
Introduction
What Is to Be Done with Political Ecology?

What is to be done with political ecology? Nothing. What is to be
done? Political ecology!

All those who have hoped that the politics of nature would bring
about a renewal of public life have asked the first question, while not-
ing the stagnation of the so-called “green” movements. They would
like very much to know why so promising an endeavor has so often
come to naught. Appearances notwithstanding, everyone is bound to
answer the second question the same way. We have no choice: politics
does not fall neatly on one side of a divide and nature on the other.
From the time the term “politics” was invented, every type of politics
has been defined by its relation to nature, whose every feature, prop-
erty, and function depends on the polemical will to limit, reform, es-
tablish, short-circuit, or enlighten public life. As a result, we cannot
choose whether to engage in political ecology or not; but we can
choose whether to engage in it surreptitiously, by distinguishing between
questions of nature and questions of politics, or explicitly, by treating
those two sets of questions as a single issue that arises for all collectives.
While the ecology movements tell us that nature is rapidly invading
politics, we shall have to imagine—most often aligning ourselves with
these movements but sometimes against them—what a politics finally
freed from the sword of Damocles we call nature might be like.

Critics will argue that political ecology already exists. They will tell
us that it has countless nuances, from the most profound to the most
superficial, including all possible utopian, rational, or free-market
forms. Whatever reservations we may have about them, these move-
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ments have already woven innumerable bonds between nature and
politics. Indeed, this is just what they all claim to be doing: finally un-
dertaking a politics of nature; finally modifying public life so that it
takes nature into account; finally adapting our system of production
to nature’s demands; finally preserving nature from human degrada-
tion through a sustainable politics. In short, in many often vague and
sometimes contradictory guises, concern for nature has already been
introduced into political life.

How could I claim that there is a new task here, one that has not yet
been taken up? People may argue over its usefulness, they may quibble
over its applications, but we cannot behave as if the task has not al-
ready been addressed, as if it had not already been to a considerable
extent accomplished. If political ecology has turned out to be such a
disappointment, it is not because no one has tried to make a place for
nature within public life. If political ecology is losing its influence, ac-
cording to some, this is simply because the interests lined up against it
are too powerful; according to others, it is because political ecology
has never had enough substance to compete with the age-old practice
of politics as usual. In any event, it is too late to reopen the issue yet
again. We need either to bury the movement in the already well-
stocked cemetery of outdated ideologies, or else we need to fight still
more courageously to ensure that the movement will triumph in its
present form. In either case, the die is cast, the concepts are identified,
the positions are known. You are showing up too late for a debate
whose terms are already set in concrete. The time for reflection is past.
You should have spoken up ten years ago.

In this book, I should like to propose a different hypothesis that may
justify my ill-timed intervention. From a conceptual standpoint, polit-
ical ecology has not yet begun to exist. The words “ecology” and “poli-
tics” have simply been juxtaposed without a thoroughgoing rethinking
of either term; as a result, we can draw no conclusions from the trials
that the ecology movements have gone through up to now, either
about their past failures or about their possible successes. The reason
for the delay is very simple. People have been much too quick to be-
lieve that it sufficed to recycle the old concepts of nature and politics
unchanged, in order to establish the rights and manners of a political
ecology. Yet oikos, logos, phusis, and polis remain real enigmas so long as
the four concepts are not put into play at the same time. Political ecolo-
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gists have supposed that they could dispense with this conceptual
work, without noticing that the notions of nature and politics had
been developed over centuries in such a way as to make any juxtaposi-
tion, any synthesis, any combination of the two terms impossible. And,
even more seriously, they have claimed, in the enthusiasm of an ecu-
menical vision, to have “gotten beyond” the old distinction between
humans and things, subjects of law and objects of science—without
observing that these entities had been shaped, profiled, and sculpted
in such a way that they had gradually become incompatible.

Far from “getting beyond” the dichotomies of man and nature, sub-
ject and object, modes of production, and the environment, in order to
find remedies for the crisis as quickly as possible, what political ecolo-
gists should have done was slow down the movement, take their time,
then burrow down beneath the dichotomies like the proverbial old
mole. Such, at least, is my argument. Instead of cutting the Gordian
knot, I am going to shake it around in a lot of different ways. I shall un-
tie a few of its strands in order to knot them back together differently.
Where the political philosophy of science is concerned, one must take
one’s time, in order not to lose it. The ecologists were a little too quick
to pat themselves on the back when they put forward their slogan
“Think globally, act locally.” Where “global thinking” is concerned,
they have come up with nothing better than a nature already com-
posed, already totalized, already instituted to neutralize politics. To
think in truly “global” fashion, they needed to begin by discovering
the institutions thanks to which globalism is constructed one step at a
time. And nature, as we shall see, could hardly lend itself any less ef-
fectively to the process.

Yes, in this book we are going to advance like the tortoise in the fa-
ble; and like the tortoise, or at least so I hope, we shall end up passing
the hare, which has decided, in its great wisdom, that political ecology
is an outmoded question, dead and buried, incapable of producing
thought, unable to provide a new foundation for morality, epistemol-
ogy, and democracy—the same hare that has claimed to be “recon-
ciling man and nature” in a couple of great leaps. In order to force
ourselves to slow down, we will have to deal simultaneously with the
sciences, with natures, and with politics, in the plural.

