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INTRODUCTION

Let us suggest a word for the dominant feeling of the last few years: Enough!

The devastation of Puerto Rico by Hurricane Maria, fears of Day Zero and
water shortages in South Africa, the eruption of demonstrations against deaths
in police custody and enduring racial injustices in the United States, uprisings
against unjust agricultural regulations in India, the global spread of student cli-
mate strikes, catastrophic wildfires in Australia, Brazil, the Democratic Republic
of Congo and beyond have made clear the political and ecological unsustainability
of the present situation.

In 2020, we added the Covid-19 pandemic to the ever-growing list of tra-
gedies, followed by a global cost of living crisis and escalating impacts of climate
change.

For many, this continuous sense of catastrophe, and the accompanying fear of
worsening conditions, is anything but novel (Davis & Todd 2017; Whyte 2017).
The political injunction ;Ya basta! rose to prominence a quarter century ago
as the central demand of the Zapatistas, an insurgent Indigenous movement
in Chiapas, Mexico, rebelling against the erosion of their land rights and self-
sufficiency (Khasnabish 2010). The outbreaks of protests and violence in South
Africa in 2021 are rooted in decades of frustration over too much injustice
and too little change (Africa 2022). Mass disenchantment has also prompted
turns to the political right: from Brexit to Bolsonaro, there is a rising current of
ultranationalism and increasingly violent xenophobia (Cusset & Wedell 2018;
Fraser 2019). For many suffering from the ongoing practices and legacies of
colonization, patriarchy, racialization, underdevelopment and other forms of
oppression and exclusion, crises have been both enduring and compounding.
For many coming of age today in an era of pervasive precarity, life is marked by
an overwhelming sense of insecurity and the fear that worse is to come (Lowrey
2022). As Oswin (2019a; see also Oswin 2019b) observes, “There is a spreading
exhaustion with the status quo. ... Cries of ‘Enough! can be heard frequently and
loudly in all kinds of activist settings”
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In this moment, so many of us have clearly had enough.

This frustration, however, is not an endpoint.

Amid all the crises, we can also find hope, desire for change and the seeds of
another world.

For these crises are provoking renewed social reflection, re-examination of
values and a willingness to consider what was once implausible. Across the
globe, the Covid-19 pandemic induced a degree of social solidarity and state
intervention in the economy that was truly unimaginable in the years before. As
but one example, many governments redistributed money to subdue the worst
economic impacts, working alongside an ongoing burgeoning of basic income
experiments. The arrival of these new social benefits has spurred demands for
their normalization as a common entitlement. From South Africa to Canada
and across many places in between, activists and policy-makers are working
to solidify and regularize cash transfer programmes beyond the pandemic
(Torkelson 2022; Webb 2021; Zhao & Whitehead 2022).

What kinds of change those frustrated with the past and present seek, how-
ever, is not always clear, not always agreed upon. It is easy enough to provide
critiques of the world we have, to oppose pollution and poverty and name abstract
forces like capitalism, racism, nationalism and various forms of kyriarchy' that
produce inequalities, injustices and unsustainability. It is easy to identify scarcity
(hunger, marginalization, disenfranchisement) and surfeit (too much carbon,
concentrated wealth, military and police capacity). It is easy to provide partial
solutions to particular concerns or describe utopian visions.

We, those of us concerned with injustice and unsustainability, are less clear on
our concrete wishes, on the grounds between and beyond more and less, what
that means for interconnected, overlapping, and intersecting problems, and how
to make pathways forward in our uncertain, imperfect world.

We have thus far failed to provide a radical vision and clear pathway that
addresses the inequalities, hierarchies, exclusions and occlusions of our world
and is plausible and compelling to a global majority. Myriad visions for change
are rooted in radically different understandings of ongoing problems and pos-
sibilities. Calls for intersectional analyses and political alliances have, to some
extent, blurred old lines. Yet despite numerous and longstanding expressions of
solidarity across difference (Sandoval 2000; hooks 2015; Crenshaw 2019), finding
common ground among shared struggles continues to be difficult. In practice,
social, economic, and ecological concerns often point advocates in opposing
and contradictory directions, and draw support from different places and con-
stituencies. What this new politics adds up to remains unclear and difficult to
implement.

Into such conversations, we (Mary and Tyler) write Enough! (the book). We
start with the first meaning of enough: we have had enough! But we also root
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our thinking in a second meaning: there can be enough for all, and we all deserve
enough!

Written in a moment in which many established ways of seeing the world
are falling away (Chandler 2018; Fraser 2019; Saad-Filho 2020; Wakefield
2020), this book provides a starting point for considering how our politics
might change if it started from the question of “enough” We agree with many
scholars and activists who insist that addressing scarcity is a precursor to
democratic support for actually existing sustainability, and that addressing
surfeit — and particularly concentrations of wealth and power — is necessary
for justice and democracy, fairly distributing the material benefits of a sus-
tainable economy.

The approach we take in Enough!, however, is rather different from abstract
calculations and calls for redistribution, useful as these are. In this sense, we
differ substantively from universalizing approaches that seek to determine what
enough for all is, then provide it through a centralized authority. Instead, we
develop what we call a “modest approach” to the question of enough, one that
treats “enough” not as a uniformly knowable metric (a set number of calories,
pairs of shoes or kilowatts of energy) but instead as a subjective, variable, pol-
itical ecological concept.” We then consider how our politics might change if
we considered “enough” as a foundational political ecological claim, and what it
would mean to approach this modestly. The politics of enough that we propose
here is thus not primarily a call for more political action but a different approach
to knowledge, nature, science, politics, the state and each other.

This is no small change.

Understanding the shift embedded in a modest politics of enough means
re-examining some of the foundations of Western political thought: it means
overturning both the centrality of scarcity and our confidence about what, and
who, can be known and controlled. And then, searching for other options in and
beyond the academy.

But wait!

We know: we started this book with a sense of urgency. And now we are asking
you, our reader, to think more. We agree: this is frustrating, difficult. We too are
impatient for change! We too have had enough!

Yet we hope you can bear with us through these pages to see how the thinking
we propose here might well enable doing otherwise, facilitating more successful
and strategic political efforts.

So let us start this rethinking here: much ongoing modern political and
economic theory is based on a strange pairing, a pairing that says the earth is
limitless and so are human material desires. In this context, orthodox capitalist
and socialist approaches that underpin so much of Western political economic
theory argue over the appropriate ownership, regulation and distribution of the
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means of production in the context of relative scarcity. This scarcity exists, and
always will exist, because people always want more. Much environmental theory
is based on a partial inversion: that the earth is limited. It retains the assumption
that human desires are limitless, and suggests instead that they must be artifi-
cially limited. Scarcity, here, exists because people always want more and the
earth can only provide so much.

What if the assumption that scarcity must always exist is wrong?

What would it mean to invert not only the idea that the earth is limitless,
but to also reject the idea that material desires are inherently limitless? What
would it mean if our approach to justice and sustainability instead started from
a recognition that, for most of human history, people did not labour to produce
and accumulate surplus: we worked until we had enough, then spent the rest
of our days in leisure. This leisure of course was not idle, but probably a mix
of restful, creative, artistic, athletic, inquisitive and social activity. This is not a
historically controversial position: it is a well-established stance based on new
understandings of the long arc of human history (Bregman 2020a; Graeber &
Wengrow 2021).

Yet most social theory, written by academics across the north and south, con-
tinues to be based on the idea that people always, materially, strive for more, and
therefore relative scarcity is a permanent condition.

What if eternally striving for more is actually not an inherent human condi-
tion? What might it mean if, instead, we imagined that under some (or even,
most) conditions, people are satisfied if they are assured enough, and then seek
to spend their time in other ways? What would it mean, for example, to com-
plement the conventional Western understanding of the history of labour as a
history of struggle over productivity and gains with a second perspective: as
a struggle against systems constructed to entice or coerce people to continue
working, even when there was enough for all?

This probably sounds strange and quite possibly very detached from the
circumstances of many in the world.

Not so long ago, we (Mary and Tyler) would have thought so too.

If you are sceptical, we are sympathetic.

For now, let us take a step back. Let us note that this is an increasingly
common perspective in historical and contemporary studies of work. This is,
quite possibly, an increasingly common perspective among ordinary people
too as the pandemic has induced a re-evaluation of time, money and things
(Gulati 2022). We return to this later in the book. For now, let us pause the
macro arc of our argument for a moment and turn to a pair of smaller stories,
stories that have shaped how we (Mary and Tyler) came to think about the
limits of existing options, and the importance of enough. Let us tell you the
stories of Chris and Sipho.’
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Chris, Sipho and the limits of hegemonic solutions

Chrisworksin the remote wilderness of the Canadian north, doingenvironmental
monitoring for a transnational pipeline company. He is a young Indigenous man
who grew up in the north and took this position as one of the few employment
opportunities that would enable him to remain in the region. Being near home
is important to Chris, but there are few jobs on his home reserve. Barely half the
population there is either working or seeking a job. The rest have ceased looking
for employment because of disability, childcare or family responsibilities, or dif-
ficulties finding work. Among those still seeking work, the unemployment rate
on his home reserve is more than triple the national average. For most, regular
employment requires relocating.

Working on pipeline construction allows Chris to spend time out on the
land, while regularly seeing his family. Moreover, it pays relatively well, and the
money he makes allows him to financially support his immediate family and
even some of his extended relations. Work in the remote northern forest can be
simultaneously suffocating and isolating. Work camps are often crowded, with
little personal space, and require weeks away from families. Nevertheless, it also
presents one of the few employment opportunities that allow people to stay in
the region.

Pipeline work, however, remains complicated within many Indigenous
communities. There is substantial opposition to pipeline projects from some
Indigenous and environmental activists. Chris shares these concerns. He has
heard his elders talk about the declining salmon stocks. Once, people spoke
about a river so thick with fish in the late summer that a person could walk
across it on their backs. Now, the fishery is regularly closed to conserve the few
remaining salmon. Similarly, the elders talk about the erosion of historical terri-
tories. Chris recognizes these concerns, but while his great-grandparents lived
off the traplines, almost no one does that anymore. If he does not want to be
dependent (on his family members or social assistance), he needs a job. Pipeline
work is imperfect, but it is a job where few exist.

What are the real possibilities for livelihoods for young residents of remote
Indigenous communities? Some have sought to organize against carbon colo-
nialism and block resource extraction regimes, but there are limited oppor-
tunities for other livelihoods on the land. Commercial overfishing on the coast
damaged salmon stocks, and climate projections suggest spawning streams may
disappear entirely, decimating the few remaining fish. Perhaps ironically, the
predominantly white environmentalists who decry resource colonialism also
oppose the fur trade, undermining one of the few commercial opportunities for
making a living off the land. Some Indigenous leaders have leveraged Aboriginal
rights claims and political uncertainties to negotiate impact benefit agreements
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with pipeline companies, garnering jobs guarantees, project revenue-sharing
agreements, project co-ownership, community development funds, one-time
payments, as well as commitments to address social and environmental impacts.
These agreements, however, normalize the regimes of resource extraction that
have eroded Indigenous territories and livelihoods, and threaten to exacerbate
an expanding climate crisis.

Arethereanygood choices here? Radical critiques have pointed to the problems
of settler colonialism, racism, capitalism and extractivism that run through this
story but often left many of those involved still asking: is it preferable to garner
some community gains from an expanding extractive catastrophe beyond com-
munity control? Or simply oppose it without clear and viable alternative live-
lihood strategies? Talking with community leaders and activists, Tyler found
advocates of both industry partnership and militant resistance were motivated
to build a better future for their families and community. Tyler also heard both
sides acknowledge that neither collaboration nor resistance was alone sufficient
to build the future they desired for their community.

Sipho is a waste picker who works on the streets of one of South Africa’s formerly
white suburbs. He is a migrant, not legally resident in South Africa, and regularly
sends money home to Nomvula, the mother of his children, who lives in a rural
area (the city is so expensive!). While many think of waste picking as desperate
work, Sipho does not see it this way. He is proud of his labour, enjoys the sense
of possibility that arises as he walks through the quiet, sunny streets in the early
morning. The day is full of possibility. He will search through many bins, but
Sipho also has relationships with some of the people who manage these houses,
and they sometimes set aside materials for him to collect. Later in the day, he will
be joined by comrades and competitors, at times working together and at times
competing for the same items.

This is not an easy life: Sipho usually sleeps rough, has had materials stolen,
and is regularly harassed by the police as well as those who drive the garbage
trucks. Occasionally he has been pressured to limit where he gathers materials
by these actors as well as other waste reclaimers. He wishes he spent more time
with his family, lived with more security and could imagine safely and securely
growing old. This life is one chosen in a context of restraint, in which there are
limited opportunities for education and regular, well-paid waged labour.

What possibilities are there for the millions of waste reclaimers globally who
undertake work like Sipho every day? Some have tried to organize and improve
this work. Strategies range from joining reclaimers together to improve their
ability to bargain with those who purchase recyclable materials to providing
uniforms for visibility and safety to defining legitimacy and allocating rights to



INTRODUCTION

particular areas. Others have tried to eliminate such work altogether, insisting
that this is degrading and dirty work that has no place in modern cities. In this
line of thinking, waste should be managed through separation at source with
waged and unionized workers collecting materials in bulk, with the help of
mechanized vehicles. This strategy would surely provide income to fewer people,
taking away livelihoods in a place already rife with unemployment. Further, even
those with full-time jobs often struggle to meet the needs of the many who
depend on their incomes.

What is to be done? Which of these options are better, and for whom? Like
Tyler, Mary repeatedly found well-intentioned advocates of both strategies in
her research in and beyond South Africa. Both sides seemed aware of the limits
of what they proposed, but constrained to the options of improving or elimin-
ating informality.

ek

Some academics, including critical and radical ones, insist it remains beyond our
scope to address the question of what should be done, whether for waste pickers
in South Africa or pipeline workers in northern Canada. Mary and Tyler both
spent many years writing about what we saw and facilitating dialogues, and, for
a time, we felt this was enough. As outsiders, it was important to listen, read,
listen, read and listen some more. We wrote, contextualizing our explanations
of these particular struggles and contexts within a matrix of global connections
that linked processes across the world.

This reading, listening, writing and listening again, however, failed to pro-
vide straightforward and grounded answers when asked — year after year —
by research participants the entwined questions: “what should be done?” and
“what should I do?” Our answers similarly failed when asked these questions
by countless students across the global north and south, a particularly pressing
problem for students living in places where fossil fuels sustain the local economy.

It is, we are clear, not our job to answer these questions for others. We work
and think from a position of privilege as global northern white scholars, a pos-
ition that remains no matter how much travelling, listening and reflexivity we
undertake. Yet we also write with the time and luxury that come with reasonably
secure and well-paid jobs, enabling us to listen, read, reflect, listen, compare,
evaluate, contextualize, propose, revise and listen again. We write as hybrids,
not of the worlds we write about in our research but informed by them to such
an extent we are no longer at home quite anywhere. We thus write and think
not just about the story of what is, but as people invested in helping us all create,
cultivate and share a collective story of what might be.

In this context, for both of us, not addressing the question “what are we for?”
felt increasingly problematic (see Ferguson 2010).
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But in both our cases, despite reading and thinking across a wide range of
approaches, we found no good already-existing answer.

For, in the world we have, incrementalist approaches that improve work
experiences and livelihoods may be better than stringent efforts to eliminate bad
work that increase poverty. Yet while we are deeply, deeply sympathetic to calls
to improve the conditions of millions of waste reclaimers globally, it is surely not
too much to say: in a just world, no one’s livelihood should have to come from
picking through rubbish (see Lawhon 2020 for longer reflections). And while we
are deeply, deeply sympathetic to calls to end extractive industries, it is surely not
too much to say: in a just world, no one should have to choose between relying on
dwindling resources for subsistence and being uprooted, forced to leave home
to make a living.

This is, to be clear, not to say that waste reclaiming or subsistence fishing
should not happen: some people derive all kinds of value from both of these
activities. It is, to reiterate, that no one should /ave to rely on these for a basic
livelihood, nor should anyone have to undertake these activities.

In this context, the already-existing proposed solutions we found were either
too partial, too much of an ethical compromise, or holistic but dependent on so
many other interlinked changes without plausible pathways towards them.

So we wrote a few articles* teasing out particular threads in a more abstract
way, on the links between automation, justice and unemployment (Pierce et al.
2019), on the relationships between basic income, employment and environ-
mentalism (Lawhon & McCreary 2020), the resonance of basic income with
anti-essentialist politics (Lawhon & McCreary 2023), and the possibility for basic
income to underwrite postcapitalist futures (Lawhon & McCreary 2020, 2023).

Each of these writings, to an extent, helped us in our search and informs the
argument we develop here.

Each, too, ultimately also felt too partial, dependent on so many other
interrelated changes.

This book is our attempt to tell a fuller story, a story that is of course also par-
tial and in the making, but that outlines the process of change, the future we seek,
and a way of thinking that underpins it.

What are we for?

Close your eyes, if you will (after reading the next sentence, that is). What do you
envision when we ask about a good green future?

Do you picture earthen houses? Chicken coops, a ceramic solar cooker and a
large wooden table for community dinners? Or a dense modern city with flora
up the sides of chrome and glass buildings, with a manicured park and people
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relaxing on benches as a sleek railway runs by? Which of these is the good green
future that is plausible? Desirable? More likely to be realized as a shared demo-
cratic vision?

Can and should both types of spaces exist in the future you imagine?

