth and nonhuman animals that is a 

result of such growth.  

This thesis has demonstrated how the ideology of sustainable development, is 

transmitted from the global nexus of the UN, to become entrenched in 

environmental education policy across various local contexts. Education for 

sustainable development (EfS) reproduces the dominant ideology that 

environmental issues are problems that can be solved. It focuses on small-scale 

solutions to local problems; engaging students in making decisions and taking 

environmental action; networking with local communities; and establishing 

sustainable practices in the school. The hope is that these children will become 

global citizens of the future, capable and competent, with the right attitudes, skills, 

and knowledge to build a sustainable society. 

This educational approach seems grossly unfair because it can be likened to 

asking them to plug up the leaks of a sinking ship while ever more holes appear. 

Of course, the idea of an ecologically-minded, caring, knowledgeable and skilful 
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global populace is appealing and is one reason it has been taken up so readily in 

policy settings. It is a ruse because our children are inheriting a world with very 

serious ecological issues such as climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss, 

land desertification, waterway and soil pollution and ocean acidification. 

Understanding and addressing these challenges requires a deep critique of the 

capitalist mode of production that is not possible within the surface-logic, 

problem-solving approach.  

In addition, children are socialised into participating in the animal agricultural 

complex through various social institutions such as schools, religion, fashion, 

food and media. Yet animal agriculture is deeply problematic for the health of our 

planet, the animals themselves and our bodies.  

The animal agricultural complex transforms animals’ bodies into objects of 

production and consumption. Sorenson provides some insights into the extent of 

this violence toward animals which he calls “almost incomprehensible” 

(Sorrenson, 2014, p.xi). He calculates that the global meat industry kills 56 billion 

land-based animals each year and many more water-dwelling animals. The 

cruelties of factory farming, the manipulation of the reproductive capacities of 

animal bodies, live-shipping of animals, vivisection and sport hunting are some of 

the other travesties animals endure. According to Sorrenson, this suffering has 

intensified over the last century and is unprecedented.  

The specific anthropocentric character of socio-nature relations that children are 

currently socialised into shapes their everyday realities. Public school systems are 

involved in socialisation through teaching children that animals are not subjects, 

in their own right, but rather objects in the process of becoming meat or food of 

some kind (Rowe,2011). The school system is a critical site through which 

atrocious acts of violence toward animals in agriculture become normalised. 

Through the formal curriculum, agricultural days, extra-curricular activities 

(school hunting festivals) and environmental education, the human-centred 

hierarchy becomes absorbed into children’s psyches.  

At this point, I would like to posit that we need to look at alternative models of 

environmental education based on ecopedagogy and empathic anthropomorphism 

whereby children experience an education based on non-speciesist premises and 

evolutionary kinship with animals.  

The application of critical theory to environmental education has already resulted 

in theorised forms of curriculum that challenge consumerist society,  problematize 

the rise of industrialism and the relations between society and nature. (Hart & 

Nolan, 1999). Environmental and sustainability education can build on this 

foundation to develop an education that is deeply philosophical in nature and that 

radically aims to look into “the eyes of the other” (Derrida, 2002, p. 381). The 

significance of our contemporary ‘mode of being’ in relation to animals could 

become the heart of a truly radical environmental education. Derrida identifies 

particular modes with which we relate to the animal, “being after, being 

alongside, and being near, being with”.  (Derrida, 2002, p. 379).  Should not 

environmental education have, at its heart, the stakes raised by Derrida? 
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What is meant by living, speaking, dying, being and world as in 

being-in-the-world or being-to-wards the world, or being with, being-

before, being-behind, being-after, being and following, being followed 

or being following, there where I am, in one way or another, but 

unimpeachably, near what they call the animal. (Derrida, 2002, p. 

379) 

I wish to add my voice to the growing call for educators to incorporate critical 

animal studies into their theory and practice (Rowe, 2011; Pederson, 2010). 

Environmental education is possibly one of the last vestiges of resistance within 

dominant school structures that can attempt to provide a critical education with 

respect to the moral status of nature and nonhuman animals in modern Western 

capitalist society. I argue for an education that re-enchants nature and empowers 

students to deconstruct the processes through which nature and living animal 

bodies are transformed into discursive forms, physical objects, and commodities 

for exchange. The focus here is on moving beyond the hierarchy and the 

separation between human and non-human nature and the latter’s 

commodification, to the sense of their organic unity; to the one-ness of the living 

planet. 

Michael Bonnett (2009) discusses the need for an education that is based on 

taking seriously the notion of nature in environmental education. This means not 

just considering nature as ‘biosphere’ or ‘resources’ but also the metaphysics of 

nature. Bonnett (2009) argues that nature’s “underlying mystery and fluidity” is 

often lost through scientific explanations (p.180). Environmental and 

sustainability education has traditionally been heavily reliant on its science base. 

It’s not that science is unimportant, but that it is “quite irrelevant to the sheer 

existence of things” (Bonnett,2009, p.180). Indeed, imposing scientific 

explanations on students’ experience of nature can be destructive. It orders the 

mind to comprehend the world in particular ways, erasing the primordial mystery 

(Bonnett, 2009).  

Here we can call upon the Green Man, before he became de-souled. Being able to 

sense ourselves in nature, recognising our immense possibilities and our deepest 

vulnerabilities is important in developing sensitivity and empathy. Through an 

education that values providing these kind of experiences, children can acquire a 

deep respect for nature as having its own integrity – its own life force and intrinsic 

value. Heeson Bai (2009) raises a pertinent question: “Could it be that this ecocide 

is due to humanity’s inability to perceive and feel the intrinsic worth of the other – 

in this case, nonhuman beings?” (p.135).  