Scientific production: here is the first obstacle we shall encounter
along our way. Political ecology is said to have to do with “nature in its
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links with society.” Well and good. But this nature becomes knowable
through the intermediary of the sciences; it has been formed through
networks of instruments; it is defined through the interventions of
professions, disciplines, and protocols; it is distributed via data bases;
it is provided with arguments through the intermediary of learned so-
cieties. Ecology, as its name indicates, has no direct access to nature as
such; it is a “-logy” like all the scientific disciplines. Under the heading
of science, then, we already find a rather complex mix of proofs and
proof-workers, a learned community that acts as a third party in all re-
lations with society. And yet, too often, the ecological movements
have sought to short-circuit this third party, precisely in order to ac-
celerate their militant progress. For them, science remains a mirror of
the world, to the extent that one can almost always, in their literature,
take the terms “nature” and “science” to be synonyms.1 My hypothesis
is, on the contrary, that the enigma of scientific production must be
repositioned at the very core of political ecology. This may well slow
down the acquisition of the certainties that were supposed to serve as
leverage in the political struggle, but between nature and society we
shall include this third term, whose role will turn out to be crucial.

Nature is the second speed bump that political ecology is going to
encounter along its route. How, some will object, can nature inconve-
nience a set of militant and scientific disciplines that have to do with
the way to protect nature, to defend it, to insert it into the play of poli-
tics, to make an aesthetic object of it, a subject of law, or in any case a
concern? And yet this is where the difficulty arises. Every time we
seek to mix scientific facts with aesthetic, political, economic, and
moral values, we find ourselves in a quandary. If we concede too much
to facts, the human element in its entirety tilts into objectivity, be-
comes a countable and calculable thing, a bottom line in terms of en-
ergy, one species among others. If we concede too much to values, all
of nature tilts into the uncertainty of myth, into poetry or romanti-
cism; everything becomes soul and spirit. If we mix facts and values,
we go from bad to worse, for we are depriving ourselves of both auton-
omous knowledge and independent morality. We shall never know, for
example, whether the apocalyptic predictions with which the militant
ecologists threaten us mask the power scientists hold over politicians
or the domination politicians exercise over poor scientists.

This book sets forth the hypothesis that political ecology has noth-
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ing at all to do with “nature”—that blend of Greek politics, French
Cartesianism, and American parks. Let me put it bluntly: political ecol-
ogy has nothing to do with nature. To put it even more strongly, at no
time in its short history has political ecology ever had anything to do
with nature, with its defense or protection. As I shall show in Chapter
1, the belief that political ecology is interested in nature is the child-
hood illness of the field, keeping it in a state of impotence by prevent-
ing it from ever understanding its own practice. My hope is that the
weaning process, even if it appears somewhat harsh, will have more
favorable effects than the forced maintenance of the notion of nature
as the sole object of political ecology.

The third, most troubling, and most controversial obstacle obvi-
ously comes from politics. We know the difference between scientific
ecology and political ecology, between the student of ecology and the
militant in the ecology movement. We also know how much difficulty
ecology movements have always had finding a place on the political
chessboard. On the right? The left? The far right? The far left? Nei-
ther right nor left? Elsewhere, in government? Nowhere, in utopia?
Above, in technocracy? Below, in a return to the sources of wisdom?
Beyond, in full self-realization? Everywhere, as the lovely Gaia hy-
pothesis suggests, positing an Earth that would bring all ecosystems
together in a single integrated organism? There can be a Gaia science,
a Gaia cult, but can there be a Gaia politics? If we reach the point of
defending Mother Earth, is that a politics? And if our goal is to put
a stop to noise pollution, to shut down city dumps, to reduce the
fumes of exhaust pipes, it really isn’t worth making the effort to move
heaven and earth: a cabinet ministry will do. My hypothesis is that the
ecology movements have sought to position themselves on the politi-
cal chessboard without redrawing its squares, without redefining the
rules of the game, without redesigning the pawns.

Nothing in fact proves that the division of labor between human
politics and the science of things, between the requirements of free-
dom and the powers of necessity, can be used as such in order to har-
bor political ecology. It may even be necessary to hypothesize that the
political freedom of humans has never been defined except in order to
constrain it by applying the laws of natural necessity. If this proved to
be the case, democracy would have been made impotent by design.
Human beings are born free; everywhere they are in chains; the social
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contract claims to emancipate them; political ecology alone can do
this, but political ecology itself cannot expect to be saved by free men
and women. Obliged to redefine politics and science, freedom and ne-
cessity, the human and the inhuman, in order to find a niche for itself,
political ecology has lost heart along the way. It thought it could rely
on nature to hasten the advent of democracy. Today it lacks both. The
task must be taken up again from a different angle, by a longer and
more perilous detour.

By what authority can I subject political ecology to the three tests of
scientific production, the abandonment of nature, and the redefinition
of the political? Are the author and those who have inspired him mili-
tant ecologists? No. Recognized ecologists? Not that, either. Influ-
ential politicians, then? Certainly not. If I could plead any authority at
all, I am well aware that I would save my readers time: they could trust
me. But the point is not to save time, to speed up, to synthesize masses
of data, to solve urgent problems in a hurry, to ward off dramatic cata-
clysms by equally dramatic actions. The point is not even to draw
upon meticulous erudition in order to do justice to those who think
seriously about ecology. In this book, the point is simply to raise a fa-
miliar question once again for myself, and perhaps for myself alone:
What do nature, science, and politics have to do with one another?
Weakness, it seems to me, may lead further than strength.