In the years before writing this book, Mary regularly conducted a similar exer-
cise at the start of courses on environmentalism, showing students a series of
images and asking which is the good green world we seek. Responses differed,
often quite viscerally, something Mary expected. Less expected was how visibly
surprised some of the students were at the lack of consensus (see Henderson
& Lawhon 2021). While all the students in the classes believed in the need for
environmental action, they clearly did not agree on a vision of the world they
wanted to inhabit, the world they wanted to build.

Such an exercise is, of course, overly simple: images cannot capture the
different politics, practices, policies and processes that produce such places.
Yet archetypal images of sustainability are useful shorthand for the visions of
“more” and “less” that Robbins (2020a) identifies as underpinning ongoing envir-
onmental debates. In their approaches to livelihoods, statecraft and economic
organization, dominant radical approaches have split over the question of more
or less. They advance competing visions of a just and sustainable future, pro-
posing competing pathways for change.

Robbins (2020a) calls the vision of more ecomodern, based on green luxury,
in which there is plenty for all. This world may well be nuclear powered, shiny
and metallic, without restraint, and guided by a powerful state.

The vision of less is harder to name, but Robbins (2020a) suggests emer-
gent convergence around the term “degrowth” (as we explain in Chapter 2, we
prefer the term “arcadian”). It is based on a green world of limits and sacrifices,
strong community ties and localized economies, sceptical of modernity and its
promises.

Debates over “more” and “less” often result in a stalemate, with advocates on
each side entrenched in the defence of their truths (see responses to Robbins,
e.g. Gomez-Baggethun 2020; Huber 2021; Luque-Lora 2021; Paulson 2021). But
are these really our only options?

We are sympathetic to the many voices who have, often thoughtfully and with
a mix of pragmatism and hope, taken and sought to defend positions advo-
cating for “more” and “less’, supporting and rejecting modernity.> Many also
acknowledge that proposals for green austerity and green luxury are imperfect
and require considerable struggle, including convincing global populations of
their merits.

There is no easy reconciling these narratives.

Yet, many of us (including Mary and Tyler) remain unconvinced by the pol-
itical and ecological analysis of either side (see Lawhon et al. 2021). For many
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years, we (Mary and Tyler) have rejected the possibility that modern science
and a powerful state can sort out our ongoing socioecological mess. We have
also doubted that people will, or need to, choose a life of personal sacrifice. We
thought there must be something between these options.

No. Not between.

We thought there must be something beyond these options.

This book is written for those who, like us, believe there is another story, a
story beyond more or less.

In the chapters that follow, we begin to articulate another vision.

The modest approach we develop has “enough for all” as its sociopolitical goal
and treats “enough” as a political ecological question.

What does this mean?

Let us start with a few basic studies of ecological economics. In short, here is
what they say: we are finally at a point in history in which enough for all can be
sustainably produced (see Latham 2000; Millward-Hopkins et al. 2020; Creutzig
et al. 2022). Broadly, we agree with ecological economic calculations that have
determined there can be sufficient calories and kilowatts for a decent and dig-
nified life for every person. Such studies typically involve an enormous amount
of number crunching and assumptions about what technologies exist and can
be considered sustainable. They also involve, necessarily, a lot of universalizing
assumptions in order to make such calculations. We cite them here not as defini-
tive proof that these are the “right” volumes of the “right” forms of production
of the “right” goods and services, nor as a guidepost towards a universalized
future in which everyone consumes the same amounts. They are, instead, an
overarching indication of what might be.

Drawing on and beyond such work, we centre our politics on aligning ecol-
ogies, technologies, and economies towards creating worlds in which there is
enough for all.

Thus, despite hegemonic cultural beliefs and political economic systems
saying there is never enough, it is crucial to our argument here to say, to repeat,
to insist: this is not ecologically, technologically, true. Shortages, as political
ecologists have so often shown in particular cases, are effects of the prevailing
political economy, not innate or immutable material realities (Matthaei 1984;
Mehta 2010). And, mindful of the fraught politics of population, we can be more
confident about the ecological calculations in a context in which global popu-
lation growth has slowed and is predicted to level off (Robbins & Smith 2017).
Talking about limits in such contexts — 2 degrees or 350 ppm — obscures a more
complex understanding of boundaries as trade-offs amid risk and uncertainty.
Instead of fixed limits, in keeping with the science of uncertainty and most
political ecological thought, we emphasize constraints and the possibilities for
working within, stretching and rethinking them.

10
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Ecological economics thus helps us to defend our argument as ecologically
plausible, but does not tell us what this means or how to get there. While there
are fixed amounts of certain material things on the earth, there are no fixed
amounts of what can and cannot be produced in a world where technology is
always changing. People have shown a remarkable ability to create substitutes
for scarce resources, to innovate and adapt, and we consider technology to
be key to stretching within constraints. We have concerns with modernist
approaches to science and technology that are explored in later chapters, but
see continued experimentation with and beyond technological artefacts as
essential to enabling ways of living more attuned with our world (Berkhout
et al. 2004; Escobar 2018). That said, we are not cornucopianists: the pos-
sibilities of technology are not immaterial, and thus enough for all is most
achievable if excesses are curtailed. That is, we collectively should stop pro-
ducing some things, and certainly stop producing many things the way we
have been.

Enough, then, is about less of some things, more of others, a different way of
producing most things and a radically different distribution of them.

Crucial to the argument we develop in this book is an imaginary and approach
that underpins these points. For while sufficiency can usefully be abstractly
calculated, postcolonial and other critical scholarship has made clear that such
universalism bears little relevance for the lived desires and experiences of most
people and the diversity of socioecological conditions. To put it simply, most
of us probably would not agree to putting everything in a pile and dividing it
equally, nor would we want to turn over decisions about our everyday material
consumption over to a collective. Justly defining and achieving the actual material
contents of “enough for all” is, therefore, elusive: we cannot fully and confidently
know what it entails nor whether it is possible.

It is precisely amid this muddle that we situate the heart of our argument: we
outline a set of political processes and considerations through which enough
for all might be achieved without collectively defining its material contents. The
modest imaginary we articulate is rooted in an acceptance that we cannot make
confidentand universal claims, but nor are we without any guidance. Quantitative
data can usefully inform our thinking without determining pathways forward.
Numbers are not inherently modernist: counting long preceded and exists out-
side modernity! The position we develop here is not a compromise between
the more rigorous positions of modern-more and anti-modern-less, but instead
draws from contemporary social and ecological sciences that insist that uncer-
tainty is real, and cannot be overcome, but equally ought not paralyse us, nor
shift us into hopelessness or extreme relativism.

In sum, this book outlines a modest approach to the political ecological goal
of enough for all.
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In what follows, we reach across an assortment of critical literatures to draw
outa conceptual framework and political pathways towards what we calla modest
imaginary® and a modest political ecology of the future. This modest imaginary
is not an in between position but lies outside the more/less binary, collapsing
the dichotomy between modernity and its inverse. This book is therefore about a
particular vision of a just and green world of enough, and the pathway we might
take to get there.

Yet we do not present our argument as an abstract case. Instead, throughout
Enough! we narrate our own journey of learning, unlearning and learning anew,
reflecting on assumptions and values that we had to rethink alongside our
empirics. We do so with the hope that showing you our struggles might help
you to better see where you might agree or disagree, where you might pause and
reconsider, where you might work with us to deepen our arguments and build
new worlds.

We do not want to get too far ahead of ourselves in this introduction, yet
let us share with you our conclusion. Maybe it will help you to know where
we are headed, even if as yet you feel on rather shaky ground. We believe the
clearest path towards justice and sustainability is a politics of enough that can
be achieved through a modest state and a diverse, distributionist economy,
including the collective provisioning of some services, underwritten by a global,
unconditional universal basic income (UBI). A green transition will, no doubt,
create different employment opportunities, but a truly sustainable economy
will not offer equivalent wages for many workers, and will reduce many other
employment options (Lawhon & McCreary 2020). Thus, there is a need to rec-
ognize the tensions inherent to change and to create policies to redistribute the
impacts of socioeconomic shifts, minimizing resistance to — and spreading the
benefits of — sustainability transitions. Providing economic security to all people
in such a world is a moral good in itself and also provides a crucial strategy for
subtending socioecological conflicts, creating possibilities for less antagonistic
politics, as well as enabling experimentation with and underwriting of non-
capitalist economies.

In the chapters that follow, we make clear that this is not an easy pathway,
and consider the politics, policies, processes, contingencies, uncertainties and
diversity embedded in such an approach. The argument we develop, as we show
throughout, is indebted to, complementary and synergistic with many kindred
ways of thinking and ongoing already-existing initiatives. We work to draw
together congruences, to name a shared, emergent underlying imaginary and
understand points of overlap, convergence and difference. We do not believe
ours is the only justifiable programme of action, yet we do work to convince you
the reader that the modest approach we begin to chart here is a just and politic-
ally plausible pathway towards a radically different, sustainable world.
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Our roots, audience, and the royal “we”

The ideas we draw upon in the chapters that follow come from a variety of
conversations occurring across a breadth of academic fields and spheres of pol-
itical organizing. We are informed most by our training in political ecology — the
study of relationships between environmental issues and political and economic
forces — and critiques of development theory and colonialism. We also draw
extensively on literature on community economies and feminist scholarship.
Our conceptual building blocks — autonomy, diverse economies, a politics
of difference, and basic income — are likely familiar terrain to many readers.
We work to advance ongoing conversations by placing what are often parallel
debates in conversation with each other, developing unspoken synergies that
point us towards pathways for change.

Our ideas are also shaped by our experiences growing up, researching and
teaching in politically conservative areas, and taking seriously the limits and
critiques of orthodox liberal and radical politics. The arguments that we develop
here do not easily map onto old political fault lines: we believe deeply in the need
for justice and sustainability to be at the centre of politics, and despite much
rhetoric castigating the other side, we believe so do most people. Rather than
reject and distance ourselves from those who believe in the freedoms promised
by capitalism, we seek to engage them in conversation, and show how the story
we tell actually shares — accords deeply with — concerns about freedom. We
work to develop arguments that centralize multi-scalar self-determination, a
widely shared value across the political left, right and centre, mindful of the
reality of, and joy that often comes from, deep entanglements with our world
and each other.

Much of the value of Enough!, we believe, is that it shakes up old ideas and puts
them together in new ways, subtending old conflicts and forging new alliances.
As we wrote Enough!, however, we continuously grappled with how difficult it
is to speak across these lines. With each critique and affirmation, we wondered
who might be alienated, not necessarily by the idea or argument — although this
might also happen — but by our choice of terms and citations. We make note of
this concern and our effort here not as a way to resolve this dilemma: our obser-
vation does not resolve this conflict nor does our confession let us off the hook!
Instead, we share this struggle with you the reader accompanied by an invitation
to read a little capaciously, suspend judgements for a while, and dwell in the pos-
sibilities with us as we pursue ideas that might enable unconventional alliances
in building just and sustainable worlds.

In this context, let us write a brief note on the royal “we” In the pages that follow,
we (Mary and Tyler) regularly invoke a collective audience of kindred spirits.
Who are we talking to? Who needs to change, who do we see as our allies in our
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endeavour? Who do we hope to convince of our argument, to join our stories and
struggles? In short, we agree that the problem of the so-called Anthropocene is not
“people” writ large but rather the dominant political economic order (Moore 2016;
Davis & Todd 2017; Wakefield 2020). Most of us have been born into constrained
worlds and are doing the best we can under the circumstances. Guilt and responsi-
bility are not the frames we rely on in our call for action. Instead, we all collectively
have a vested interest in building better worlds, and we believe that the politics we
describe in the chapters that follow would produce a world that is more compelling
to the majority of people. We thus write in an effort to convince the broadest pos-
sible audience and build unconventional alliances while still retaining the rigour of
our argument. We return to more deeply consider who might be attracted to our
argument, and the subjectivities it might help us cultivate, in Chapter 6.

We believe the politics we outline have wide resonance, and need a wide range
of activist engagement — extending from state initiatives to redistribute wealth
to prefigurative experiments with diverse postcapitalist community economies,
stretching from labour movements demanding more just working conditions to
radical new sociotechnical arrangements — to cultivate joy-filled, caring, convivial
lives. It is true that there is a need for coordination across these activities and more
engagement from ordinary people. Our central concern in Enough!, however, is not
so much the tactics for building a movement as the underlying ideas. This is not to
undercut the significance of action. Instead, it is to say that movements for justice
and environmentalism are not constrained so much by a lack of interest or action.
As we detail further in Chapter 2, we think that what is missing is a clearer unifying
analysis and shared narrative, and that making time and providing security is essen-
tial for enabling wider action. Rather than suggesting new movements, our hope is
to shift the focus, language and approach in ways that help existing movements and
create wider alliances, ultimately fostering more capacity for change.

We write mindful of the limits of universalisms, yet the politics we describe
here are meant to have relevance across the global north and south: we see this
not as a contradiction, but as a language and framework through which to build
a politics in which many worlds can flourish. Some pieces of our argument res-
onate more, have greater relevance, require more change in some places than
others. In drawing from examples from North America to Africa, we hope to
show our argument’s broad roots, resonance, and relevance.

We hope that this book is but the start of inquiries into the many shapes and
forms of a modest politics in many places.

Outline of the book

The first chapter, “Polarizing political ecologies of the future’, reviews dom-
inant radical imaginaries for change. Drawing on ongoing conversations about
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political ecological futures, we interrogate ecosocialist modernism and arcadian
iterations of degrowth (mindful that not all versions of ecosocialism are mod-
ernist nor are all versions of degrowth arcadian). We emphasize their contrasting
positions on modernity, and elaborate on the limits of embracing and inverting
modernity. This provides grounds for our articulation in the next chapter, and
throughout the book, of an alternative: a modest imaginary.

Chapter 2 explains our conceptual framework, one that emphasizes the possi-
bilities for building just and sustainable worlds amid the ongoing ever-presence
of uncertainty. Modest is positioned as an alternative that collapses problematic
binaries produced through modernity, and draws on common ontological and
political assumptions across diverse literatures. It accords with many (but not
all) non-Western approaches to nature and society and resonates with many
contemporary social and ecological theories. Despite this strong resonance
with many established ways of thinking, we argue (with much humility) for the
need to develop a distinct new term to help guide our thinking as well as pol-
itical and material practices. We then identify three core pillars of a modest
approach: emplaced sustainability, entangled autonomy and anticipatory guiding.
These pillars help us to navigate a crowded academic lexicon, positioning our
work in relation to emergent thinking about risk, knowledge and uncertainty.

Throughout Enough!, we draw on examples from our thinking on infrastruc-
ture and livelihoods. Before writing this book, we thought of these as two distinct
areas of research, even when they did at times intersect (such as in Mary’s work
on waste labour and Tyler’s research on pipeline politics). Yet the more we began
to imagine forward, the more we realized we were developing a way of thinking
that worked across these topics, an approach that could also be applied to, for
example, housing or food. Thus, throughout this book we use examples from
our research, but hope to show that a modest approach has broader relevance.

Before mobilizing our framework to explain what a just, green modest future
of enough might entail, we provide a brief interlude on cash transfers and their
radical potential as we use this as an example of a modest practice elsewhere in
the text. Then, with these broad foundations in the literature and conceptualiza-
tion of a modest imaginary in place, we advance the idea of a modest approach
to the economy (Chapter 3), state (Chapter 4) and livelihoods (Chapter 5).
Throughout these chapters, we work to both explain broad contours and how
modest economies, states and livelihoods might be created. These chapters
might be read in any order and we moved them around several times, for there
are concerns relevant to Chapter 3 addressed in Chapters 4 and 5, and vice versa.
While we present them independently to give some sense of order to the text,
the wider approach we articulate is a holistic one, one that works across bound-
aries of state, economy and livelihoods. Further, while we consider the state,
economy and livelihoods to be important, they are not the only topics which
can be considered through a modest approach; in our conclusion we touch on
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questions of culture, identity and subjectivity but note a whole text could be
written with this focus. We therefore see this book as a starting point, and hope
others might build on, critique and expand our ideas.

The third chapter begins with a brief outline of the limits of modern and
anti-modern approaches to the economy. We draw on scholarship that troubles
the hegemony of the categories of capitalism and socialism, instead empha-
sizing diverse economies and alternative markets with pluralist logics. Thinking
beyond the binary of socializing production and marketizing social relations,
we advance our argument for a modest approach, shifting away from uniform
answers (e.g. privatization and marketization under capitalism; state cen-
tralization under socialism; or collectivization under communism), urging
instead a framework for thinking about justice in a diverse economy. Drawing
on broader literature on anti- and postcapitalism, we argue for the erosion of
concentrations of wealth and profit-seeking as well as extractive investments
(and their associated political influences) through direct regulation and tax-
ation. In conjunction, we argue for growing non-capitalist relations and econ-
omies and the enlivening of myriad economic relations, including not only
public services and private goods, but also cooperatives, community trusts,
local currencies and a panoply of other community economic experiments.
We position a basic income as a key, politically possible strategy through which
to disperse existing concentrations of wealth and capital and underwrite new
economies. This vision of economic diversity and enlivened economies of reci-
procity reflects an agenda for prefigurative practice through which we can build
a future we desire to inhabit.