Bai (2009) argues for an education that transforms our consciousness from a state 

of psychic numbing to one of enchantment with nature. The Cartesian perception 

of nature as machine and animals as objects has been seared into our collective 

consciousness. Bai suggests that we project this perceived reality onto the world 

and treat it in destructive ways.  

This thesis has provided a challenge to dominant capitalist instrumental ideologies 

of nature as they manifest in policy and educational settings. The fragmented and 

mechanistic approach to nature that defines the capitalist epoch leads to what Bai 
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(2009) calls ‘psychic numbing’. A future frame for environmental and 

sustainability education should focus on a post-capitalist metaphysics that will 

embrace the Green Man, be humble in his presence, and allow the mystery to 

reveal itself through experiences in and with nature.  
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Article One: 

Is Emile in the Garden of Eden? Western 

ideologies of nature 

This paper is particularly important in setting the scene for later analysis of 

ideologies of nature. In this article, I discuss the socially constructed division of 

humans and nature.  I also analyse the ways “nature” is ideologically represented 

in Western society over time, tracing some of the theological, philosophical and 

science-based roots of such thought (Castree, 1995).  

Several separate but connected ideological constructions of nature are identified. 

These include: Animism and organic ideologies of the ‘nurturing mother’; Judeo-

Christian ideologies of nature with reference to the fall from the garden of Eden 

and dominionism; and rationalist and bougeois ideologies of nature.In particular I 

argue that bourgeois ideologies of nature have their historical origins in Western 

capitalist societies and are embedded in post- Enlightenment science. I explore the 

Enlightenment Project and its endorsement of modern Western scientific and 

technological principles (Merchant, 2005). It is argued that ideological 

representations of “nature” as pristine, untamed and unproductive wild go hand-

in-hand with ideologies and practices of domination and control in the name of 

scientific, technological and capitalist economic progress. 

Crucially, this article sets the scene to describe how the human-nonhuman 

relationship is ideologically formed. Through the Enlightenment process of 

naming, classifying and ordering the natural world ideologically, the human-

nonhuman relationship is framed in a way that functions to subjugate the 

nonhuman. For example, Descartes depicted the animal as a mere machine, 

responding to external stimuli, critically different from and essentially constructed 

as Other.  Through this exploration of ideologies of nature, I hope to demonstrate 

that they are based on the premise of a view of the nonhuman as something “out 

there” and separate from society and humans.  
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Article Two:  

On science, ecology and environmentalism 

In this article, I focus on the way in which ecological science has been drawn on 

by environmentalists and ‘third world’ anti-globalization radicals who argued for 

sustainable development (SD). Key ideas such as ‘carrying capacity’, ‘limits to 

growth’ and ‘finite resources’ were generated by these early environmental 

authors to convey that economic growth and ‘first world’ development were 

putting a strain on the earth. This article traces the ideological disruptions and 

continuities that have muted the voices of these early environmental authors and 

subordinated them to the neoliberal agenda for expanding global markets. It is 

argued that the current sustainable development discourse (SDD) based on the 

neoliberal agenda has gained hegemonic acceptance in the West.  
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Article Three: 

The Neoliberalisation of Sustainability 

This article has been co-authored with my supervisor, Dr David Neilson. We 

worked in close collaboration to detail the process of neoliberalisation of 

sustainability. Initially, the tenets of radical sustainability discourse are discussed 

in some depth. We then use Laclau’s theory of articulation to detail how this early 

discourse has been articulated with market ideologies of nature and the neoliberal 

capitalist project. This analysis focuses on key United Nations’ documents 

promoting a new form of sustainable development in the shift toward neoliberal 

capitalism. This has involved a reconfiguration of the economy-nature relation. 

The economy–and in particular neoliberal market economy–has been recast as the 

‘savior’ of environment rather than the cause of the major issues now effecting it.  
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Article Four: 

The transnational state, neoliberalism and 

environmental education policy: A New Zealand 

case study 

This article examines the role of the United Nations in disseminating the 

sustainable development vision to national policy contexts.  The UN is a 

transnational state (TNS) body that administers neoliberalised sustainable 

development discourse (SDD) which has become hegemonic in policy and 

educational settings. First, I examine the way the UN, as a transnational interstate 

apparatus, has produced and integrated dominant neoliberalised SD into global 

agreements. Second, I analyse the ways this has been taken up in New Zealand’s 

specific institutional settings, including educational policy broadly speaking and 

environmental education policy. Interestingly, the analysis indicates that this is 

not a top-down approach with a simple reproduction of UN defined SDD in 

national policy contexts. Rather, the reworking of SDD has involved complex 

transversal manoeuvres as the ideologies are articulated with the bodies within the 

national context. This paper ultimately demonstrates that New Zealand policy 

settings, including environmental education policy, have become directly 

subordinated to the process of neoliberalisation by the TNS. 
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Article Five: 

An auto-ethnography 

 

 

Looking into the eyes of the ‘other’: Rescued bobby calf with author. 

Photo used with permission from owner. 

This last article is an auto-ethnography that details my emotional, psychical, and 

physical engagement with the political and cultural meanings I have explored in 

this thesis. Ultimately, writing this thesis has engaged me in a sustained critique 

of my own cultural experience of neoliberal capitalism and the impact this has on 

nonhuman nature. The common ideologies, including attitudes, values and beliefs 

about nonhuman nature in the New Zealand context are explored via an analysis 

of my work as an animal rights’ activist.  
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