If I have no authority of my own, I nevertheless benefit from a par-
ticular advantage, and this alone is what authorizes me to address my
readers: I am interested in political production no more and no less
than I am interested in scientific production. Or rather, I admire politi-
cians asmuch as I admire scientists. Think about it: this twofold respect
is not so common. My absence of authority offers precisely the guar-
antee that I will not use science to subjugate politics, or politics to sub-
jugate science. My claim is that I can turn this minuscule advantage
into a major asset. To the question with which I began—What is to be
done with political ecology?—I do not yet have a definitive answer. I
only know that if I did not try to modify the terms of the debate by
finding a new way to tie the Gordian knot of science and politics, the
full-scale experiment in which we are all engaged would prove noth-
ing one way or the other. It would always lack an adapted protocol; I
would always reproach myself for missing the opportunity to redefine
politics that ecology might have offered.
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There is one more constraint to which I have sought to subject my-
self. Although I have to refashion the three conjoined notions of na-
ture, politics, and science, I have chosen to use neither the denunci-
atory nor the prophetic tone that often accompanies the works of
political ecology. Although I am preparing to work through a series of
hypotheses in which each one will be stranger than the one before, it is
nevertheless common sense*2 that I seek to reflect above all. As it hap-
pens, common sense is opposed for the time being to good sense*. To
proceed quickly, I shall have to go slowly, and to be simple, I shall have
to present a provisional appearance of radicality. My goal is thus not
to overturn the established order of concepts but to describe the actual
state of affairs: political ecology is already doing in practice everything
that I assert it has to do. I am simply betting that the urgencies of ac-
tion have prevented it from pinpointing the originality of what it was
accomplishing in a groping fashion, because it did not understand the
reversal in the position of the sciences that these innovations implied.
The only service I can render political ecology is to offer it an alterna-
tive interpretation of itself, a different common sense, so that it can
try to determine whether it finds itself in a more comfortable position
or not. Up to now, as I see it, philosophers have offered to clothe po-
litical ecology only in ready-to-wear garments. I believe it deserves
made-to-order garb: perhaps it will find itself less constricted, and the
fit a little more comfortable.3

To keep this book to a reasonable length, I have said little about the
field studies on which it is based. Because I could not make the basic
argument more accessible by shoring it up with solid empirical proof,
I have organized it meticulously in such a way that readers always
know what difficulties await them: in addition to the glossary, I have
also drawn up a summary at the end that can serve as a crib sheet.4

In Chapter 1 we shall rid ourselves of the notion of nature by turn-
ing first to the contributions of the sociology of the sciences, then to
those of the ecology movements (their practice, as distinct from their
philosophy), and finally to those of comparative anthropology. Politi-
cal ecology, as we shall see, cannot hold on to nature. In Chapter 2,
I shall proceed to an exchange of properties between humans and
nonhumans*; this will allow us to imagine, under the name of collec-
tive*, a successor to the political institutions that have been awk-
wardly brought together up to now under the aegis of nature and soci-
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ety. This new collective will allow us to proceed in Chapter 3 to the
transformation of the venerable distinction between facts and values;
we shall replace it with a new separation of powers* that will offer us
more satisfactory moral guarantees. The distinction between two new
assemblies—the first of which will ask, “How many are we?” and the
second, “Can we live together?”—will serve political ecology as its
Constitution. In Chapter 4, readers will be rewarded for their efforts
by a “guided tour” of the new institutions and by a presentation of the
new professions contributing to the animation of a political body that
has at last become viable. The difficulties will begin again in Chapter 5,
where we shall be obliged to find a successor to the ancient split that
separated nature (in the singular) from cultures (in the plural), in or-
der to raise once again the question of the number of collectives and
the progressive composition of the common world* that the notion of
nature, like that of society, had prematurely simplified. Finally, in the
conclusion, I shall address questions about the type of Leviathan that
allows political ecology to leave the state of nature. In view of the
spectacle that has been embraced throughout, readers will perhaps
forgive me the aridity of the route.

Before ending this introduction, I need to define the particular use
that I am going to make of the key term “political ecology”*. I am well
aware that it is customary to distinguish scientific ecology from politi-
cal ecology, the former being practiced in laboratories and field expe-
ditions, the latter in militant movements and in Parliament. But as I
propose to reshape the very distinction between the two terms “sci-
ence” and “politics” in every particular, it will be clear that we cannot
take that distinction at face value, for it is going to become untenable
as we progress. After a few pages, at all events, there will be little point
in differentiating between those groups of people who want to un-
derstand ecosystems, defend the environment, or protect nature, and
those who want to revive public life, since we are going to learn in-
stead to distinguish the composition of the common world that is
built “according to due process” from that of a world elaborated with-
out rules. For the time being, I shall retain the term “political ecol-
ogy,” which remains an enigmatic emblem allowing me to designate—
without defining it too quickly—the right way to compose a common
world, the kind of world the Greeks called a cosmos*.
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C H A P T E R O N E

▲ ▲ ▲

Why Political Ecology Has to
Let Go of Nature

An interest in nature, we are told, is precisely what is novel about po-
litical ecology. In this view, political ecology extends the narrow field
of the classic preoccupations of politics to new beings that have previ-
ously found themselves underrepresented or badly represented. In this
first chapter, I want to challenge the solidity of the link between politi-
cal ecology and nature. Despite what it often asserts, I am going to
show that political ecology, at least in its theories, has to let go of na-
ture. Indeed, nature is the chief obstacle that has always hampered the
development of public discourse. This argument—which is only para-
doxical in appearance, as we shall see—requires us to bring together
three distinct findings, one from the sociology of the sciences, another
from the practice of the ecology movements, and the third from com-
parative anthropology. But this necessity is what makes our present
task so difficult: in order to approach the true subject of our work, we
need to take for granted demonstrations that would call for several
volumes each. I can either waste precious time convincing my readers
of this, or else I can move ahead as quickly as possible, while asking
readers to judge the tree only by its fruits: that is, to wait until the fol-
lowing chapters to see how the postulates presented here make it pos-
sible to renew the exercise of public life.