We then address the question of what a modest state might look like and do.
Modern imaginaries of the state have underpinned many pursuits of justice.
Many (but importantly, not all) socialists explicitly or implicitly identify with a
modernist lineage, stressing the importance of capturing state power and cre-
ating a strong and knowledgeable democratic state. Others have challenged the
idea that ajust version of such a state is possible. These critiques often come from
writers emphasizing identity politics through considerations of race and gender;
they challenge the long history of homogenizing and controlling populations
through modern statecraft, particularly problematic concerns for those writing
from social and geographical margins. Explicitly anti-modern approaches to the
state are less prevalent, but some versions of anarchist,” postdevelopment and
degrowth thought do reject core components of modernity. Yet these scholarsand
advocates have struggled to explain how radical change might happen without
harnessing the power of the state. Addressing this gap, we develop the idea of
modest statecraft, articulating what a modest politics might entail, including the
types of demands it might make on the state. This approach accepts the inability
of the state to deeply know local ecologies and define the contents of the good
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life, but also the need for the state to act in ways that underwrite the possibil-
ities for justice and sustainability. We focus on two key aspects of a modest
state: multi-scalar regulation to provide protection from social and ecological
harm and the redistribution of wealth and incomes to assure basic livelihoods. We
emphasize that modest politics go beyond certain policies and entail reworking
expectations of environment-state-citizen-economy relationships. Doing so is
not an easy process but involves a recognition of ongoing struggles that require
engaged citizens and, importantly, a socioeconomic context that enables time
for doing democracy.

Carrying the story forward, in Chapter 5 we address modest livelihoods. We
first explain the modern approach to livelihoods, including the modern work
imaginary. This imaginary is premised on the idea that there is a moral value to
working and that this moral value means that work ought to be the primary source
ofalivelihood. We demonstrate the long struggle to instil this imaginary in “unruly”
subjects, and problematize ongoing modernist assumptions. Moreover, we stress,
with increasing automation, a modest world of enough simply does not need the
full labour of all the people it can provide for. In this context, we insist that the
modern valorization of work must be unlearned before we can justly engage with
the question of livelihoods. We then suggest that a modest approach to livelihoods
entailsthestate provision ofabasicincomeand affordable services. Weacknowledge
ongoing tensions between the state assurance of basic livelihood and autonomy
and that no proposal can fully reconcile this tension. Instead, we work to subtend
the concerns of some postcolonial, poststructural and feminist theorists who have
demonstrated the limits of direct state provision of material goods by urging the
provision of income instead of material goods. Further, a UBI uniquely frees time
to participate in democracy and emplaced sustainability. In this context, a basic
income from the state and socially and politically embedded, regulated services
may well be the swiftest and most politically plausible means through which to
justly and sustainably achieve enough for all.

Finally, we conclude with reflections on the possibilities and practices for cre-
ating a modest politics of enough, including the ways in which our proposal
hinges on the enactment of modest subjectivities. We stress that our approach
relies upon a different view of human nature than a modernist vision of rational,
self-contained individuals and collectivist notions that fully subsume individual
interests and preferences; entangled autonomy means recognizing the inexor-
ability of relationality and enabling choice about which relations to forge and
cut. We return to Chris and Sipho here, but note more broadly: what these new
subjectivities might be is not ours to say.

While in many ways a modest imaginary of a world of enough is a radical
vision, for it is starkly different than hegemonic imaginaries and politics, the
more we discussed our ideas in and beyond the academy, the less unconventional
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our argument began to feel. Many of those we spoke with suggest that the
arguments we make here in Enough! feel intuitively almost-familiar, resonating
with insights and experiences, hopes and dreams across the global north and
south. The wager underwriting our proposal is that so many people do, funda-
mentally, want a pathway out of and beyond this crisis-ridden world. We believe
the story we tell here is a plausible one, underpinned by a belief that most of us
do want to contribute to and live in just and sustainable worlds, so long as this
does not preclude economic security.

A modest politics does not provide a single clear pathway, but instead an
approach through which to re-envision what is possible, plausible and strategic
in our uncertain and imperfect world. Thus, the politics of enough we propose
is an ongoing, iterative and agonistic struggle, but is, we hope, sufficiently clear
and compelling to help us name and better understand a world we want to build,
a world worth fighting for.

While there is a plethora of books now calling for a transition to more sus-
tainable futures, Enough! distinguishes itself in two ways. First, it grounds the
call for a green future in deep theoretical concerns with the histories of exclu-
sion and oppression that shaped the colonial world and its afterlives, as well as
empirical cases across the global north and south. As such, it centres a politics
of distribution and a non-universalizing approach to sufficiency. Second, we
have sought shared threads across a diverse body of scholarship, ranging from
writings on just transitions, degrowth and ecomarxism to diverse economies
and postdevelopment studies. Without repeating or being subsumed by any of
these categories of thought, we hope to provide a theoretically rooted option
distinct from dominant frames that enables us to better understand our current
political and ecological conjuncture — and develop a politics that enables us to
move beyond it.

In sum, Enough! is radical but, we hope, widely resonant, written in a moment
in which the failures of existing answers means only radical responses are real-
istic. It is a story rooted in the places where we dwell, even on pages where no
oil or waste politics can be found. A story that is not utopian and does not aspire
to answer everything, intended to spark rather than foreclose conversations,
to help us recognize and cultivate kindred spirits. It is our hope that the book
captures an emergent sense of possibility and direction, naming and helping us
find allies and paths forward as we seek the balance gestured at by Paulo Freire
in his insightful conversations with Myles Horton: to provide an outline mindful
that we collectively will make the road by walking it together (Bell et al. 1990).
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POLARIZING POLITICAL ECOLOGIES
OF THE FUTURE

These days, it is hard not to worry about the environment. The climate crisis
appears increasingly imminent to the present, evident in stories of disasters like
hurricanes, droughts and wildfires that dominate news coverage. Simultaneously,
the slow violence of other accumulations of environmental injustice, such as
toxic chemicals, soil contamination and erosion and species extinction, con-
tinues relatively unabated (Nixon 2011; Cahill & Pain 2019). The costs of envir-
onmental degradation, socially and ecologically, are deeply and profoundly
uneven (Mohai et al. 2009), but it is impossible to fully escape from a sense that
there are looming catastrophes ahead.

Lack of change can no longer reasonably be attributed to a lack of awareness
of scientific facts or concern for the environment. It no longer makes sense to
see “pro” and “anti” environmentalism as the primary lens through which to
understand environmental conflict. Even large companies at the heart of unsus-
tainable industries recognize pervasive concerns with the environment: there
has been a notable shift from denying environmental impacts towards shifting
blame and slowing change (Walenta 2021). As Jon (2021) describes it, from
Tulsa, Oklahoma to Darwin, Australia, environmentalisms are happening every-
where — even if not always under this label (see also Hochschild 2016; Lawhon
& Makina 2018; Henderson & Lawhon 2021).

Environmental conflicts today are better understood as debates over what and
how we need to change, as well as who “we” is. Framing environmentalism this
way builds on scholarship that insists on seeing struggles over resources, access,
dispossession and distribution as part of, not separate from, environmentalism
(Guha & Martinez-Alier 2013 [1997]; Martinez-Alier 2002; McCarthy 2002;
Coombes et al. 2012). Yes, there are actors and constituencies that oppose par-
ticular initiatives, and disagree over what policies should be implemented and
who should bear the financial cost and responsibility for environmental protec-
tion initiatives. Scientific controversies remain over the causal mechanisms of
the problems that we face, and what kind of science might best help us through.
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And yes, climate denialism remains, but even in the United States where vast
sums of money have been spent on propaganda (Brulle & Dunlap 2021; Oreskes
& Conway 2010), most people agree that human-induced climate change is
happening (Marlon et al. 2022).

What has always made sustainable development such a compelling frame
is that even those who reject particular policies, positions, values and iden-
tities still, on the whole, want to live in a sustainable and developed world. The
problem of our time is that there is little agreement regarding who and what
needs to change, as well as what sociomaterial worlds are even plausible, pos-
sible or desirable.

Environmentalism, then, is faced not with a lack of proposed solutions but
their near incoherent abundance. We are offered a bewildering array of products
and lifestyle options: we are told to ride bicycles, buy organic and avoid BPA.
Others emphasize collective action to reform dominant political configurations,
for instance, signing petitions, donating to organizations or participating in
campaigns for legislative change. Consciousness-raising efforts seek to change
the hearts and minds of citizens through environmental education or envir-
onmental justice workshops. Building on such efforts, some seek to foster
local economies through initiatives such as creating community gardens or
local currencies. Others adopt a militant stance to directly confront extractive
regimes, attending or organizing protests, establishing blockades or engaging in
industrial sabotage.

How are we (collective) to make sense of the many different types of actions
recommended by those who care about nature, the environment, health and
well-being? Which are pointed in the same direction, towards a similar future;
which pull against or undermine each other? How are we to know what to do,
how to navigate these choices? These are the questions that so many students
have brought to our (Mary’s and Tyler’s) classrooms. They, and many other
thoughtful, considerate and informed people, continue to struggle to make sense
of the different and often conflicting range of suggestions.

It was easier when we thought of environmentalism as sharing scientific facts
and simply convincing people to care!

Political ecology: critique, diversity and the future
Controversies over knowledge, responsibility and action are at the core of political
ecology, a field of study that emerged in the 1970s as a critique of “apolitical” ways

of viewing environmental problems (although it has longer roots). Political ecology
began to flourish as an academic field in the decades that followed, providing
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widespread critiques of mainstream environmental science and politics (Bryant &
Bailey 1997; Forsyth 2001; Paulson & Gezon 2005). Initially grounded in Marxist
theorizations of rural conflicts in the global south, the field’s conceptual and empir-
ical breadth has spread while maintaining its focus on critique (Robbins 2015).

Political ecologists have shown that different environmental solutions are
rooted in different narratives about the social causes of biophysical problems.
Some environmentalists blame individual overconsumption. Some attribute
responsibility to the state for intervening too much, others blame the same
state for intervening too little. For some, the problem lies in the concentration
of capital in massive corporations with capacities for action that exceed many
governments. Others stress how environmental destruction disproportionately
burdens many of the most marginalized people, and diagnose the issue in rela-
tion to the structures of racism, ableism, sexism, (neo)colonialism, and so on (see
Lawhon 2021 for a review).

These different explanations matter: they tell us what is wrong and, crucially,
point towards what needs to be changed if we are to build the just and sustain-
able world we want.

These different narratives are not just about “the environment” but are under-
pinned by contrasting notions of fairness, responsibility and justice, as well as
what science can know and how ecological knowledge is created. Some are
premised on an individualism that advocates for education and rights, as well as
instilling moral virtues. Others believe in a collectivist vision, calling for the over-
throw of capitalism and capturing of the state to build a common future based
on the establishment of collective values. Still others search for justice through
reducing hierarchies, increasing autonomy and delinking from the world capit-
alist system. These different interpretations of what justice and knowledge are,
and how they might be achieved, deeply shape how we understand our world
and what might be possible.

As a field of study, political ecology has primarily focused on pointing to
the limits of mainstream responses to environmentalism. There is a general
agreement across political ecological scholarship that capitalism, racism, sexism
and other forms of inequality problematically impact the environment and
environmental politics. Political ecologists recognize a need for radical change.
There is much less clarity on the future that political ecologists would like to see
(Robbins 2020a). Yet in the last decade or so, there has been a push — tentative
in some ways but increasingly vocal — to move political ecology (and critical
scholarship more generally) out of its comfort zone (Braun 2015; White 2019;
Desvallées et al. 2022; Dimensions of Political Ecology 2022; see Chapter 2).
This book builds on calls for political ecologists to consider not just crisis-ridden
futures, but the futures we might want to build.
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Modernity and the political ecologies of “more” and “less”

How might we understand different ideas of what we collectively might be for,
and where our potential areas of agreement lie? In the remainder of this chapter,
we consider the question of modernity, a way of understanding the world that
remains one of the core fault lines in environmental thought. Arguments for
embracing and rejecting modernity in and beyond environmentalism have long
roots and myriad versions, and many words have been written explaining their
wider histories and geographies. In Box 1, we provide a brief overview of this

literature and cognate terms.
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Box 1 Modernity and its derivatives

Modernity is an unwieldy word. Many volumes have been written to explain,
critique and defend the term (e.g. Beck et al. 1994; Amin 2009; Chakrabarty
2011; Mignolo 2011), and in these short pages we highlight some key
contours in order to be able to move beyond them.

We use the term “modernity” to signify an imaginary of what the world is
and how it works. We use it in @ more narrow sense than many authors; as
we return to at the end of this box, this enables us to more sharply identify
what we are for and against. Modernity is not a real, empirically knowable
and measurable thing. As an idea, however, it has had tremendous impacts
on the world, shaping the way people act, what they expect and how they
relate to others and the environment. Modernity is difficult to map onto
most political spectrums, and advocates for and against modernity write in
and through the language of justice, socialism and equality.

Modernity’s roots and origins are, of course, impossible to singularly pin-
point, but modernity is generally understood to have been a profoundly
radical, revolutionary idea that developed and was consolidated in Europe
in the seventeenth century. The modern imaginary is premised on the idea
that the world is knowable. This knowledge comes not from (the) God(s) nor
from abstract reflection, but from rational experimentation in a mechanistic
world. Knowledge is generated through identifying categories of knowable
things. In other words, modern science is imagined as the study of discrete
objects in pure conditions to understand their properties, then put these
objects back together again and know how the world works. Knowing how
it works means having the information through which to control (Merchant
1980). Unruly things like nature can, through this science, be made to work
more efficiently (for the benefit of certain men/mankind).
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These principles are then applied to society. Early modern thinking
divided humanity into categories: there were distinct genders and races,
and understanding the true properties of each was a core purpose of early
social science (Hannah 2000; Curtis 2002). These categories were not neu-
tral: they were hierarchical, with white men at the top of the hierarchy. Of
course, even this category was further refined, with some white men placed
above others. Those at the top of the hierarchy were deemed rational, intel-
ligent individuals, and therefore it was presumed to be quite reasonable for
the world to operate as they deemed fit (Mignolo 2011). Defining the qual-
ities of different people meant that diverse populations, like nature, could be
controlled (Mamdani 2012). For some, this control was pursued through vio-
lence. Others viewed the hierarchy as temporal, with some people(s) simply
behind. These “others” were to be “improved’, to be taught and guided to
“civility” (this was the original version of the white man’s burden). This pro-
cess was called modernization, and underpinned the emergence of devel-
opment regimes (Lushaba 2009).

Modernity is a totalizing theoretical frame, one in which all the parts relate
to and require others. This was and is part of its appeal. However, modernity’s
meaning and application also was and continues to be contested. Some use
it to defend hierarchies while others use the language of liberal modernity
to oppose sexism, racism, colonialism and other injustices.

Many critics of modernity nevertheless identify its totalizing frame as a
core fault; one cannot pick and choose certain parts of modernity without,
intentionally or not, drawing in others (Cooper 2005). Eschewing mod-
ernity is not the same as rejecting science, numbers and quantification.
Rather, rejecting modernity more narrowly rebuts the totalizing aspiration
to engineer nature and society through the application of modernist scien-
tific methods and designs. Rejecting modernity also does not mean refusing
all ideas that emerge in Euro-America. Non-modern ways of understanding
the world have always been part of Western thought and politics, and they
continue to be so today.

While modernity continues to have its defenders, modernity as we have
described it is no longer an explicit, hegemonic narrative even in the global
north, nor is it an accurate representation of the world as it is. Modernity
was never fully believed by a global majority, and a modern world was
never achieved anywhere: despite many efforts, it is simply not possible to
make the world we have match the modern idea of it. As Latour (1994) has
rather famously and succinctly claimed, “we have never been modern’ The
assumption that, through science, we can know and control the world and
each other has failed to hold up in practice time and again. Projects collapse,

23



ENOUGH!

24

people revolt and patchwork fixes are required and hidden to maintain the
illusion of modern power, for the world is more complex and uncertain than
modernists anticipated. Even in the most modern of moments, in the most
modern places, and for the most modern people, modernity remains elusive
and distant.

Modernity thus is better understood as an imaginary that informs beliefs
and actions rather than an actual condition, an aspiration held by some
people, one that has constantly been accompanied by anxieties about its
impacts (Everdell 1997). Further, most, in the world we have today, would
not publicly defend modern ideas of colonial racial hierarchies, and there
are ongoing efforts to expose and rework the modernist assumptions that
underpin much ongoing natural and social science. Recognizing modernity
as a controversial sociopolitical heuristic, an imaginary rather than descriptor
of the world thatis, does not reduce itsimpact: modernity remains a powerful
idea that shapes how people interact with each other and our surroundings
despite, and maybe because of; its elusivity.

The quest to know and control the world through rational empiricism
is, however, not quite over. Some believe that humanity continues to be
on a quest which will ultimately provide the answers, enabling knowledge
and control. This form of scientific practice, sometimes called postpositivist,
accepts that knowledge is partial and seeks to control bias to build the
closest approximation to reality (Popper 1978). Rather than presuming that
the world can simply be empirically observed, scholars accumulate and ana-
lyse increasing volumes of data to calculate and control for uncertainty and
improve predictions of social and ecological phenomenon (Hacking 1990).
This hubris has been particularly emboldened with aspirations for total
knowledge in the era of big data and increased penetration of computer
algorithms into everyday life (Kitchin & Dodge 2011; Kitchin 2014). New
digital technologies are monumentally expanding the volume of available
data and computing power, resulting in gigantic advances in the algorithmic
modelling of complex dynamics, often under private control (Srnicek 2017;
van Dijck et al. 2018; Zuboff 2019). Some believe that improved knowledge,
and growing aspirations for control of data to model populations and their
activities, can provide more accurate predictions and underpin the design of
social and ecological interventions. A crass, mathematical interpretation of
intersectionality is evident in, for instance, analyses of the interplay of race,
class, gender, education and religious affiliation in predicting voting patterns
(Silver 2012; for a critique, see Benjamin 2019). Even concepts such as resili-
ence, originally formulated as a challenge to the engineering mentality
that sought to maintain the stability of an existing order (Holling 1973; see



POLARIZING POLITICAL ECOLOGIES

Chapter 2), have been co-opted as a new mode of power operating through
processes of “‘controlled decontrolling” that seek to efficiently manage risk
while strategically abandoning forms of life deemed uneconomic or expend-
able (Lorimer 2020, for example, refers to this as Modernity 2.0).