Let me begin with one small contribution of science studies, with-
out which it would be impossible to cover the necessary ground. In all
that follows, I shall ask my readers to agree to dissociate the sciences—
in the plural and in small letters—from Science—in the singular and
capitalized. I ask readers to acknowledge that discourse on Science has
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no direct relation to the life of the sciences, and that the problem of
knowledge is posed quite differently, depending on whether one is
brandishing Science or clinging to the twists and turns of the sciences
as they are developed. I ask readers finally to grant that if nature—in
the singular—is closely linked with Science, the sciences for their part
in no way require such unification. If we were trying to approach the
question of political ecology as if Science and the sciences were one
and the same enterprise, we would end up in radically different posi-
tions. In the first section, in fact, I am going to define Science* as the
politicization of the sciences through epistemology in order to render ordi-
nary political life impotent through the threat of an incontestable nature. I
shall of course have to justify this definition, which seems so contrary
to good sense. But if the single word “Science” already combines the
imbroglio of politics, nature, and knowledge that we must learn to dis-
entangle, it is clear that we cannot set out on our journey without re-
moving the threat that Science has always brought to bear as much on
the exercise of politics as on the practices of scientific researchers.1

First, Get Out of the Cave

If we want to move ahead quickly while remaining precise, nothing is
as concise as a myth. As it happens, in the West, through the ages we
have become heirs to an allegory that defines the relations between
Science and society: the allegory of the Cave*, recounted by Plato in
the Republic. I have no intention of getting lost in the twists and turns
of Greek philosophy. I shall simply focus on two points of rupture,
two radical shifts that will help us dramatize all the virtues that might
be expected of Science. The Philosopher, and later the Scientist, have
to free themselves of the tyranny of the social dimension, public life,
politics, subjective feelings, popular agitation—in short, from the dark
Cave—if they want to accede to truth. Such is the first shift, according
to the allegory. There exists no possible continuity between the world
of human beings and access to truths “not made by human hands.”2

The allegory of the Cave makes it possible to create in one fell swoop a
certain idea of Science and a certain idea of the social world that will
serve as a foil for Science. But the myth also proposes a second shift:
the Scientist, once equipped with laws not made by human hands that
he has just contemplated because he has succeeded in freeing himself
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from the prison of the social world, can go back into the Cave so as to
bring order to it with incontestable findings that will silence the end-
less chatter of the ignorant mob. Once again, there is no continuity
between the henceforth irrefutable objective law and the human—all
too human—logorrhea of the prisoners shackled in the shadows, who
never know how to bring their interminable disputes to an end.

The illuminating power of this allegory, the source of its inexhaust-
ible effectiveness, stems from the following peculiarity: neither of
these two radical shifts prevents the emergence of its exact contrary,
and the contraries turn out to be combined in one and the same heroic
figure, that of the Philosopher-Scientist, at once Lawgiver and Savior.
Although the world of truth differs absolutely, not relatively, from the
social world, the Scientist can go back and forth from one world to the
other no matter what: the passageway closed to all others is open to
him alone. In him and through him, the tyranny of the social world is
miraculously interrupted when he leaves, so that he will be able to
contemplate the objective world at last; and it is likewise interrupted
when he returns, so that like a latter-day Moses he will be able to sub-
stitute the legislation of scientific laws, which are not open to ques-
tion, for the tyranny of ignorance. Without this double interruption
there can be no Science, no epistemology, no paralyzed politics, no
Western conception of public life.

In the original myth, as we know, the Philosopher managed only
with the greatest difficulty to break the chains that attached him
to the shadowy world, and when he returned to the Cave after ex-
hausting trials, his former fellow prisoners put the bearer of good
news to death. Over the centuries, thank God, the fate of the Philoso-
pher-turned-Scientist has greatly improved. Today, sizable budgets,
vast laboratories, huge businesses, and powerful equipment allow re-
searchers to come and go in complete safety between the social world
and the world of Ideas, and from Ideas to the dark Cave where they
go to bring light. The narrow door has become a broad boulevard.
In twenty-five centuries, however, one thing has not changed in the
slightest: the double rupture, which the form of the allegory, endlessly
repeated, manages to maintain as radically as ever. Such is the obstacle
that we shall have to remove if we want to change the very terms by
which public life is defined.

However vast the laboratories may be, however attached research-
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ers may be to industrialists, however many technicians they may have
to employ, however active the instruments for transforming data,
however constructive the theories, none of this matters; you will be
told straight out that Science can survive only as long as it distin-
guishes absolutely and not relatively between things “as they are” and
the “representation that human beings make of them.” Without this
division between “ontological questions” and “epistemological ques-
tions,” all moral and social life would be threatened.3 Why? Because,
without it, there would be no more reservoir of incontrovertible cer-
tainties that could be brought in to put an end to the incessant chat-
ter of obscurantism and ignorance. There would no longer be a sure
way to distinguish what is true from what is false. One could no
longer break free of social determiners to understand what things
themselves are, and, for want of that essential comprehension, one
could no longer cherish the hope of pacifying public life, which is al-
ways threatened by civil war. Nature and human beliefs about nature
would be mixed up in frightful chaos. Public life, having imploded,
would lack the transcendence without which no interminable dispute
could end.