Derivatives of modernity

Modernity, then, is an imaginary that includes an explanation of how people
can come to know our world and each other. Here, we lightly touch on a series
of cognate terms and associated literatures, noting that many alternatives to
modernity exist but that none quite capture the essence of the argument
developed throughout Enough! (see also Chapter 2).

In its earlier formulations, modernity was contrasted primarily with
“tradition”. Tradition could be found globally, including in Europe, and is
characterized by slow change, strong kinship, spiritual beliefs and livelihoods
that were typically drawn from their local surroundings. While “tradition”
existed long before modernity, the invention of tradition as a domain of
purportedly unchanging practices emerged as the co-constituted “other”
of modernity with its constant change and innovation (Hobsbawm &
Ranger 1983). Early social scientists, such as Emile Durkheim (1997 [1893]),
expected that modern people would reject tradition as a source of know-
ledge and replace it with reasoning rooted in empirical science, weak social
ties, quickening of change, secular beliefs and urban-industrial livelihoods.
However, as industrial change quickened in the modern era, there was a
concurrent rise of fundamentalism, promoting nostalgia for a purportedly
simpler past and a return to its absolute values (Harvey 1990; Armstrong
2000). While “tradition” continues to hold sway as a political concept, within
postcolonial thinking it is widely seen as both a pejorative and an inaccurate
representation of non-modern cultures. We do not use this word elsewhere
in this book.

Postmodernism as a term emerged in the 1970s, largely in parallel to
the critiques of modernity and tradition that permeated colonial thinking,
development studies and postcolonial scholarship. Temporally, it emerged
"after modernity”, and the extent to which postmodern thinking rejects or
moves beyond modern thinking is subject to some debate. Some describe
it as characterized by scepticism of the universal claims of modernity, moral
ambiguity, whimsy, spectacle and a combination of nostalgia for the past
and dwelling in the present. Given its ambiguities and rather fraught politics,
we limit our use of this word elsewhere in the book.
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We consider tradition and postmodern as “anti-modern” terms generated
through and in relation to modernity. Both are, like modest, not modern. The
modest approach that we develop throughout this book, however, is not
defined through an inverse and antagonistic relationship to modernity, but
is rather positioned as an alternative to it (see Chapter 2).

Some have argued for reformulating modernity, making the term more
capacious, recognizing “multiple modernities” (Eisenstadt 2002; in environ-
mental thought, see White 2019). We are sympathetic to the many who
want to be included in the thing called modernity; we also agree with the
core premise of multiple modernities scholarship that rejects a single teleo-
logical narrative of development. We also agree that there are multiple
origins of modern thought beyond Europe: the emergence of Renaissance
and Enlightenment modern science, for example, drew extensively on non-
European knowledge; modern science emerged and was advanced in the
colonies and through colonial relations (Livingstone & Withers 1999; Amin
2009; Mignolo 2011). Modernity is thus not purely a construct of the West,
but was produced in relation to other places and peoples.

Yet much of the work on multiple modernities — and other work that
emphasizes its plurality — blurs the meaning of the term “modernity”,
resulting in a term that is so capacious that it is unclear what is not modern.
“Modernity” then becomes hard to differentiate from other imaginaries,
instead becoming a temporal flag for “the present” (Ferguson 2005).

We are fully in agreement that the history of modernity is spatially diffuse
and that history is comprised of multiple ways of understanding. And fur-
ther, not all of the ideas that emerged in Europe over the last few hundred
years are modern.

Much of the history of social justice might be understood as contestations
over what modernity is as well as between modern and non-modern ways
of pursuing justice. There is no simple alignment between modernity and
(in)justice. While there are connections between hierarchies, racism, patri-
archy, colonialism, environmental degradation and modernity, all of these
problems also exist outside of modernity. Moreover, invocations of the need
to defend traditional values from modernity often augur revanchist and
exclusionary movements. We need to understand how the idea of mod-
ernity permeates our history and present through movements both advo-
cating and opposing it.

In this context, we insist on the need - the political and analytical utility —
of a narrow meaning of modernity so as to recognize “ideas, movements or
societies [that] fall outside its remit” (Fourie 2012). Distinguishing between
modern and non-modern ideas within and beyond Western thought is
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crucial to enabling us to navigate which parts of what histories from which
places we ought to embrace and reject. Simply refusing modernity does not
necessarily create a just world. Rather we must carefully reckon with mod-
ernity and its legacies as we seek to imagine different futures.

In this chapter, we consider how conflicting views on modernity under-
write two prominent versions of environmentalism, generating orthogonal
approaches to what is possible, plausible and desirable. Perhaps the most iconic
version of radical environmentalism is an arcadian, romantic vision in which
people are deeply in touch and live in harmony with nature and each other.
Knowledge is understood to be situated, often intuitive, and created through
regular, intimate encounters with local surroundings (Worster 1994 [1977];
Sachs 2013). The second version is a scientific-technological project founded on
rational, objective, generalizable knowledge that enables the efficient manage-
ment of nature and people, including maximizing productivity and minimizing
humans’ negative impacts on the world (Hajer 1995; Symons 2019; Huber 2021).

In short, this chapter argues argue that understanding modernity is crucial
to understanding ongoing debates in and beyond political ecology, yet framing
debates around being “for” or “against” modernity limits possibilities for creating
imaginaries and politics beyond modernity.

Of course, any history is necessarily partial, attending more carefully to some
moments, places and people and less so to others. Past and present, the most
visible versions of debates on modernity within the northern academy and main-
stream media have been dominated by white men in the global north. In our
review below, we work to show that this frame has global relevance, mindful
that it does not encompass the full range of environmental thought globally.
Importantly, we focus on modernity and its rejection in order to later move
beyond modernity and its opposite, to not be limited by this history in how we
imagine the future. For this book is rooted in literatures that work beyond mod-
ernity and its inverse, premised on the idea that there are other ways to imagine
the world we have, and the world we aspire to build.

Arcadians against modernity: Romanticism, postdevelopment,
and (some) degrowth
Thoreau’s classic, Walden, describing the 26 months he spent living in a cabin

absent superfluous luxuries, remains one of the fountainheads of environ-
mental thought. His invocation of the pastoral idyll has remained a compelling
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environmental vision of an ideal life of voluntary simplicity subsumed in the
grandeur of a nature that exceeds human comprehension. His scepticism about
human faculties of reason and ability to definitively know and exercise dominion
over the world prefigures and emblematizes a lineage of environmental thought
urging restraint and a conscious reduction in consumption.

While echoing elements of Thoreau’s distrust of the hubris of reason and
romantic embrace of the land, Césaire’s famous lines from The Notebook of a
Return to the Native Land extend the critique and its countervoice to encompass
colonialism and its contestation.

Eia for those who never invented anything

for those who never explored anything

for those who never conquered anything

but yield, seized, to the essence of all things

ignorant of surfaces but captivated by the motion of all things
indifferent to conquering, but playing the game of the world

truly the eldest sons of the world

porous to all the breathing of the world. (Césaire 1939: 37)

In this register, imperial scientific reason is not simply a mode of thought and
action that alienates one from the land, but provides an instrumental rationality
for colonial dispossession. Thus, the affirmative return to the land is a distinctly
political gesture, a decolonial movement by the “native” whose connections
to the land had been displaced by imperial regimes of resource extraction and
plunder. Against colonialism, there was a revalorization of these historical ter-
ritorial linkages.

In this section, we outline several components of this broad set of environ-
mental narratives focused on a critique of modern life, modern science, and
modern politics. In various registers, there are forms of nostalgic longing for
an imagined past prior to modernity or colonialism, and its perceived authentic
connection to the earth (Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983). These trajectories of
thought, and the communities with which they are associated, defy simple defin-
ition. The term “anti-modern” is largely absent from writings, political campaigns
and policy prescriptions associated with these environmental movements,
arising most in scholarly analyses of environmental thought. “Romantic’, the
longest-standing term for the cultural counterpoint to modernism, is antiquated
and problematic, lacking intelligibility to the contemporary public. “Degrowth”
appears to be an emergent umbrella label, yet its intellectual roots span across
a range of categories (Demaria et al. 2013). In this context, we broadly cat-
egorize this anti-modern position as what Worster (1994 [1977]) refers to as
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“arcadian” and emphasize how arcadian narratives — including some versions of
postdevelopment and degrowth — were founded as much through antagonisms
with modernity as through affirmations of an alternate future.

In many articulations, the arcadian perspective resonates with what Robbins
(2020a) describesasa politics of “less”: a politics of orthodox degrowth in which an
undifferentiated “humanity” needs to reduce its consumption. Environmentalism
has long been characterized as a critique of excess. Contemporary iterations
tell us to use less: a standard environmental education tool measures our eco-
logical footprint in additive terms based on the amount of our consumption, and
environmentalists urge us to give up luxurieslike long hot showers and eating beef
(Van den Bergh & Verbruggen 1999; Wiedmann & Barrett 2010). Environmental
messaging that stresses the need for “less” often evokes Malthusian graphs in
which population growth shoots up, exceeding food supply. While Malthus was
no arcadian, many arguing along these lines draw on his thinking to suggest that
sustainability requires massive population reductions. Truly sustainable policies
are largely seen by advocates of this position as a trade-off with productivity and
consumption levels, where real sustainability means a global-scale focus on pro-
ducing and consuming less. These limits are to be adopted by individuals and
shared through cultural change (Hirsch 1976).

Advocacy of less has not always been directly linked to ecological
concerns: to varying degrees, implicitly and explicitly, this environmental
narrative draws on a long history of moral concerns about excess. “While
civilisation has been improving our houses’, Thoreau (1854: 32) claimed,
“it has not equally improved the men who are to inhabit them.” Many early
romantics were less interested in ecological sustainability than the moral
and philosophical search for authentic life, and the curative potential of
reconnecting with nature (LaFreniere 1990). Turning away from modern sci-
entific achievements, figures such as Thoreau repeatedly called for a return
to the wisdom of the ancients. In a distinct register, the Negritude movement
associated with Césaire also harkened back to an ideal of an authentic African
heritage, looking to it as the foundation for a postcolonial future (Jones 2010);
a generation later such ideas were carried forward in Nyerere’s articulation
of the politics of ujamaa (Nyerere 1968; Fouéré 2014; Brownell 2020). Kallis’s
(2019) recent work on “limits” similarly traces the long history of calls for less,
positioning degrowth as an extension of a lineage that stretches back to Greek
philosophers who advocate for restraint as an ethical practice. The idea that
the good life may not be achieved through participation in modernity also
underpins a new movement in China, with calls to reject the busy, consump-
tive narrative deployed by the state (Lin & Gullota 2021).

The entanglement between these moral visions and concerns with ecological
processes are often hard to unknot, a point we grapple with further below.
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Some bristle at the suggestion that living within limits might be characterized
as “austerity’, noting that a label of “less” insufficiently characterizes how an
arcadian world would be experienced by a global majority. For many decolonial
writers, colonialism, as a regime of appropriation and theft, did not endow
the colonized with more but less (e.g. Rodney 1972; Frank 1967). Moreover, a
number of environmentalists of “less” have explicitly sought to differentiate their
project from a politics of scarcity, as signalled by Hickel’s playful book title Less is
More (Hickel 2020; see also Kallis & March 2015; Mehta & Harcourt 2021). They
argue that many people need to consume less, but that ultimately their vision is
one of healthier, happier lives.

The arcadian view of the good life in the global north took on renewed vitality
in conjunction with the mid-twentieth-century birthing of the contemporary
environmental movement, which provided even further justification for their
critiques of modernity. Many know Rachel Carson primarily as a critic of DDT,
and a foundational figure in popularizing environmental concerns through her
evocative prose. Yet in Silent Spring (1962: 261-2), Carson’s criticisms of DDT
are rooted in a much broader social critique. Characteristically poetic, Carson
tells us,

The “control of nature” is a phrase conceived in arrogance, born of the
Neanderthal age of biology and philosophy, when it was supposed that
nature exists for the convenience of man. ... It is our alarming misfor-
tune that so primitive a science has armed itself with the most modern
and terrible weapons, and that in turning them against the insects it has
also turned them against the earth.

The culprits in the story are not only toxic chemicals but the hubris of men. Her
gendered language was convention for the time, but some have pointed to Carson
as an early ecofeminist, prefiguring later analysis of the masculinism of industrial
environmental engineering (e.g. Seager 2003). Feminist environmental thought
more generally has called attention to the masculinist approach embodied in our
language and practices of exploitation and domination (Merchant 1980; Mies &
Shiva 1993; Rocheleau et al. 1996). Here, we are told, environmentalists need
to rein in not just our consumption or what we produce, but our very efforts to
control nature.

Mahatma Gandhi provides another useful example here. His place in the
public imaginary is somewhat the inverse of Carson, known mostly as a polit-
ical figure in the decolonization movement and, for some, an early proponent
of alternative development. Yet he argues not only against colonial control, but
the broader mentality that rationalizes the domination of people and control of
nature (Moolakkattu 2010). His wider concerns resonate with ideas expressed
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by Césaire, critiquing modernity and the dominant forms of development
both in terms of the social and ecological consequences of the colonial logics
of dominion. Thus, like Carson, Gandhi observed a rapidly changing world
and identified intensifying negative impacts of a modernist vision of economic
growth and technological control.

Many Indigenous peoples have similarly drawn upon imagery of a more sus-
tainable and harmonious past to inspire decolonial movements and challenge
colonial modernity. Indigenous movements have asserted the need for a
decolonial politics beyond the state. For instance, on the centenary of Canadian
confederation in 1967, Tsleil-Waututh leader Dan George lamented,

Oh Canada, I am sad for all the Indian people throughout the land. For
I have known you when your forests were mine; when they gave me my
meat and my clothing. But in the long hundred years since the white
man came, I have seen my freedom disappear like the salmon going
mysteriously out to sea. The white man’s strange customs, which I could
not understand, pressed down upon me until I could no longer breathe.

(George 1967)

As Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith argues, Indigenous decolonial thought
“draws upon a notion of authenticity, of a time before colonization in which we
were intact as indigenous peoples. We had absolute authority over our lives; we
were born into and lived in a universe which was entirely of our own making”
(Smith 1999: 24). Indigenous movements consistently forward their own autono-
mous frameworks for relating to the land and each other as a counter to colonial
orders (Borrows 2010; Simpson 2017; Tomiak et al. 2019). These visions have often
explicitly challenged the colonialism underpinning European forms of rationality
and reason, strongly defending alternative intellectual frameworks to those of
European modernity (Smith 1999; Battiste & Henderson 2000; Archibald 2008;
Kimmerer 2013; Kovach 2021). Some authors have stressed the sustainability
and communality of Indigenous frameworks for relations, resonating with early
decolonial visions in Africa (Coulthard 2014). As we note for many bodies of schol-
arship, not all Indigenous thought is arcadian, but here we note the importance of
some lines of thinking that suggest there is a previous, harmonious and materially
simpler world which ought to guide our social and material politics.

Writers like Carson, Césaire, Gandhi and George were ultimately unable to over-
turn the hegemonic approach to material progress within the twentieth century.
After the Second World War and the accompanying formal decolonization across
much of the global south, “development” became a new discourse through which to
understand socioeconomic change. Modernization lay barely under the surface of
this discourse, and at times was its explicit goal (Rostow 1960; Sachs 1992).
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Yet modernization, as noted in Box 1, was never really to be. Neither capit-
alist nor Marxist socialist modernization offers a viable path towards develop-
ment, and by the 1980s many critical scholars began to note a growing sense of
the failures of these two “grand theories” and an “impasse” regarding the idea
of development. Further, some even critiqued the very ideas of progress that
underpinned development (Birou et al. 1977; Escobar 1994; Norgaard 1994),
writing in a language that later came to be known as postdevelopment. Instead,
some argued, the development discourse that underpins and guides the work of
international financial institutions and non-profit organizations remains rooted
in colonial modern systems of thought (Rajagopal 2003; Kapoor 2008; de Sousa
Santos 2014). Promoting development as a universal ideal, these institutions and
their associated enterprises continually export development models from the
global north, devoid of recognition of the historical contexts of colonial appro-
priation and plunder that subsidized northern development trajectories (Frank
1967; Wallerstein 1974; Arrighi 1994; Amin 2009). Moreover, the associated
models of development seek to reproduce unsustainable processes of extrac-
tion with little regard for ecology or cultural differences. The result has been a
consistent pattern of development failures, increased social conflict, worsening
environmental crises and continuing northern hegemony (Escobar 1994;
Norgaard 1994).

As an alternative to the continuation and intensification of enduring inequal-
ities, postdevelopment theorists have typically argued for pluralizing approaches
to social transformation that explicitly rebut the logic of designing or engineering
life to fit a singular norm. However, as many have noted, postdevelopment seems
to hold together more clearly regarding its object of critique than in its affirma-
tive vision for the future. There has been somewhat of a shift here in recent years,
with a more coherent emergent narrative of a pluriverse of local community
economies as the root of an alternative political economy (Kothari et al. 2019;
Acosta & Cajas-Guijarro 2020). While emblematic cases can be found, these
alternative paradigms continue to operate largely at the margins, having gained
limited traction with existing development policies and frameworks as well as
populations targeted for development.

In the global north, a radical environmentalism of “less” seems to be coalescing
around the term degrowth as a shared term for an alternative politics (Demaria
et al. 2013; Kallis 2018; Hickel 2020). Early and some ongoing scholarship on
degrowth economics aimed at the quantification of ecological flows and devel-
opment of calculative tools to manage material limits within a quasi-modernist
framework,! best exemplified in The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972;
see Chandler 2018). Yet many scholars working under the broad framework of
degrowth emphasize the limits of such tools and predictions, instead embracing
“postcolonial, feminist, and anti-racist science and activism [which] have been
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disrupting conventional politics of knowledge within and beyond academia”
(Paulson 2021: 2; see also Nirmal & Rocheleau 2019; Mehta & Harcourt 2021).

Foundationally, the principal concern of degrowth is reorienting the economy
and society to a future of less production and consumption. The critiques of
modern technology within this literature span opposition to fossil capitalism
and nuclear energy to questioning the necessity of kitchen appliances such as
the toaster.” Some degrowth advocates espouse a discomfort with modern tech-
nology and yearn for a rescaling of social life to synchronize with ecological
rhythms. Thus, they seek to reorient society from large industrial systems to
localized sustainable technologies. This reflects the dream stretching back across
the global north and south, from Thoreau in his cabin to Césaire’s poetry to
Gandhi’s spinning wheel, immersing human life within larger ecological relations.

Concerns with distribution were largely absent from early works in degrowth,
a point that continues to be noted by critics. Yet later advocates such as Hickel
(2020) have made clear that a just distribution requires substantial reductions
in the global north while expanding future consumption for many people and
many parts of the world. Degrowth advocates have particularly honed their
critiques on destructive forms of growth or development, while significantly
expanding discussion of what a degrowth vision of the future entails. Advocates
of degrowth, in a way that resonates with the arguments of Carson, Césaire,
Gandhi, and George noted above, suggest that most people would experience
degrowth as a safer and more secure world, one in which they would face less
exposure to environmental harm.

As evidenced in D’Alisa et al’s (2015) edited volume, some advocates of
degrowth draw across romantic, postdevelopment and moral philosophical
reasonings to support a wider political ecological strand of analysis and recom-
mendation for the future. The ontologies and knowledge politics that emerge
from such intersections challenge easy dichotomies, pointing towards an emer-
gent sensibility neither overly confident about our collective doom nor overly
sceptical about the possibilities for shared knowledge. Mapping the unfolding of
degrowth thought and its diverse strands is beyond the scope of this book, but
for now we note that some seem to embrace arcadian ideas while others are more
congruent with the modest approach we develop throughout Enough!

The limited success of such movements in garnering widespread political
support suggests, however, that historically and for many, they are popularly
understood to require sacrifice and concession (Huber 2021). The observation
that a smaller economy is not actually what is called for in the majority world
(Hickel 2020) makes it difficult to believe in the utility of the term “degrowth”
as an analytically appropriate term for a global movement, let alone a banner
under which to motivate action in the global south. Further, even those aligned
with the wider movement of degrowth have noted weaknesses in developing
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political theorizations, alliances and analysis (Kallis 2018; Buch-Hansen 2018;
see Barca et al. 2019).

Thus, through a review of a wider lineage of romantic, pastoral, decolonial,
postdevelopment and degrowth environmentalism, we can trace a thread of
arguments focused on a critique of many aspects of modernity. The common
objects of critique throughout these myriad conversations are excess consump-
tion and scientific hubris, particularly in the presumption that people can and
should create regimes of knowledge and power to exercise dominion over the
natural world. This line of thinking is founded on a clear and systemic critique of
modern society and its ills. Those we have featured are far from the only people
we might highlight in a longer history of arcadian, anti-modern environmen-
talism. Whether one looks to Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful (2011 [1973])
or the contemporary movement for voluntary simplicity (Rebougas & Soares
2021), these ideas permeate the lineage of environmental thought and continue
to inform contemporary environmentalism in its myriad forms.

It is much less clear what those making these critiques propose instead.

What sorts of technologies and practices are in accordance with arca-
dian views — which would be permissible and how this permission would be
written into the world — differ widely across advocates and are often not clearly
articulated (Kerschner et al. 2018). At times, these critiques are transposed into
advocacy for the opposite of the modern — arguments, for instance, to replace
masculine hubris with feminine humility, to replace colonial exploitation with
Indigenous wisdom, to replace extractivism with localized harmony.

But the inversion of modernist categories traps us within the web of oppos-
itions that modernist thought constructed, creating static and constraining
regimes of limits. This is a point that numerous critics of colonial modernity
have made, as they express dissatisfaction with the inversion of modernity and
the limits of its categories (Spivak 1999; Mignolo 2011).

Thus, there remains a need to articulate positions that exceed the binary of
modern and anti-modern, positions that might well accord with the critiques of
modernity noted here and — in their affirmative visions for the world — are not
defined through binary oppositions.

But we get ahead of ourselves. Before we move beyond modernity, let us first
dig more deeply into modern environmental thought, highlighting its ambitions,
arrogance and limits.

For modern solutions: from imperial conservation to (some) ecosocialism

In contrast to those who stress the limits of modern scientific knowledge, early
conservationists celebrated its potential to rationally plan regimes of resource
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use, enabling sustainable use for future generations. The nineteenth century was
characterized by an explosion of modernist approaches to natural resource gov-
ernance in Europe and its colonies (Grove 1995). Worster (1994 [1977]) calls this
approach “imperial” for its associations with efforts to enact dominion over the
land in and beyond the colonial era. Wild and unruly forests, for example, were
seen as underutilized land, and many argued that private sector deforestation was
an inefficient mode of production. The response to both was the same: forests
were to be replaced by rationally managed plantations, which were imagined to
increase and ensure regular production (Prudham 2007; Braun 2015).

The utilitarianism and arrogance of this way of thinking became the subject
of much critique by the emergent mainstream environmental movement of the
1960s and 1970s. Yet what it meant to be “environmentalist” became increas-
ingly ambiguous and open-ended as modern solutions again became integrated
into the project of environmentalism. In the global south, postcolonial countries
challenged the environmentalism of limits as a cultural export from the former
imperial metropole that called for enduring austerity in the former colonies, a
concern famously vocalized by India’s Prime Minister Indira Gandhi at the 1972
Stockholm Conference (Gandhi 1972; Rangarajan 2006). Rather than rejecting
the project of environmentalism or development carte blanche, they blended
desires into the increasingly popularized concept of sustainable development
(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987; Redclift 1992).
For many, this meant the broad trajectory of modernization could remain, but
with a light touch of consideration for environmental impacts.

More recent work draws on this longer history of efforts to know and control
nature through imperial science under the term “ecological modernization”
(Hajer 1995; Symons 2019). This form of environmentalism is framed as an
alternative to the technological pessimism of the environmental movement of
the 1960s and 70s, rejecting its story of “less”. It is also proposed as a more spe-
cific programme than the ambiguous politics advanced under the vague term
“sustainable development”. Thus, since the 1980s, modernist thinking has again
become folded into particular strands of environmentalism, reformulated as
part of, rather than the object of critique of, environmentalism. Ecomodernists
challenged the anti-modern politics espoused through the 1960s and 1970s
by figures such as Carson. Simultaneously, corporations, seeking to limit their
risk exposure and the costs associated with environmental campaigns and
organized boycotts, appropriated the discourse of ecological modernization,
adopting policies of purported corporate social responsibility and sustain-
ability. To an extent, this reflected and reinforced a shift within environmental
organizations towards increasing pragmatism. Rather than challenging foun-
dational political and economic structures, numerous mainstream envir-
onmental organizations focused on articulating policy remedies that better
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accorded with existing power relations (Hajer 1995). Foundational to this line
of thinking is that environmental sustainability can happen with economic
growth and increasing consumption.

The political economy of ecomodernism remains the subject of important
debate, and we return to such questions in subsequent chapters. In its most well-
known contemporary form, ecomodernists often work within the political eco-
nomic ideas of capitalism, urging the harnessing of science and progress towards
a greener future, as investors shift to support experimentation in environmental
solutions (Goldstein 2018). However, many ecomodernist activists adopt a more
interventionist stance, emphasizing the important role of the state in regulating
capitalism to moderate its tendencies to externalize environmental costs onto
the public (Symons 2019). Both of these positions share an optimism regarding
the possibilities for states and markets to fuel investment and technological
innovation, allowing both improved sustainability and continued increases in
material well-being globally. Mann and Wainwright (2018) provide a provocative
political ecological analysis of what such a future might entail: a state empowered
to redress the climate crisis in a capitalist world may well produce a Climate
Leviathan, boldly enforcing change and inequality.

Others, however, have pointed towards a different vision of ecomodernism,
one that embraces modernity but not its efforts to reconcile environmentalism
within a capitalist political and economic order. It distances itself from the limits
of the “real world socialisms” of the twentieth century and works towards a more
democratic version of ecosocialist modernity.

Specifically, modernist ecosocialists have argued that the problem with ongoing
ecomodernist politics is not modernity writ large, but the ways in which capit-
alism has captured and directs science and technology.* Many green socialists
thus argue that a capitalist version of ecomodernism is inherently unsustainable
(O’Connor 1991; Kovel 2002). The solution, from an ecosocialist modernist per-
spective, is not to eschew modernism but capitalism and its broader logics of
accumulation (Huber 2021). This is explicit in Green Marxist scholarship, which
draws on a longer history of Marxist theorizing to suggest that removing scien-
tific practice from the direction of capital will open wider horizons for techno-
logical progress and innovation. A strong, controlling state is justified to make
radical interventions given the scale of crises (Li 2009; Davis 2010; Bigger 2012).
Mann and Wainwright (2018) also consider what one version of this might look
like for climate change, labelling it “Climate Mao’, in which a strong socialist state
creates rules and enforces reductions in carbon emissions.

Ecosocialist modernism, then, is premised on a modernist belief in our cap-
acity to appropriately know and control nature and the possibility of embracing
modernity’s technological promise. Advocates implicitly or explicitly believe in
the possibility of separating what many concerned with colonialism reviewed
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above saw and see as linked: the domination of nature and the urge to know,
control and govern populations (see Collard et al. 2016).

We (Mary and Tyler) believe, as environmental critiques of modernism
highlighted above, there are inherent dangers in placing unwavering faith in
science and our capacity to rationally manage complex ecosystems. The broad
application of policies of scientific management to public lands extended the
project of settler colonialism, displacing Indigenous systems of land manage-
ment (Spence 2000; Kosek 2006). Moreover, management regimes that sought
to maximize yields — for instance, suppressing fires in forests and eradicating
rabbits from rangelands — disrupted ecological regimes and led to the long-term
degradation of those environments (Earley 2004; Sayre 2017). We are also scep-
tical of the possibility of drawing a clean line between the natural and social here,
of retaining a belief in controlling nature and letting go of efforts to control the
social. For the long history of social theory shows the entwining of social and
ecological sciences, with spill-overs of ideas and practices, consciously or not
(Worster 1994.[1979]). Further, much of the work of ecologists and climatologists
charting biophysical dynamics has not given us complete models but rather
employed science strategically to highlight the dangers of an unbridled faith in
technological advance and unlimited progress. As noted in Box 1, and elaborated
on further in Box 2, decolonial and other scholars have insisted that modernity
is a totalizing imaginary: we cannot pick and choose, separate its good and bad.
We need a different imaginary, a new story of what can be.

Box 2 The lie of modernity

Let us, Mary and Tyler, not be ambivalent regarding our position on mod-
ernity:ajustand sustainable modernity is a beautiful dream-nightmare, adream-
nightmare that underpins many of our cities, our politics and our economies.

In the wake of decolonization, in the middle of the Cold War, the new
language of ‘development” led many to believe that someday the whole
world might be modern. Countries who needed to develop were given
economic and political plans, funding and expertise and told that they, too,
could become modern.

If only.

Ifonlythey followed the right steps, toed the lines, made the right sacrifices.

Yes, there was racism and poverty “there”in the undeveloped world, and
yes, it was "here”in already modern places: but these were fixable! We-the-
developed-world did not need to share what we had - if we did, “they”would
not have earned and appreciate it. “We" needed to teach “them” to work, to
build, to sacrifice and make a world like ours.
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And many in the global south agreed: we-the-undeveloped-world need
to work, to sacrifice, and thereby build and deserve our own modernity.

Who would doubt such a story?

At various moments, we all could look at the global north, where cities
and politics and economies were beautiful (nightmares). Imperfect, yes! But
headed, quickly, in the right direction. In the nineteenth century, slavery
was ending! Voting rights were expanding! Industry was making amazing
gadgets! In the twentieth century, homes were being built in the suburbs
with running water, with such abundance that manicured lawns were grown
in the desert! Roads were built, and cars filled the suburban garages! Energy
was abundant, and we were on our way to harnessing nuclear power to
make it even more so!

Many of us (including Mary and Tyler), particularly white children with
economic privilege in the global north, grew up being told this was our
story, this was our legacy: our ancestors had worked hard, sacrificed much
and were imperfect, but what a world they had built, and here it was, ours
to enjoy! We-in-the-global-south were also told this was our story: we would
be the generation who would work hard, sacrifice much, and build a modern
world for our children!

So many foundational cultural beliefs were forged in this story. So many of
us believe the world is plentiful and there is opportunity and resources (land
for the tilling) for any willing to work. We also believe our material desires are
insatiable, and therefore that there will never quite be enough, so we must
all work hard to fulfil as many wants as we can.

Equality, property, markets, education and rights will be our guides, we
will work hard and enjoy the fruits of our labour!

This is a broken story.

A story many still believe, and many more (including for a long time, we
the authors) still want to believe. It is a story that justifies the world we have,
the sacrifices and inequalities and morality that underpins it.

This story calls on us to act, but it does not question the direction in which
we are told our world is headed.

We (collective) were told that the good, modern future would be built
through controlling nature and rationally creating good citizens.

But here is the threefold lie: the illusion of modernity — the cities and pol-
itics and economies we have, north and south — were built through, and rely
on, extraction, exploitation and coercion. They require the taking of material
resources from the global south through colonialism, the creation of fraught
material flows from the rural to the urban, as well as ongoing neocolonial,
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kyriarchal, globalized relations. They require the exploitation of nature, most
emblematically the use of fossil fuels, but also the diversion of water, the
pollution of land and sea, flora and fauna. They require underpaid labour,
often coerced and rarely done in conditions where there are other viable
livelihood possibilities.

But nature cannot be controlled. Citizens rebel against stifling uniformity.

Modernity never was and never will be.

Facing these truths is difficult. Facing this history is deeply uncomfortable.

Important.

Necessary.

But also, not enough.

This story of the past matters for helping us (collective) to see why we
cannot carry on as we have been, why inequalities cannot be patched over
through doing more of the same.

It is not enough to let a dream die.

We need a new story, a story that is less ephemeral, more rooted in the
world we have.

We need modest aspirations, not modernist dreams.

So what? Now what?

What are we to do with these critiques and concerns with modernity and its
inverse? Can we believe in modernity’s promises without enrolling its moral
failings? Can we draw on rational, calculative science without humanity being
subsumed to algorithms? Can we fight for justice without a universalizing notion
of humanity?

Might we begin to make sense of the world we want not as an eclectic or par-
tial adoption of a revised modernity but, possibly, as something else?

These are the questions that we (Mary and Tyler) sat with for many years.
As people concerned with environmentalism and development, and whose
research has been situated in peripheralized places, ideas and literatures, we
struggled to find our way out of this seeming impasse. Our doubts kept us
from being wholehearted activists for either side of the environmental divide
or the postdevelopment debate, for the solutions proposed seemed inad-
equate, detached from the worlds in which we dwelled and likely to generate
other harms.

We wanted to know what we believe in, what we could stand behind, what we
were for (see Introduction; Ferguson 2010).
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So, as good academics, we (Mary and Tyler) read more beyond our core
literatures. As good dwellers of peripheralized places, ideas and literatures, we
searched beyond the canon. And in the next chapter, we point towards some
of the works that inspired us in our search for ideas beyond the modern/anti-
modern impasse. We then sketch what it might mean to work beyond this binary
by outlining a modest imaginary and a modest approach to politics.
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NEITHER MORE NOR LESS: CULTIVATING
A MODEST POLITICAL ECOLOGY

Flora lives in an informal settlement in Cape Town. Most days, she travels from
the city’s edge to the formerly white, but no longer legally segregated, suburbs.
There, she cleans houses (and yes, apartheid has ended but all her employers are
white people). Flora earns enough money that she does not worry about rent,
food or clothing most months, and is saving funds to ensure her daughter gets a
tertiary education, likely at a technical training college. While she is at work, she
uses the toilet, a toilet that flushes the waste away through the sewer to the city’s
edge. At her own home, there is a shared tap where, usually, she can get water
for drinking and washing. There is no sewer. There is no toilet. There is a shared
facility a short walk away, one that is sort of run by the city and sort of run by the
various community members who have taken an interest in the toilets. And by
“taken’, well, we do mean taken; and by “interests’, well, we do mean that these
neighbours take money from the city and users to ensure the toilets are usually
clean enough, usable enough.

Flora knows that faecal matter is something to avoid, that it is dirty, unhygienic,
unsafe: as is true for most people, “education” is not the problem here. She knows
that in the rural area where she grew up, no one worried about sanitation: there
was a place you would “go” and the water from the streams and rains would take
it away. In the city, she is concerned about sanitation, but it is far from the most
important of her worries. She knows that modern sanitation (a flushing toilet
connected to a city-wide sewer) is a long way away from her home. It is in the
suburbs where she works. It is in the promises of some politicians and activists
who insist that a flushing toilet will arrive sometime in the future.