If you point out politely that the very ease with which scientists
pass from the social world to the world of external realities, the facil-
ity they demonstrate through this business of importing and export-
ing scientific laws, the fluency of the discourse in which they convert
human and objective elements, prove clearly enough that there is no
rupture between the two worlds and that they are dealing rather with
a seamless cloth, you will be accused of relativism; you will be told
that you are trying to give Science a “social explanation”; your unfor-
tunate tendencies toward immoralism will be denounced; you may
be asked publicly if you believe in the reality of the external world
or not, or whether you are ready to jump out a fifteenth-story win-
dow because you think that the laws of gravity, too, are “socially con-
structed”!4

We have to be able to deflect such sophistry on the part of philoso-
phers of the sciences; it has been used for twenty-five centuries to
silence politics as soon as the question of nature comes up. Let us
face the facts at the outset: there is no way out of this trap. And yet,
at first glance, nothing ought to be more innocent than epistemol-
ogy*, knowledge about knowledge, meticulous descriptions of scien-
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tific practices in all their complexity. Let us not confuse this highly re-
spectable form of epistemology with an entirely different activity that
I shall call (political) epistemology*, using parentheses because this
discipline claims to be limited to Science, whereas its aim is really just
to humiliate politics.5 The goal of this form of epistemology is by no
means to describe the sciences, contrary to what its etymology might
suggest, but to short-circuit any and all questioning as to the nature of
the complex bonds between the sciences and societies, through the in-
vocation of Science as the only salvation from the prison of the social
world. The double rupture of the Cave is not based on any empirical
investigation or observed phenomena; it is even contrary to common
sense, to the daily practice of all scientists; and if it ever did exist,
twenty-five centuries of sciences, laboratories, and scholarly institu-
tions have long since done away with it. But it cannot be helped: the
epistemology police will always cancel out that ordinary knowledge by
creating the double rupture between elements that everything con-
nects, and by depicting those who cast doubt on the double rupture as
relativists, sophists, and immoralists who want to ruin any chance we
may have to accede to external reality and thus to reform society on
the rebound.

For the idea of a double rupture to have resisted all contradictory
evidence over the centuries, there must be a powerful reason buttress-
ing its necessity. This reason can only be political—or religious. We
have to suppose that (political) epistemology depends on something
else that holds it in place and lends it its formidable efficacity. How
could we explain, otherwise, the vindictive passion with which sci-
ence studies are still being greeted? If it were only a matter of de-
scribing the practices of laboratories, we would not hear such loud
protests, and the epistemologists would be able to mingle unprob-
lematically with their colleagues in anthropology. By becoming so vio-
lently indignant, the (political) epistemologists have tipped their
hand. Their trap is sprung. It no longer catches any flies.

What is the use of the allegory of the Cave today? It allows a Con-
stitution* that organizes public life into two houses.6 The first is the
obscure room depicted by Plato, in which ignorant people find them-
selves in chains, unable to look directly at one another, communicat-
ing only via fictions projected on a sort of movie screen; the second is
located outside, in a world made up not of humans but of nonhumans,
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indifferent to our quarrels, our ignorances, and the limits of our repre-
sentations and fictions. The genius of the model stems from the role
played by a very small number of persons, the only ones capable of go-
ing back and forth between the two assemblies and converting the au-
thority of the one into that of the other. Despite the fascination exer-
cised by Ideas (even upon those who claim to be denouncing the
idealism of the Platonic solution), it is not at all a question of opposing
the shadow world to the real world, but of redistributing powers by in-
venting both a certain definition of Science and a certain definition of
politics. Appearances notwithstanding, idealism is not what is at issue
here. The myth of the Cave makes it possible to render all democracy
impossible by neutralizing it; that is its only trump card.

In this Constitution dispensed by (political) epistemology, how are
the powers in fact distributed? The first house brings together the to-
tality of speaking humans, who find themselves with no power at all
save that of being ignorant in common, or of agreeing by convention
to create fictions devoid of any external reality. The second house is
constituted exclusively of real objects that have the property of defin-
ing what exists but that lack the gift of speech. On the one hand, we
have the chattering of fictions; on the other, the silence of reality. The
subtlety of this organization rests entirely on the power given to those
who can move back and forth between the houses. The small number
of handpicked experts, for their part, presumably have the ability to
speak (since they are humans), the ability to tell the truth (since they
escape the social world, thanks to the asceticism of knowledge), and,
finally, the ability to bring order to the assembly of humans by keeping
its members quiet (since the experts can return to the lower house in
order to reform the slaves who lie chained in the room). In short, these
few elect, as they themselves see it, are endowed with the most fab-
ulous political capacity ever invented: They can make the mute world
speak, tell the truth without being challenged, put an end to the interminable
arguments through an incontestable form of authority that would stem from
things themselves.