Flora doubts that modern sanitation is for her, in her home, in her lifetime.
Maybe, at one point, thirty years ago when the country was full of post-apartheid
rainbow nation hope, she believed it might happen. She sees the excesses of
water on the lawns of the green, formerly white suburbs, but lately there have
been droughts, water is increasingly expensive and scarce, and even the lawns of
the homes she cleans are becoming a little less green.

41



ENOUGH!

Flora’s story resonates with billions of urban residents across the global south,
and increasingly some in the north too. The modern imaginary of infrastructure —
including the idea that everyone was going to someday get a flushing toilet — is
increasingly doubted by ordinary people and experts alike (van Vliet et al. 2010;
Sutherland et al. 2014). There are plenty of technological alternatives, some of
which work better in some places, under some arrangements, than others. How
are we to understand these alternatives, which are acceptable and which are not?
How might we move back and forth between toilets and a wider understanding
of how the world works, what is just and what is sustainable?

Politically, it is easy to insist that “enough for all” means “modern sanitation
for all” Ecologically, it is easy to insist that no one should use modern sanitation
systems, for they use water at unsustainable rates and concentrate waste in envir-
onmentally detrimental ways. A modest approach to the political ecological goal of
enough for all means insisting that just and sustainable sanitation for all is possible,
and works to think through how it can be achieved in a world that is uncertain.

As we can clearly see in the most mundane of examples, our options for the
future are not confined to pursuing modernity (the unsustainable flushing toilets
of the wealthy suburbs) or describing our pursuits through their antagonistic
relationship with the modern (low-density defecation washed away and sustain-
ably integrated into nature’s nutrient cycles). We (Mary and Tyler) believe that
people can, and ought to, reject modernity without adopting its inverse. There is
no shortage of empirical examples that defy this easy binary: we could list dozens
of designs for toilets that are neither modern nor arcadian.

In the previous chapter (as well as in our wider writing, see Lawhon et al. 2023a;
Gergan & McCreary 2022), we have shown ways in which modernity remains a
useful anchor in debates about justice and sustainability. Thinking about modernity
is analytically useful for understanding prevailing imaginaries. Yet this book is
premised on the idea that this is not the only way to understand the world. The con-
ceptual topography beyond these established reference points is less well established
(see Box 3), but we are not without guides: this is not uncharted territory.

Across and beyond the natural and social sciences, in and beyond the academy,
people are and always have been living, experimenting and theorizing outside
the modern/anti-modern binary. In myriad discussions, scientists, scholars,
activists, artists and ordinary people are asking what can be known and how
this should inform the ways that people interact with the environment and each
other. They are grappling with uncertainty without letting it stop them from
intervening in the world, and believing it can be better.

In the first half of this chapter, we briefly point towards cognate and inspirational
ideas, emphasizing literatures that centre uncertainty and plurality in social and
ecological theory. What we attempt here is far from comprehensive: many others
have provided more detailed engagements with these ontological inquiries.
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Box 3 This Changes Everything

This Changes Everything is the title of a book by Naomi Klein (2014) and
documentary inspired by the book (Lewis 2015). Mary uses the film in her
teaching, and it has become a touchstone for her thinking over the last few
years, thinking reflected in Enough!

The book is subtitled “Capitalism vs the Climate”and spends a consider-
able amount of time reviewing common anti-capitalist arguments. It also
describes numerous cases of what Klein calls “blockadia” — transnational
conflict zones where people are actively opposing extractive capitalist
development, often led by Indigenous communities, such as those that
Tyler studies.

There is also a second line of argument in the book, one that comes after
the anti-capitalist critique (and is more central in the film). This is a concern
with what Klein calls “extractivism” The critique of extractivism parallels
longstanding concerns with modernity in environmentalism. Here, the
focus is on challenging a dominant “cultural story”, a story in which our col-
lective belief that we can control nature underpins our engagements with
the world.

How do these two points — a critique of capitalism and a critique of mod-
ernity — work together? This is not entirely clear in the text or film. Some have
suggested a tension or conflation here, urging Klein and her readers back
towards more orthodox concerns with capital and retaining the possibility
for just green industrialism (Huber 2018). We disagree.

Huber suggests that Klein relies on classic twentieth-century environ-
mental ideas for her solutions, mixing respect for Indigenous ways of life with
reconnecting with nature. There is, we agree, a little of this here and there.

More centrally, however, we see This Changes Everything as a provocation
towards thinking about what comes after a critique of capitalism and a cri-
tigue of modernity — the fundamental questions that we (Mary and Tyler)
aim to address. Both book and film point to people saying “no"to capitalism
and the belief that we can control nature. But they also gesture to a growing
interest in prefiguring a“yes"that is not clearly arcadian. Klein and Lewis seek
to understand not just what we are against (fossil fuel capitalism) but what
we are for.

The "no"is clear, but the “yes"is less so. This Changes Everything develops
much less analysis of what exactly it is about particular cases that makes us
able to see them as part of the “yes”. Crucially, however, the “yes"that we are
shown is not a romantic return to a pre-industrial past (see Chapter 1). Huber
(2018) creates a strawperson here, one easy to cast aside.
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What, exactly, constitutes this “yes”in and beyond This Changes Everything
is, however, somewhat unclear. Mann and Wainwright (2018) provide some
useful guidance, drawing in part on Klein's work to consider a non-capitalist
future with distributed sovereignty. In contrast to the Climate Leviathan and
Climate Mao noted in Chapter 1, they call this “Climate X"

Enough! is written to build on the analysis and narrative of This Changes
Everything (one of many sources of inspiration) and pushes forward towards
a somewhat sharper vision of what “Climate X"might entail and how it might
be enacted. Thereis a problematic cultural story, a story that has been shaped
by — but ought not analytically be subsumed within analyses of — capitalism.
We need a new story, a story that connects to real world cases but also has a
clear narrative, one that explains why some examples are part of the story of
"yes” We need help knowing what we might want to lean on, add to, learn
from. Enough! builds on Klein's important work, and we hope might be read
as a next step in this wider project, telling a story that places both the “no”
and the "yes"into longer intellectual genealogies, and works to more clearly
identify and explain the “yes’"

We also work to think through how to build the “yes”. Klein (2014) does
mention basic income as part of her vision, but this point seems supple-
mental, something nice to have but not interlinked with her argument. As
we show throughout Enough!, we agree with Klein that basic income ought
to be part of the story of “yes”— and work to tease out the ways in which it
can be integral to, and may well enable, worlds we want to say “yes”to.

Throughout Enough! we hope to make clear our intellectual debts and the
resonance of our argument with many allies. Our intention in reviewing key
influences here is to demonstrate that the wider modest imaginary we name has
diffuse roots and accords with the cutting edge of much social, ecological and
socioecological thought. We work not to advance conversations on ontology
but instead to tease out the political implications of these insights. Our focus,
thus, is ontopolitics — considering the implications of debates over “what is” on
“what can and ought to be” Specifically, we seek to explain how particular lines
of social and ecological scholarship shape our approach to a politics of enough.

The second half of this chapter offers a name for our approach to pol-
itics: modest. We note our initial misgivings about putting new vocabulary into a
crowded academic lexicon, yet ultimately demonstrate the need for a new term,
and why “modest” is an imperfect but, we hope, useful analytic. We then explain
what we call a modest imaginary and point to three key components: emplaced
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sustainability, entangled autonomy and anticipatory guiding. This chapter, thus,
provides a framework that guides the remainder of the book, in which we develop
a modest approach to the political ecological goal of enough for all.

Uncertainty and indeterminacy in socioecological thought

Modern approaches to science were founded on the idea that hypothesis testing
of closed laboratory experiences or controlled studies could provide explanations
for the workings of the world (see Box 1; Chapter 1). These narrow and reduc-
tionist paradigms were never widely adopted by naturalists, making ecology an
important field of study through which to understand changing ideas about the
possibilities of science. Many sought to understand the complex networks of
ecological relationship between flora and fauna, convinced that ecology could
not be read off from a single organism or set of controlled variables (Golley 1993;
Wulf 2015). Efforts to statically capture these webs of relationships were consist-
ently challenged by their complexity (Raby 2017).

In this context, let us reiterate: non-modern ways of understanding the world
have always been part of natural sciences! We are not advocating for a rejection
of science, but instead a modest approach to it.

As ecology emerged as a science that sought to explain the logic of nature, it
did so based on theories of complexity rather than reductionist laws (Worster
1994 [1977]). These efforts have inspired some versions of resilience thinking
as well as climate science: there is an acceptance that relationships cannot be
distilled to causal linkages and summed up in a mechanistic way. Instead, com-
plexity is to be modelled, approximated, estimated in ongoing and iterative ways
(Edwards 2010; Kitchin 2014). Our ever-increasing capacities for computing
enables modelling of more and more factors, yet, despite longstanding efforts
and enormous public funding, science continues to be unable to consistently
predict what will be (Edwards 2010; Sobel 2014). Instead of definitive answers
of current and future environmental states, biophysical models of oceanog-
raphy, climatology, hydrology or ecology suggest probabilities within complex,
dynamic systems.

In this way of understanding, nature, due to its immense complexity and
unpredictability, continues to — and always will — surprise us. In this way of
understanding, science still has a place: this is no anti-modern rejection of the
utility of data, observation or knowledge. It is an acceptance that uncertainty
is not temporary, that the world is fundamentally indeterminate, and thus our
knowledge of it is partial and imperfect.

How are we to understand the assumptions and implications of this science
for justice and sustainability?
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Some have doubled down on the drive to calculate and control, to limit uncer-
tainty in the hopes of eventually reaching sufficiently full knowledge (see Box 1),
largely retaining modernist hopes. But this is not the only way in which people
have responded to uncertainty.

Of interest to us here is a line of thinking by those in and beyond the academy
that accepts uncertainty as something that cannot be fixed: it is a fundamental
condition of being in a changing world (Grosz 2011; Haraway 2016; Tsing 2015)
and must shape how we collectively think about environmentalism, govern-
ance and politics (Mehta et al. 2001). This perspective is not arcadian: there
is no harmony which can be found with an always changing and unknowable
nature, but there are patterns in our world that can be observed and understood.
Understanding, then, is not complete but recursive and partial. The patterns that
become visible are not deterministic: they cannot tell us the future. They change
for intelligible and unintelligible reasons.

Modernist efforts to plan, manage and control must, then, be replaced by
efforts to experiment, anticipate, learn and guide. Prediction is less useful,
and more dangerous, than practical wisdom or phronesis (Flyvbjerg 2005).
Understanding is best viewed as an interplay between the explicit information
that we have catalogued and the tacit knowledge and attunements that may not
rise to consciousness. This understanding is always generated in place, but is not
site specific: practical, engaged and tacit wisdom can be best enabled by shared
learning across local experiential knowledge and expertise derived analogically
from insights produced across multiple cases. The kinds of knowledge produced
through such interactions are not abstract and replicable, but situated and prac-
tical. They are not defined by a search for universal truth and explanation, but
by a search for effectiveness and the relations that enable that effect (Ali 2007;
Vasudevan & Novoa 2022).

This way of thinking is most evident in fields such as ecology, planning and
design studies, fields motivated by a desire to use knowledge to intervene in the
world. They share a recognition of the limits of conventional laboratory methods
and a search for ways to intervene despite uncertainty.

What does this mean for political ecology? Many of us (political ecologists)
have comfortably used the unsettling of modernist science to critique the hubris
of modernist biophysical sciences, pointing to the limits of efforts to confidently
know and control. We have even critically studied uncertainty, considering
how it is framed and navigated, providing analysis and critique of the politics of
uncertainty (e.g. Eren 2017; Mehta et al. 2022).

Such unsettlings of science also have implications for how we think about
our role as political ecologists, implications that recent works have begun to
tease out. For political ecology, like many other contemporary academic fields,
continues to bear the marks of its foundational frameworks: Marxism and
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poststructuralism. Both are rooted in quite different approaches to knowledge,
science and scholarship, ones that have enabled radical critique. Yet, as many
have pointed out, the relationship between political ecology and a broadly writ
“policy/practice” has long been troubled and remains the subject of much debate
(Walker 2007; Rocheleau 2008; Heynen & Van Sant 2015).

Most political ecologists agree that the purpose of scholarship is to shape our
world (see Castree et al. 2010). While political ecology has long been an engaged
science, it has often been noted to be better at analysis and critique than action.
Both Marxism and poststructuralism give political ecologists strong frameworks
through which to assess the problems with the world we have. Marxism has
long made clear the world “we” want, but in practice Marxist political ecologists
write much more about the problems of neoliberalism than the pathways and
worlds beyond it (e.g. Heynen et al. 2007; see Ferguson 2010). Some scholars
have reflected on what our role ought to be, and the extent to which we ought
to critique the imperfections of our allies (Goldfischer et al. 2020; Desvallées
et al. 2022). Other texts, often rooted in postcolonial critique and decolonial
thought, have pointed to examples of more progressive socioecologies (Daigle
2019; Heynen & Ybarra 2021; although see McCarthy 2002 on the analytical
ambivalence of “what we are for” in political ecology), at times centring the role
of scholars as “giving voice” rather than adding analytical value.

Political ecology and political ecologists’ relationship to the future, however,
has been more tenuous, more ambiguous and ambivalent. Critique tells us what
is wrong, and let us (Mary and Tyler) be clear we are fully supportive of critique.
But it does not help us know what we are for (Ferguson 2010), nor how to build
towards better worlds. Many political ecologists, ourselves included, are wary
of experimental and interventionist methodologies, wary of telling others what
the answers are. We dwell in the long history in which academics did — and
continue to — intervene in problematic ways. From defences of racism and colo-
nialism to providing techniques for extraction and contamination, the academy
has a deeply fraught relationship with practice. We do not in any way want to
minimize this concern.

But as we argue throughout Enough!, it is possible to work beyond these
options.

A modest approach to scholarship means taking seriously the possibility that
we as scholars have something useful to contribute and finding ways to engage
that go beyond critique or pointing uncritically towards our allies without pla-
cing ourselves as all-knowing arbiters of truth(s).

Our proposal here, then, is rooted not in the question of more or less critique
and engagement. It instead is rooted in an emergent body of political ecological
scholarship that takes a more tentative position regarding what it means to know,
including the utility and validity of the tradition of radical scholarly critique’
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(Braun 2015). For if knowledge is no longer a thing to “have’, it can no longer be
(and never was) “ours” to wield from an ivory tower. In this context, we (polit-
ical ecologists) must think through how we know what we are for, and how we
imagine changing our world. Doing so means doing our science differently, less
confidentially, more reflexively, even experimentally, and we consider Enough!
as part of a wider move of opening political ecology towards this orientation
(Leach et al. 2007; Braun 2015; Harris 2021). Critique remains part of our wider
toolbox as proposals, prefigurations and experiments are undertaken reflexively,
and analysed within wider configurations of power. Yet the grounds on which it
is made, and its centrality to political ecology, are increasingly suspect.

There is not a definite and singular answer to what this means for the role of
science and scholarship, but we draw here on recent books by Escobar (2018) and
Grove (2018) to demonstrate possibilities. Both use the language of design and
review changes in this field, showing a move away from the confident application
of modernist knowledge towards more experimental and uncertain engagements
(see also White 2020). Escobar (2018) puts design in conversation with post-
colonial and postdevelopment thought, showing the potential utility for thinking
across these fields. What emerges is both a postcolonial/postdevelopment cri-
tique of design and a set of contemplations about how a more open process
of design might inform the alternate world-making demanded by many in and
beyond the global south. This way of thinking informs the modest approach we
outline below.

Grove’s (2018) book on resilience forms a productive parallel, again pushing
political ecologists to engage with questions of the future from a more cap-
acious and uncertain position. While many in and beyond political ecology
suggest that resilience thinking is simply a new version of modern, positivist
thought — and indeed, there are versions of both design and resilience that are
modern — Grove traces its conceptual origins, showing its roots within a deeply
not-modern, practice-based, designerly paradigm. This is not to say that there
are not real-world uses of the term “resilience” that operate otherwise: examples
proliferate in which modern efforts to know and control are largely retained
under a new and shiny title, and these have often been the object of critical ana-
lysis (for example, showing that resilience is a new package for old techniques of
neoliberal governance, Nelson 2014; Jones & McCreary 2022).

Yet, Grove (2018) shows that understanding resilience genealogically
enables political ecologists to go beyond critiquing a new label for old mod-
ernist practices, and see how resilience thinking can be used to open new ways
of understanding — and changing — our world. For, in drawing on designerly
thinking and its understanding of systems and complexity rather than a mod-
ernist empirical science in search of objective truths, it provides a very different
understanding of “the relationship between truth and control” (2018: 3). Read
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through a longer history of knowledge, resilience thinking is part of the growing
body of academic work that lies outside the modern/anti-modern binary: it
rejects the possibility of a modernist relationship between scientific truths and
control without rejecting the possibility that knowledge can contribute to
human welfare. It changes knowledge from an abstraction to a context-based
insight that can only come from experience and interaction with the world. The
explanations that result from such engagements are necessarily inchoate, not
only partial but also in a constant process of reformulation in a changing world.
Moreover, they will always need to be reworked to make sense elsewhere.

Resilience thinking, in its orthodox version, is about how to maintain stasis
in the face of change. Writing around the Anthropocene has expanded this to
think through life amid contemporary ruins. Yet Grove suggests, and Wakefield
(2020) develops in her work, there is underexamined potential to draw on resili-
ence thinking to better understand transformation. In other words, we might use
resilience thinking to understand why unjust, unsustainable worlds are difficult
to change, and use designerly thinking to help find a way out and construct new
worlds (see also Scoones et al. 2015).

In this sense, there is some affinity between resilience thinking for transform-
ation and some writing in the field of sustainability transitions: the question
shifts from understanding how to become resilient towards how to change in
order to become more able to live in an uncertain world (Walker & Shove 2007;
Collier et al. 2013; Zanotti et al. 2020).

And it is within this wider literature that we position our arguments for a
modest political ecology of enough: we are searching for what and how to change
in order to live well amid ecological uncertainty.

Plurality and uncertainty regarding justice and the good life

The unravelling of modernity has not only had implications in ecological and
socioecological thought: the social sciences and humanities too have also been
characterized by the fracturing of a universal and singular understanding of
“justice” and what this means for a shared or universal understanding of what
it means to flourish. Here we briefly review key arguments, and provide more
detail of these arguments and literatures in the chapters that follow.

Most (but again, not all) Western social theory has historically been under-
pinned by a modern imaginary, premised on a knowable, rational human, or
for some, a humanity composed of multiple, distinct human populations that
could be scientifically distinguished. Sociology and — generations later — devel-
opment theory were founded on modern stagial thinking and teleology (see
Chapter 1 and Box 1). The very categories on which such studies are premised
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are increasingly subject to critique, calling forth anti-essentialist identities that
work against the knowability of humans (including but not only through their
demographics) and universalized, singular notions of the good life. Further, the
idea of a clear pathway for civilization and a known outcome has largely been
rejected in and beyond sociology and development studies. For some, the loss
of such a singular vision resulted in postmodern relativism or the development
impasse, both characterized by a sense that progress might well be unknowable
and impossible (Harvey 1990; Jameson 1991).

There are, however, many moving beyond this impasse, beyond this relativism
and towards a more affirmative, open-ended vision of justice. Anti-essentialism
here is not a rejection of identity as central to the sense of self but a rejection of its
knowability, nameability and predictability. What justice means is complicated
by such a narrative, for needs can no longer be defined for humanity, nor for
“women’, “white people” or “the poor” (or even a crassly intersectional approach
to these, see Box 1) and then met through codified processes. Instead, justice is
understood in terms of freedom, self-expression, autonomy and radical democ-
racy (although, as we show throughout the chapters that follow, our conception
of these terms is distinct from liberal humanist versions) (Laclau & Mouffe 1985;
Kelley 2002; Hardt & Negri 2009; Davis 2015; Gilmore 2022). Similarly, there
are ways to imagine better worlds that do not rely on a universalized notion
of improvement. Letting go of a linear narrative of development opens inter-
pretations of what is meant by betterment, progress and development to as yet
unknown possibilities.

In this context, we also need to rethink the assumption that our material
desires are boundless, and that if given a choice between autonomy, time and
consumption, we will optimize for the latter. Countless studies have shown that,
above a certain threshold, there is no correlation between income and happiness
or life satisfaction (Kahneman et al. 2006). As we turn to in Chapter 5, there is
a growing scepticism that a compulsion towards unbounded accumulation is
somehow inherent to the human condition. Yes, many of us seek to not have
less than the norm; the arguments we develop in Enough! are largely in keeping
with the idea that our material desires are strongly shaped by our social context.
Yes, many studies have shown that some people are motivated to have more
than their peers. Such findings tell us much about the values and experiences of
research participants, but overrepresent subjectivities shaped by modern capit-
alist contexts (Henrich et al. 2005). The arguments we develop in Enough! draw
on recent scholarship that insists on a broader geographical and historical ana-
lysis, pushing back against the naturalization of competition, individualism and
overconsumption. Instead, viewing subjectivities as shaped by context, we con-
sider the kinds of subjectivities that might be cultivated in a more secure world,
one in which everyone was assured enough (see Interlude and Chapter 6). We
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do not believe such a world would somehow end comparison and competition —
nor ought it. But we do think that it might well reorient our relationship to con-
sumption, each other and how we spend our time.

It is within this wider literature that we position our arguments for a modest
political ecology of enough: we are searching for what and how to change in
order to live well amid plural notions of what the good life entails.

This whistlestop account of uncertainty — of our inability to know and predict
nature or each other — is far from a comprehensive account of contemporary
social, ecological and socioecological theory. Key to the argument that follows
is, in short, that we write in alignment with much contemporary thought that
insists on moving beyond modernity and its inverse, embracing the possibilities
of partial knowledge and the impossibility of control, and a role for scholars
in shaping (not knowing but not only critiquing) what comes. Importantly,
alternatives to modernity have always existed in and beyond the Western canon,
in and beyond the academy. What is different now is not their presence, but the
growing acceptance of their global relevance.

There are, of course, risks and difficulties in working across social, eco-
logical and socioecological theories, and our intention here is not to suggest
that we converge diverse accounts into a singular narrative. We ought not
equate the uncertainties of ecology with uncertainties about what justice and
flourishing are and how they ought to be pursued. There is, however, a synergy
here that seems impossible to ignore, a crossover that Worster (1994 [1977];
cf. Charbonnier 2021) shows has long existed between ever-changing ideas of
society and ecology. We see potential in a shared rejection of modernity and a
search for something that goes beyond it, a bubbling sense of potential for a new,
emergent ontopolitics, an ontopolitics of complexity, uncertainty and possibility
(Wakefield 2020).

A modest imaginary of the world that is

In this section, we present an initial outline of a modest approach, an approach
that is deeply indebted to many other scholars and literatures for shaping our
emergent ideas.

In working through the literatures noted above over the past several years,
we read with much hope that we might find a term that captured the wider
framing that we sought to work within. There are, no doubt, plenty of terms
that have been developed in the past forty years to speak towards this rejection
of modernity (see Box 1). Yet we struggled with existing vocabulary, wondering
how we might stretch and repurpose terms with similar usages and complex his-
tories and constituencies. So many terms we encountered challenged modernity
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and its various allies by positioning themselves in reference to what they are
not: postdevelopment, degrowth, postmodern, postcolonial, postnormal, anti-
essentialist. Each of these points towards slightly different sources of concern
and possibility. All are largely oriented towards a critique of modernity and its
various iterations, components and inflections in particular fields of interest
(ecological, sustainability, development, race and gender studies).

Our ambition here, instead, is to develop a framing that is distinct from, but
not defined through, its opposition with modernity.

We also considered various additive phrases, wondering if we might name
multiple allies. Yet we did not want to imply that our ideas synthesized every-
thing about, for example, feminism, resilience or decolonial thought under
a single umbrella, as we do not intend to reduce or subsume these different
ideas within one overarching term. For some feminist thought remains rooted
in modernity; some use resilience and designerly thinking in neoliberal ways;
some postcolonial politics continue to embrace modernity. These terms have
been used, rejected, debated, repurposed, claimed and reclaimed by a variety
of interests. Instead, we aim to draw on and tease out a thread shared by many,
without presuming it is shared by all.

In the end, we decided not to deploy an existing conceptual term or combin-
ation of them towards new, narrower or more specific ends. Instead, with some
trepidation, we embrace a term that exists and work to fill it with conceptual,
ontopolitical weight. We hope the reader will forgive the hubris of a new term
in a crowded academic lexicon, and see our effort here as but one moment in a
longer collective process of charting the contours of this imaginary.

In what follows and in the remainder of the book, we work with the idea of a
modest imaginary, turning it into a modest approach through which to pursue
enough for all through the creation of modest economies, states and livelihoods.

A what and why of “modest”

We propose modest not as a middle ground between modern and anti-modern
but as an alternative that collapses binaries produced through modernity.

We also like the phonetic similarities of modern and modest, a useful way to
signal that modest differently occupies a similar conceptual and linguistic space.

In its common usage, modesty is a moderate or medium amount of some-
thing, but there is more to the difference between more, less and modest
than quantity. The word modest is used not so much to describe an amount,
but a quality. Etymologically, it is derived from a combination of the French
term modeste, which connotes the quality of being “free from excess”, as
well as the Latin modestus, which associates the term with further moral
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qualities as something restrained, temperate, well-behaved, seemly, dec-
orous, unassuming.

We embrace some parts of the vernacular meanings and etymology more than
others as we add conceptual weight to this term. To be unassuming is to be free
of hubris, a point that resonates with the ongoingness of uncertainty described
above. Being free from excess is important, and in Chapter 5 we elaborate on the
freedoms that come from ending a pursuit of excess; this is quite different from
asserting the morality of limits and simplicity described in Chapter 1 (see Kallis
2018). We distance ourselves from its association with being “well-behaved” or
“seemly’, and the implication that modest must be quiet and demure.

Let us say loudly: we name this imaginary and politics “modest’, but ours is
not a quiet nor well-behaved approach.

Ours is not a vision of small dreams or acquiescence to the existing inequal-
ities of the world. There is nothing quiescent about a modest approach. Modest
is radical in its effort to displace the ongoing remnants of modernity, to rein in
the excesses and displace the amorality of postmodernity.

Modest, as we deploy the term, differs from hubris and humility in crucial
ways. Unlike the hubris of both the modern and postmodern, modest is not
fixated on superficial, spectacular or external appearances. It is an affirmation
of the centrality of mundane, everyday engagements with possibilities and
constraints. Humility often implies unimportance, subservience and submis-
sion. While many use modest and humble in similar ways, our intention here is
to add conceptual weight that distinguishes these terms.”

Modesty, as we mobilize the term, is fundamentally a rejection of subservi-
ence and submission.

We also distance ourselves from the idea that modesty and prudence imply
some sort of repression or sacrifice. Prudence has gotten a bad rap these days!
“Prudence” is commonly defined as being thoughtful about the future, a form of
phronesis underpinned by wisdom and caution. We like and fully embrace this
meaning!

Modest, then, is not a perfect word as we found it. Such a word, as we have
noted, did not exist. Some might have instead opted for a full neologism, but we
are hopeful that the connotations of modest are close enough to help us move
our conversation forward. What is crucial to the argument that follows is not so
much the term as the charting of the contours of an approach beyond modernity,
and a name that enables sharp analytical distinctions and political mobilization.

In this context, we use the term “modest imaginary” to capture our emergent
understanding of the world as it is experienced. The remainder of what follows
in Enough! is our effort to translate this wider imaginary into an approach to
political ecological practice, and what it might mean to demand and cultivate
modest economies, states and livelihoods.
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A modest imaginary

A modest imaginary is not a set of statements about our preferences.

Whether we (collective) like it or not, modernity is founded on inaccurate
assumptions about the world and our relationships within it.

Wishing otherwise will not help us out of our ongoing predicaments.
Discounting, neglecting or discarding modernity does not help us much
either, for we must continue to understand the seductive power of modernity
in order to understand why it is so hard for many to let go of, and develop a
compelling alternative beyond it. Clearly naming an alternate imaginary is, we
hope, part of building an ontopolitics that makes it easier to let go of mod-
ernity without feeling the loss of hope and direction that underpins much
postmodern thought.

In many ways a world with less uncertainty might be preferable: uncertainty
can be harmful when we lack an ability to cope with change and rely on what is
expected. Uncertainty, however, is not always negative, and this is particularly
true in an unequal world. Uncertainty — and its link to being illegible to others —
has long been understood to constrain control, limiting hegemony over nature
and others (Scott 1985). An uncertain world enables politics of resistance that
modern statecraft did not expect, did not plan for, and continues to struggle
to subjugate. Uncertainty, much as it challenges our modern ideas of what life
ought to be, is central to creating the whimsical and serendipitous moments of
our lives, and the possibility of a better future.

A modest imaginary is produced through an interplay with modest
science: modest science cannot provide full knowledge, and it cannot defini-
tively tell us how we ought to act in the world. A modest approach to science,
however, does not mean we collectively ought not try to know more: we would
like to know more to prepare more, and modest science helps people cope with
uncertainty.

A modest approach pushes us to dwell in the ambiguity regarding limits: des-
pite many useful calculations, the best of our science cannot tell us precisely
where thresholds are and what happens if they are crossed. Conversations about
limits and sufficiency are useful, but often rooted in abstract calculations and
assumptions of stasis (e.g. Daly 1977; Dietz & O’Neill 2013). A modest approach
means there is no final steady state of fixed consumption and population to seek;
economies and ecologies will always be emergent and dynamic, responding to
political, socioecological and technological change. Throughput, in the context
of ecological and technological dynamism, cannot sustainably be infinite but nor
is it fixed: what can sustainably be produced is a result of change, experimen-
tation and sociopolitical decisions. In this context, we emphasize that there are
constraints to what is possible, but that the idea of “limits” is far too fixed: what is
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possible will change with our politics, knowledge and technology. It also matters
when and where change happens, how much harm has been done, as well as how
much regenesis is possible.

Uncertainty undermines, but is not the inverse, of modernity: just because
we cannot be certain of our knowledge does not mean that there is no utility
to trying to understand our world. Drawing on designerly thinking, we might,
then, replace confident plans with modest attunement to patterns and anticipa-
tion of what could be. This anticipation is not about strict statistical planning for
probabilities, but instead about preparing and engaging in ways that are open,
adaptable, iterative and reflexive.

A modestimaginary is prudent, but not purist: there is not a perfect strategy
forward from where we are, nor do we seek a perfect world of harmony with
nature and each other. Following Shotwell (2016) and Puig de la Bellacasa
(2017), scientific certainty and environmental purity are not achievable goals,
and indeed the pursuit of these goals has repeatedly impaired effective policy
implementation. There is no primordial state of purity to return to, nor can
we build a world that escapes histories of slavery, colonialism and genocide.
We cannot — ought not — pursue a return to a wild past (see Cronon 1996)
but instead embrace our role in tending to what Marris (2013) calls “ram-
bunctious gardens”

There is, equally, no future in which conflict is permanently erased, no
final state of harmony, no end to politics (Mouffe 2014). Instead, actions are
embedded within complex webs of suffering; justice and sustainability will
always be subjects of struggle through agonistic politics rather than final states
to achieve. Taking this as the starting point enables ethical and reflexive action
without inducing paralysis.

Entangled with, but not subsumable to, a modest science, is a modest politics.
Modest politics are based on an approach to material welfare that is distinct
from modernity and neoliberalism, one we tease out in the remaining chapters.
Crucially, it differs from both arcadian and modernist political projects in not
defining good subjectivities to be pursued through collective politics (we address
this in more detail in Chapter 6).

Our modest politics centralizes “enough” as a shared socioecological goal.
Enough can be defined and pursued in many ways, as the literature on suffi-
ciency shows (Jungell-Michelsson & Heikkurinen 2022). Biophysical and social
science ought to inform shared decisions, but the answers to what is enough are,
above a biological baseline, fundamentally political decisions about values and
trade-offs. Beyond a baseline (e.g. calories, water and shelter), enough can be
understood as the outcome of a sustainably produced fair share. What is enough
meat, clothing, mobility is subject to — derived from — what can be sustainably
produced and fairly shared.
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Modest is, then, radical and optimistic in its insistence that there can be
enough for all, and that we (collective) can and ought to build a world where
everyone experiences having enough.

Threads of a modest approach

In this section, we tease out three key aspects of a modest approach to help us
move from an imaginary of how the world works towards more concrete politics
and practices. For, let us (Mary and Tyler) momentarily return to the feeling in
our introduction: we have had enough! We want change! We work to develop
a modest imaginary not as ivory tower academics motivated simply to under-
stand the world. We do want to understand it, but the reason we develop this
imaginary is, fundamentally, to use it to participate in a larger collective process
of envisioning and creating socioecological change.

We frame emplaced sustainability, anticipatory guiding and entangled
autonomy as already-existing threads in, beyond and congruent with the
wider literatures on uncertainty reviewed above. They help us to ground the
socioecologies we seek, as well as the politics that might help create them, and
are woven through the chapters that follow. We seek to recognize, learn from
and draw on places where these threads are already present, already being spun,
shaping politics and practices. We imagine these threads might be woven in
unique ways across different places to produce pluriversal tapestries.

Emplaced sustainability

The idea of emplaced sustainability works across two key threads of geographical
scholarship: that on human—environment relations and that on spatial politics.
It suggests the ongoing importance of locale within an interconnected world,
highlighting the necessity of attuning political interventions to the social and
biophysical contexts of specific sites and the need to act responsibly with relation
to them. We appreciate, draw on and extend the use of this phrase by Barron
et al. (2020).

Modern approaches to sustainability that emphasize growth and development,
as well as abstract science, present sustainability as a destination to be reached.
It can be universally known and sought. In contrast, emplaced sustainability is
a negotiated and always ongoing process that will be enacted differently across
space (see Leach et al. 2007). “Place’, here, is not synonymous with location but
is a way of understanding where we are as nodes, sites of interlinkages within a
global set of circulations of people, ideas and things (Massey 2004). Places exist
across many scales, and are constituted in part through their relations to else-
where. Moreover, “local” in the parlance of Massey that we follow here, must
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be understood relationally and in its connection to other places. Environmental
problems exceed local scales, meaning that sustainability needs to engage multi-
scalar processes. Emplaced sustainability is, thus, quite distinct from “local sus-
tainability” (see Chapter 4).

Knowledge for emplaced sustainability is not simply a series of movable facts
but insights generated experientially through working with, and working to
change, our world (Whatmore 2009; Braun & Whatmore 2010). Thus, emplaced
sustainability builds upon the knowledge of local residents, particularly those
Indigenous to a place, who have accumulated lifetimes of experiential observa-
tion passed across generations, regarding how local ecologies function (Berkes
1999; Kimmerer 2013). It requires rethinking the ways that we conceptualize
relationships between the social and natural world (Johnson & Murton 2007;
Sundberg 2014; Larsen & Johnson 2017). It also revalues the knowledge of field
scientists, who relied on a depth of embodied experience and tacit knowledge
grounded in the study of particular places (Golley 1993; Kohler 2002; de Bont
& Lachmund 2017; Ozden-Schilling, in press). It also creates new opportun-
ities for reappropriating digital technologies to empower new practices of self-
government and localized self-determination (Calzada 2021; Schneider 2022).