And yet, at first glance, such a separation of powers seems impossi-
ble to maintain. It requires too many implausible hypotheses, too
many undue privileges. People would never agree to define themselves
as a collection of prisoners with life sentences who can neither speak
directly to one another nor touch what they are talking about, and
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who find themselves reduced to chattering without saying anything at
all. Moreover, no one would ever agree to give so many powers to a
ferry-load of experts whom no one had elected. Even if we were to
grant this first series of absurdities, how could we imagine that Scien-
tists and only Scientists could accede to inaccessible things them-
selves? More outrageous still, by what miracle would mute things sud-
denly become capable of speaking? By what fourth or fifth conjuring
trick would real things, once granted speech through the mouths of
philosopher-kings, have the unheard-of property of becoming imme-
diately unchallengeable and of shutting up the other humans? How
can we imagine that these nonhuman objects can be mobilized to
solve the problems of the prisoners, whereas the human condition has
already been defined by a break with all reality? No, there is no ques-
tion about it: we cannot pass this fairy tale off as a political philosophy
like any other—and even less as superior to all others.

Alas, to do so would be to forget the tiny but indispensable contri-
bution of (political) epistemology: thanks to the parentheses, we can
name one of the two assemblies “Science” and the other “politics.” We
are going to turn this eminently political question of the distribution of
power between two houses into a matter of distinguishing between a
huge, purely epistemological question about the nature of Ideas and
the external world as well as about the limits of our knowledge, on the
one hand, and an exclusively political and sociological question about
the nature of the social world, on the other hand. It has happened: polit-
ical philosophy is becoming irremediably one-eyed, a monstrous and
barbaric Cyclops. The indispensable work of political epistemology
turns out to be buried forever beneath the apparent confusion that the
epistemology police go about creating between politics (in the sense of
what distinguishes Science from the Ideas of the Cave world) and poli-
tics (in the sense of the passions and interests of those who lie in the
Cave).

Whereas it is a question of a constitutional theory that has humans
deprived of all reality and nonhumans holding all the power sitting in
separate houses, we shall be told calmly that one must be very careful
“not to mix the sublime epistemological questions”—on the nature of
things—“with the lowly political questions”—on values and the dif-
ficulty of living together. It’s really so simple! If you try to loosen the
trap by shaking it, it will close more tightly still, since you will be ac-
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cused of seeking to “confuse” political questions with cognitive ones!
People will claim that you are politicizing Science, that you seek to re-
duce the external world to what the chained Helots put into their
world of fancies! That you are abandoning all criteria for judging what
is true and what is false! The more you argue, the more you will be
challenged. Those who have politicized the sciences* in order to make
political life impossible even find themselves in a position to accuse
you—you!—of polluting the purity of the sciences by introducing base
social considerations. Those who have split public life into Science
and society through a sophism are going to accuse you of sophistry!7

You will die of hunger or suffocation before you have gnawed through
the bars of the prison in which you freely locked yourself up.

It would be too easy to see the political intent behind the epis-
temological pretensions if we had not swallowed, thanks to the alle-
gory of the Cave, a modest supplementary hypothesis: the entire ma-
chine has functioned only if people have found themselves plunged
into the darkness of the cave in advance, every individual cut off from
every other, chained to his or her bench, without contact with reality,
prey to rumors and prejudices, already prepared to go for the jugular
of those who come in to reform things. In short, without a certain
definition of sociology, the epistemology police is unthinkable. Is this
how people really live? It hardly matters. The myth requires first of all
that we humans descend into the Cave, cut our countless ties with re-
ality, lose all contact with our fellows, abandon the work of the sci-
ences, and begin to become uncultivated, hate-filled, paralyzed, and
gorged with fiction. Then and only then will Science come to save us.
Weaker in this respect than the biblical story of the fall, the myth be-
gins with a state of abjection whose origin it carefully refrains from re-
vealing. Now, no original sin requires public life to begin with the age
of the Caves. (Political) epistemology has somewhat overestimated its
capabilities: it can amuse us for a moment in a darkened room with its
own shadow theater that contrasts the forces of Good with those of
Evil, Right with Might, but it cannot require us to buy a ticket to
watch its edifying spectacle forever. Since Enlightenment can blind us
only if (political) epistemology makes us go down into the Cave in the
first place, there exists a much simpler means than Plato’s to get out of
the Cave: we need not climb down into it to begin with!

Any hesitation over the externality of Science was supposed to
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thrust us willy-nilly into “mere social construction.” I maintain that it
is fairly easy to escape the menacing choice between the reality of the
external world and the prison of the social world. A trap like that can
hold up only as long as no one simultaneously examines the idea of
Science and the idea of society, as long as no one entertains simul-
taneous doubts about epistemology and sociology. Those who study
Science have to believe what the sociologists say about politics, and,
conversely, the sociologists have to believe what the (political) episte-
mologists say about Science. In other words, there must not be any
sociologists of the sciences, for then the alternatives would be too obvi-
ous, the contrast would be weakened, it would be understood that
nothing in Science resembles the sciences, and that nothing in the col-
lective resembles the prison of the social world. Salvation through Sci-
ence comes only in a world deprived in advance of any means to be-
come moral, reasonable, and learned. But in order for this theory of
Science to take the place of an explanation about the work of the sci-
ences, a no less absurd theory of the social world has to take the place
of analysis of public life.8

It is hard to believe that epistemological questions have been taken
seriously, viewed as though they were indeed distinct from the organi-
zation of the social body. Once it has been deflected, the ruse loses all
its effectiveness. Henceforth, when we hear censors ask “big” ques-
tions on the existence of an objective reality, we shall no longer make a
huge effort to respond by trying to prove that we are “realists” no mat-
ter what. It will suffice to retort with another question: “Hmm, how
curious: So you are trying to organize civic life with two houses, one of
which would have authority and not speak, while the other would
have speech but no authority; do you really think this is reasonable?”
Against the epistemology police, one must engage in politics, and cer-
tainly not epistemology. And yet Western political thought has been
paralyzed for a long time by this threat from elsewhere that could at
any moment leave the essential part of its deliberations devoid of all
substance: the unchallengeable nature of inhuman laws, Science con-
fused with the sciences, politics reduced to the prison of the Cave.

By discarding the allegory of the Cave, we have made considerable
progress, for we now know how to avoid the trap of the politicization
of the sciences.9 The object of the present work is not to prove this
small point from science studies, but to spell out its consequences for
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political philosophy. How can we conceive of a democracy that does
not live under the constant threat of help that would come from Sci-
ence? What would the public life of those who refuse to go into the
Cave look like? What form would the sciences take if they were freed
from the obligation to be of political service to Science? What proper-
ties would nature have if it no longer had the capacity to suspend pub-
lic discussion? Such are the questions that we can begin to raise once
we have left the Cave en masse, at the end of a session of (political)
epistemology that we notice retrospectively has never been anything
but a distraction on the road that ought to have led us to political phi-
losophy. Just as we have distinguished Science from the sciences, we
are going to contrast power politics*, inherited from the Cave, with
politics*, conceived as the progressive composition of the common world.

Ecological Crisis or Crisis of Objectivity?

Some observers will object that science studies are not very wide-
spread and that it seems difficult to use this discipline to reinvent
shared forms of public life. How can such an esoteric field help us de-
fine a future common sense? It can, if we combine it with the im-
mense social movement of political ecology, which it will unexpect-
edly clarify. From now on, whenever people talk to us about nature,
whether to defend it, control it, attack it, protect it, or ignore it, we
will know that they are thereby designating the second house of a public
life that they wish to paralyze. Thus, if the issue is a problem of political
Constitution and not at all the designation of a part of the universe,
two questions arise: Why do those who are addressing us want two
distinct houses, of which only one would bear the name politics?
What power is available to those who shuttle back and forth between
the two? Now that we have left the myth of the Cave behind and are
no longer intimidated by the appeal to nature, we are going to be able
to sort out what is traditional in political ecology and what is new,
what extends the lowly epistemology police and what invents the po-
litical epistemology* of the future.

We need not wait to find out. The literature on political ecology,
read from this perspective, remains very disappointing. Indeed, most
of the time it changes nothing at all; it merely rehashes the modern*
Constitution of a two-house politics in which one house is called poli-
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tics and the other, under the name of nature, renders the first one
powerless.10 These revisitings or “remakes” even become entertaining
when their authors claim to be passing from the anthropocentrism of
the moderns—sometimes called “Cartesian”!—to the nature-centrism
of the ecologists, as if, from the very beginning of Western culture,
starting with the original myth of the fall into the Cave, no one had
ever thought about anything but forming public life around two cen-
ters, of which nature was one. If political ecology poses a problem, it is
not because it finally introduces nature into political preoccupations
that had earlier been too exclusively oriented toward humans, it is be-
cause it continues, alas, to use nature to abort politics. For the cold, gray
nature of the ancient (political) epistemologists, the ecologists have
simply substituted a greener, warmer nature. For the rest, these two
natures dictate moral conduct in the place of ethics: apolitical, they
decide on policy in place of politics.11

Why take an interest in political ecology, then, if its literature only
manages to plunge us back into the Cave? Because, as we are going to
show in this second section, political ecology has nothing to do, or
rather, finally no longer has anything to do with nature, still less with its
conservation, protection, or defense.12 To follow this delicate opera-
tion, after distinguishing the sciences from Science, readers have to
agree to introduce a distinction between the practice of ecology move-
ments over thirty years or so, and the theory of that militant practice. I
shall call the first militant ecology* and the second the philosophy of
ecology* or Naturpolitik (an expression modeled on Realpolitik). If I
often appear unfair to the latter, it is because I am so passionately in-
terested in the former.13

There is always danger, as I am well aware, in distinguishing be-
tween theory and practice: I run the risk of implying that the militants
do not really know what they are doing, and that they have succumbed
to an illusion that the philosopher takes it upon himself to denounce.
If I resort nevertheless to this perilous distinction, it is because the
“green” movements, by seeking to restore a political dimension to na-
ture, have touched the heart of what I call the modern* Constitution.14

Now, through a strategic oddity that is the object of this chapter, under
the pretext of protecting nature, the ecology movements have also retained
the conception of nature that makes their political struggle hopeless. Be-
cause “nature” is made, as we shall see throughout, precisely to evis-
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cerate politics, one cannot claim to retain it even while tossing it into
the public debate. Thus we have every right, in the curious case of po-
litical ecology, to speak of a growing divorce between its burgeoning
practice and its theory about that practice.15

As soon as we begin to turn our attention toward the practice of
ecological crises, we notice at once that they are never presented in the
form of crises of “nature.” They appear rather as crises of objectivity, as
if the new objects that we produce collectively have not managed to fit
into the Procrustean bed of two-house politics, as if the “smooth” ob-
jects of tradition were henceforth contrasted with “fuzzy” or tangled
objects that the militant movements disperse in their wake. We need
this incongruous metaphor to emphasize to what extent the crisis
bears on all objects, not just on those on which the label “natural” has
been conferred—this label is as contentious, moreover, as those of ap-
pellations d’origine contrôlée.16 Political ecology thus does not reveal it-
self owing to a crisis of ecological objects, but through a generalized
constitutional crisis that bears upon all objects. Let us try to show this
by drawing up a list of the differences that separate what militant ecol-
ogy thinks it is doing from what it is actually doing in practice.17

1. Political ecology claims to speak about nature, but it actually
speaks of countless imbroglios that always presuppose human partici-
pation.

2. It claims to protect nature and shelter it from mankind, but in
every case this amounts to including humans increasingly, bringing
them in more and more often, in a finer, more intimate fashion and
with a still more invasive scientific apparatus.

3. It claims to defend nature for nature’s sake—and not as a substi-
tute for human egotism—but in every instance, the mission it has as-
signed itself is carried out by humans and is justified by the well-
being, the pleasure, or the good conscience of a small number of care-
fully selected humans—usually American, male, rich, educated, and
white.

4. It claims to think in terms of Systems known through the Laws of
Science, but whenever it proposes to include everything in a higher
cause, it finds itself drawn into a scientific controversy in which the
experts are incapable of reaching agreement.

5. It claims to seek its scientific models in hierarchies governed
by ordered cybernetic loops, but it always puts forward surprising,

P O L I T I C S O F N A T U R E

20



heterarchic assemblages whose reaction times and scales always take
by surprise those who think they are speaking of Nature’s fragility or
its solidity, its vastness or its smallness.

6. Political ecology claims to speak of the Whole, but it succeeds in
upsetting opinion and modifying power relations only by focusing on
places, biotopes, situations, or particular events—two whales impris-
oned on the ice, a hundred elephants in Amboseli, thirty plane trees
on the Place du Tertre in Montmartre.

7. It claims to be increasing in power and to embody the political
power of the future, but it is reduced everywhere to a tiny portion of
electoral strap-hangers. Even in countries where it is a little more
powerful, it contributes only a supporting force.

Let us now go back over the list and take as strengths what at first
appeared to be weaknesses:

1. Political ecology does not speak about nature and has never
sought to do so. It has to do with associations of beings that take
complicated forms—rules, apparatuses, consumers, institutions, mo-
res, calves, cows, pigs, broods—and that it is completely superfluous
to include in an inhuman and ahistorical nature. Nature is not in ques-
tion in ecology: on the contrary, ecology dissolves nature’s contours
and redistributes its agents.

2. Political ecology does not seek to protect nature and has never
sought to do so. On the contrary, it seeks to take charge, in an even
more complete and mixed fashion, of an even greater diversity of enti-
ties and destinies. If modernism claimed to be detached from the con-
straints of the world, ecology for its part gets attached to everything.

3. Political ecology has never claimed to serve nature for nature’s
own good, for it is absolutely incapable of defining the common good
of a dehumanized nature. It does much better than defend nature (ei-
ther for its own sake or for the good of future humans). It suspends our
certainties concerning the sovereign good of humans and things, ends
and means.18

4. Political ecology does not know what an Ecologico-Political Sys-
tem is and does not proceed thanks to a complex Science whose model
and means would moreover entirely escape poor thinking, searching
humanity. This is its great virtue. It does not know what does or does
not constitute a system. It does not know what is connected to what.
The scientific controversies in which it gets embroiled are precisely
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what distinguish it from all the other scientifico-political movements
of the past. It is the only movement that can benefit from a different
politics of science.

5. Neither cybernetics nor hierarchies make it possible to under-
stand the unbalanced, chaotic, Darwinian, sometimes local and some-
times global, sometimes rapid and sometimes slow agents that it
brings to light through a multitude of original experimental arrange-
ments, all of which taken together fortunately do not constitute a se-
cure Science.

6. Political ecology is incapable of integrating the entire set of its lo-
calized and particular actions into an overall hierarchical program,
and it has never sought to do so. This ignorance of the totality is pre-
cisely what saves it, because it can never array little humans and great
ozone layers, or little elephants and medium-sized ostriches, in a sin-
gle hierarchy. The smallest can become the largest. “It was the stone
rejected by the builders that became the keystone” (Matt. 21:42).

7. Political ecology has fortunately remained marginal up to now, for
it has not yet grasped either its own politics or its own ecology. It
thinks it is speaking of Nature, System, a hierarchical Totality, a world
without man, an assured Science, and it is precisely these overly or-
dered pronouncements that marginalize it, whereas the isolated pro-
nouncements of its practice would perhaps allow it finally to attain
political maturity, if we managed to grasp their meaning.

Thus we cannot characterize political ecology by way of a crisis of
nature, but by way of a crisis of objectivity. The risk-free objects*, the
smooth objects to which we had been accustomed up to now, are giv-
ing way to risky attachments, tangled objects.19 Let us try to character-
ize the difference between the old objects and the new ones, between
matters of fact and what could be called matters of concern*, now that
we have gotten ourselves unaccustomed to the notion of nature.

Matters of fact, that is, risk-free objects, had four essential charac-
teristics that made it possible to recognize them at a glance. First of
all, the object produced had clear boundaries, a well-defined essence*,
well-recognized properties. It belonged without any possible question
to the world of things, a world made up of persistent, stubborn, non-
mental entities defined by strict laws of causality, efficacity, profitabil-
ity, and truth. Next, the researchers, engineers, entrepreneurs, and
technicians who conceived and produced these objects and brought
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