Thus, emplaced knowledge might well come from everyday embodied
experiences and advanced technologies connected to the internet of things: as we
work to show throughout this text, there is nothing about a modest imaginary that
opposes the use of technology. While knowledge is emplaced, learning can occur
across places: useful knowledge can also be generated analogically, situated in con-
versation with insights from those sites with topological resonances, where people
have seen both different and repeated patterns (Martin & Secor 2014). Increased
mobility of people is therefore not inherently bad either for justice or sustainability.
It means, instead, that people’s awareness, attunement and attachments to place
may be developed iteratively and comparatively across different sites.

Emplaced sustainability therefore cannot be created through abstract uni-
versal scientific models nor ought it rely solely on the insights of those who live
and work in a location. There is a need to both draw on longstanding traditions of
thought in and beyond the academy and, in a context of socioecological change,
to unlearn and learn anew from where we are. Indeed, as we live in a world of
expanding climatic uncertainty, understanding patterns across different ecol-
ogies will be more important than at any past point. Knowledge for emplaced
sustainability can therefore be generated through dialogue extending in multiple
directions — to forms of knowledge produced in different ways, across many
locations and scales (Pearsall et al. 2022).

Practically, emplaced sustainability will likely be sought by experimenting with
a diversity of technologies. Tinkering and improvisation will be crucial practices,
based on a recognition that these must work with and be responsive to, rather
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than control, their surroundings. Practically, both unequal politics and unsus-
tainable material flows mean emplaced sustainability is easier with shorter and
more circular material flows. To speak more directly, those of us whose material
lives are supported by extractions from elsewhere will need to rework the scales
of our socioecologies rather than colonize elsewhere. As we elaborate on later
in this text (and see Lawhon & McCreary 2020), this means enabling people in
places of extraction to say “no” to unsustainable development, assuring socio-
economic alternatives and building socioecologies that can be witnessed and
guided through more accountable politics.

Thinking about “place” also means recognizing that place is not a singular
perspective; there are multiple coexistent, competing frames about what a place
is and ought to be (Martin & Pierce 2023). A modest approach, drawing on
scholarship on the politics of place, does not determine the outcome of these
negotiations, but instead emphasizes just processes of negotiation. Mobility and
multi-scalar politics can make it difficult to understand who ought to have a
say in emplaced sustainability, and there will be ongoing concerns about whose
voices ought to count beyond the scope of what we outline here (see Pearsall
et al. 2022). Rather than resolve this concern, let us note that we are emphatic-
ally committed to multi-scalar sovereignty and that the chapters that follow are
rooted in a politics that enables the prioritization of those with rooted interests
in the future of a place over those with temporary, extractive relationships (see
Lawhon & Chion 2012).

Anticipatory guiding
Working towards emplaced sustainability means developing multi-dimensional,
non-linear plans. Here our thinking is informed by scholarly conversations
on critical futurities, including feminist, anarchist and Afro-futurist work
that seeks to prefigure and embody the forms of change it envisions in the
world. Where modernism seeks to define and control the future, and the
arcadian seeks to return to a mythic past, a modest approach involves acting
in a world that is and can be only partially knowable. In this context, we pro-
pose “anticipatory guiding” as a way of shaping the world without being quite
sure where we (collective) want to go, and what is socioecologically possible.” It
means accepting that neither nature nor society can be managed and controlled
without giving up on the idea of cultivating a better world. Instead, guiding is a
collective process that we collectively undertake together, iteratively and reflex-
ively working to shape our socioecologies, based on learning and adapting rather
than confidently charting a path forward.

One strategy for anticipatory guiding is prefigurative politics, a longstanding
anarchist approach seeking to nurture the seeds of a new world within the
shell of the old, building new social and ecological relationships within
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movements aimed to transform dominant regimes (Dixon 2014). As Jeffrey
and Dyson (2021) stress, practices of prefigurative future-making typically pro-
ceed through multiple forms of improvisation. Examples include community
gardens, collective kitchens and squats, but the prefigurative also extends to
establishing restorative approaches to community dispute resolution and sexual
assault accountability. Prefigurative politics are imperfect, for such examples
are not immune to hierarchical relations. As above, a modest approach is not
purist but working towards better relations rather than refusing participation
in an imperfect world.

Importantly for us (Mary and Tyler), anticipatory guiding is distinct from
forms of prefigurative politics which presume we already know where we are
going and what a future we seek entails (e.g. much orthodox anarchist thought
has an established and universal vision of a desired final state, see Day 2006). We
are inspired by feminist and Afro-futurist thought that emphasizes the need for
theories and strategies of social change that embrace a world in flux (Haraway
2016; brown 2017). Drawing inspiration from the provocative science fiction
of Octavia Butler (1993, 1998), feminist authors have emphasized the import-
ance of theorizing change within a world that itself is always already changing.
Instead of a conservative politics of resilience, which tries to preserve the cap-
acity of systems to maintain their structure in the wake of crisis events, these
critical strategies emphasize the importance of assessing the shifting currents of
change in a dynamic world in order to better shape and direct those forces that
are remaking the world (Moten 2017).

In this sense, anticipatory guiding is akin to a collective of sailors amid stormy
seas guiding a boat through their relations to it, rather than a tour guide on a
well-trodden path showing others the way. “Anticipatory guiding” is thus another
imperfect term that we hope can usefully enable us to distinguish and ground
our approach, iteratively working together along a shared, changing pathway
towards an unknowable future.

Entangled autonomy

Our final key concept is entangled autonomy. Like emplaced sustainability, we
draw on and advance recent articulations of this phrase (Clancy et al. 2021).
Autonomy is a longstanding and emotive term, used often but, as Naylor (2017)
notes, undertheorized. The idea of both free-floating individuals (woven through
libertarian and anarchist thought) and isolated communities (more common in
Marxian and postdevelopment thought) have been widely critiqued (Haraway
2016; Bawaka Country et al. 2016; Charbonnier 2021). Instead, we are relational,
constantly entangled and produced through these entanglements. In this con-
text, debates over autonomy are better understood as divergent views on which
relations advocates seek to loosen and tighten.
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The meaning of justice we adopt in Enough! is corollary to that found in much
autonomist, anarchist and decolonial thought: justice cannot be defined by its
contents nor achieved through the provision of basic rights and needs. Promoting
just entanglements, then, means creating conditions for substantive choices and
supporting the development of capabilities. For some, this might mean more
autonomy to make certain decisions; for others, it might mean tighter weavings
with others. Embracing sovereignty means it is not for us (either as authors or
part of any collective) to decide.

Further, entangled autonomy includes freedom to shape the entanglements
that comprise who we are. For who we are cannot be separated from the power-
laden relations through which we create our worlds. Worker, investor, mother,
entrepreneur, Indigenous, gay, woman, white and more are not natural cat-
egories but identities configured within political and economic milieu. They
are products of historically specific modes of subjectivation. Moreover, these
normative subjectivities configure particular politics and its horizons. Thus,
drawing on Walcott (2009), we (Mary and Tyler) see the end of modern sub-
jectivity as an opening, an opening to reflect on and work to create relations and
subjectivities otherwise. We cannot know what kinds of personhood might arise
if we (collective) were assured material security, if we no longer feared for our
ecological safety. Yet the freedom to create new kinds of personhood is central
to the vision we articulate through Enough!

Adopting this perspective has implications for economies, states and
livelihoods, including the kinds of demands we (collective) make of the state. In
Chapter 4, we (the authors) emphasize that entangled autonomy is not a freedom
to act regardless of consequence: the always-already-existing inescapability of
some degree of entanglement means collective regulation must limit negative
impacts on others (ecological and otherwise). In other ways, the autonomy we
(Mary and Tyler) support means a more constrained role for the state: a modest
approach to justice enables diversity in a world in which the collective cannot
and ought not decide for others what a home is, how to care for their children,
what food they ought to eat, what schedule to follow, how much water ought
to come through the taps, or how we choose to spend our time. In the chapters
that follow, we further develop the idea that the state can play a role in enabling
autonomy without determining the contents of what a good life entails.

Conclusion
Chapter 1 provided an overview of key debates in political ecology about the

future, emphasizing the ongoing significance of modernity to contemporary
debates. This chapter offers and develops the notion of a modest imaginary as
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an alternative view that better accords with the worlds in which we dwell. It
is inspired by our reading of socioecological and social theory that is neither
modern nor anti-modern, including ideas of new ecological, resilience, post-
colonial, Indigenous and feminist theory. Choosing a new term enables us to fill
it with content without collapsing very real differences among these literatures,
and different authors within each tradition. A modest approach draws on com-
monalities across some versions of these literatures, mindful that there are surely
further sources from which differently situated scholars might draw inspiration.

Having outlined our conceptual framing and situated it in ongoing debates over
political ecological futures, in the remainder of the book we work through what
this means for both the futures we want and the politics, policies and practices
that might help us get there. After a brief interlude on universal basic income,
in the next chapter we start by examining what modest economies might entail.
We then consider how this might be enabled by a modest state (Chapter 4) and
modest livelihoods (Chapter 5).
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INTERLUDE: THE RADICAL POTENTIAL OF A
UNIVERSAL, UNCONDITIONAL BASIC INCOME

By the time you read this book, the idea, policy and practice of cash transfers
might not need much explaining. In a few short years, cash transfers have leapt
from being a controversial approach to development primarily in Africa and
Latin America to a practice found in cities and countries across the north and
south. The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated this trend, but the expansion of
public conversations and practices of cash payments was already happening.

This rise is rooted in a frustration with conventional approaches to develop-
ment and welfare, and a sense that state- or NGO-led projects often did not meet
the needs and aspirations of recipients. Many governments in the global south
began to shift away from undertaking projects towards directly giving money to
the poor. Cash transfer programmes in Brazil and South Africa are notable early
examples: they are conditional in that they provide money to targeted groups
based on who is deemed “worthy” of state funding, but there are no restrictions
on how the funds can be spent (Hanlon et al. 2010). Cash transfers gained
attention in the context of debates over automation in the global north (Stern
2018; Yang 2018), and became normalized through Covid-19 payments from Sri
Lanka to Ghana. As just one measure, Gintilini (2021) suggests that one-third of
Covid-19 social protection was “cash transfers reaching over 1.1 billion people,
or 14 per cent of the world’s population”.

“Cash transfers” is a broad term, and thus far all state transfer systems have
entailed some form of conditionality: they are offered to certain populations,
living in certain places, for a certain length of time. Sometimes, eligibility is
dependent upon certain actions, like children’s school attendance or submitting
job applications. Many cash transfers are not expected to be enough to ensure a
basic livelihood without supplemental income (Ballard 2013). While momentum
is growing in the present, the idea of some form of state-granted social transfer
has come and gone from public discourse many times. Early examples can be
found in Europe and North America in the eighteenth century, where discussions
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of human rights included the consideration of economic rights particularly for
those unable to work (Bidadanure 2019). The idea has been advocated for across
the political spectrum, making its politics somewhat difficult to categorize.

Those interested in economic justice often frame basic income not only asa mode
of economic redistribution, but as an ethical claim to collective shares in our intel-
lectual and ecological inheritance, a share of the material resources provided freely
by nature (Ferguson 2015). How basic income is framed and justified can impact its
support: Fouksman’s (2021a: 286) powerful reflections on basic income in Namibia
are telling here. After extensive justifications of work from her respondents, she
concludes “those who were initially reluctant to support a basic income grant
became enthusiastic when I described it as not a government ‘grant’ but a ‘dividend’
or a rightful share of the country’s wealth” (see also Fouksman 2021b).

In this book, we emphasize the merits of a cash transfer that is truly universal,
meaning that there are no conditions attached and that no one will have to apply
for, nor work for, nor undertake any actions in order to obtain it. A universal pro-
gramme has political and pragmatic benefits: it has no normative politics beyond
redistribution and poverty alleviation, it reduces the possibility that recipients
will be missed, it eases administrative burdens. It is also basic, meaning it is
enough to live on without a supplemental income (see Calnitsky 2017; van Parijs
& Vanderborght 2017; Standing 2020). What is enough is a function of many
things, including social expectations, politics and the arrangements through
which material goods are provided. The low-end value of what qualifies as
“basic” would, for example, be lower in a place with free health care and free
education, and even lower with free or subsidized basic water and energy. It
also changes if our wardrobes are durable and social expectations normalize
repeated wear, if we eat less meat and rework food subsidies, grow some food
and eliminate the excesses of lawns. A UBI can be higher if our politics enables
the collection of more taxes. Such practices and politics may shape calculations
that provide a numerical value of what is enough; however, key to our argument
throughout this book is that these imagined practices provide a guide for an
estimated sufficient income, not a set of norms of ideal consumption. The fungi-
bility of cash — discussed more in Chapters 4 and 5 — means welfare is provided
without enhancing the biopolitical power of the state, enabling recipients to
construct their own livelihoods (Lawhon & McCreary 2023).

The UBI we support is redistributive, derived from taxes on profitable indus-
tries and the rich: the result would be a roughly equal income for those in the
global middle, and a clear net gain for the poor. Such a programme — like all
social gains — is unlikely to happen in a single collective moment: the history
of social democracy has shown that partial programmes are often the starting
point on the way towards wider benefits. A global UBI is, thus, a long-term
goal that can be built incrementally over time from creating new cash transfer
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programmes, expanding existing ones, and building on existing redistributive
practices and political demands (e.g. payments for ecosystem services, com-
pensation for north-south ecological debt, reparations for legacies of slavery
and land theft, see for example McCarthy 2004; Curley & Smith 2020; Fletcher
& Biischer 2020; Ramirez 2020; Klein & Fouksman 2022; notably, a UBI does not
necessarily preclude other targeted forms of redistribution). Once established,
it is difficult for democratic states to take away social benefits, and gains often
generate political momentum towards expansion. Demands to expand condi-
tional cash transfers, and pressures to retain pandemic payments, suggest an
increasing normalization of, and desire to extend, cash transfers. We, along
with many others, believe incremental expansion is the most likely pathway
towards a global, redistributive UBI (Webb 2021; Torkelson 2022).

Cash transfers have been widely correlated with positive social and polit-
ical impacts that extend beyond the economic domain (Bastagli et al. 2016).
Previous and ongoing experiments with cash transfers suggest that the adoption
of a UBI could improve health and increase educational attainment, as well as
reduce stress, crime and violence (Forget 2011; Ruckert et al. 2018; Arnold 2018;
Calnitsky & Gonalons-Pons 2021). Moreover, while increasing wages can also
result in positive benefits, the effects of increasing income from cash transfers do
not mimic those of higher incomes from labour. For example, increased incomes
from wages correlate with increased consumption of what are called “temptation
goods” (e.g. alcohol and tobacco), yet cash transfers actually reduce such con-
sumption (Evans & Popova 2017). Further, and more significant for our wider
argument, Owusu-Addo et al.’s (2018: 689) review of the literature found that
cash transfers “have improved social cohesion in diverse ways through improved
security, increased sense of belonging, enhanced social status and state-citizen
social contact” Our point here is not to critique particular forms of consumption
but instead to insist that the wider socioeconomic and political implications of
cash transfers and increased wages are not the same.

Many interested in radical economic change have framed a UBI as an ameliora-
tive policy, one that reduces the ills of capitalism and pacifies citizens. A central
argument throughout this book is that a redistributive UBI is unlikely to produce
political stasis, and instead might well catalyse and underwrite a just and sustain-
able future (Haagh 2019; Lawhon & McCreary 2023). First, in an argument we
make fully elsewhere (Lawhon & McCreary 2020), eliminating the reliance on
labour for income makes it easier to say “no” to extractive developments in par-
ticular places, subtending the ongoing and very real conflicts between environ-
ment and development. We return to this point in Chapter 5 where we consider
the relative merits of basic income and a jobs guarantee.

Second, a UBI is also already a politically acceptable way through which to
move billions of dollars annually away from capitalist economies towards
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non-capitalist ones, a point we elaborate on in Chapters 3 and 5. As Wright (2004)
has argued, a UBI can serve to bolster the bargaining position of workers by cre-
ating a “permanent strike fund” that enables them the choice to engage in paid
labour. However, the anticipated effects of a UBI extend beyond formal capitalist
relations. It increases the possibility for engaging in decommodified activity and
expanding economic practices beyond capitalism (Wright 2004). The economic
security provided by a UBI can enable experimentation with alternative econ-
omies. While there are no explicit conditions, it is worth noting that the forms
of economic participation fostered by cash transfers have tended towards greater
support for small businesses and, for some, a reduction of paid labour (Lawhon &
McCreary 2023; see Chapter 5 for a defence of this reduction). Further, economic
security combined with more free time enables greater participation in the time-
consuming tasks of creating democracy and emplaced sustainability.

Many of the authors cited throughout Enough! have noted their support for
a UBI, at times in an ofthand fashion. For example, Erik Olin Wright is a widely
noted socialist advocate (2004), Naomi Klein notes her support for basic income
in This Changes Everything (2014; see Box 3), Jason Hickel also suggests compati-
bility between degrowth and basic incomes (2016). These authors largely present
a UBI as part of a basket of positive policies that can be demanded from the state.
We are sympathetic, yet believe there is much unexplored in such a framing.
Throughout Enough!, we work to tease out this underemphasized potential,
considering a UBI as an example of a distinct mode of statecraft (Chapter 4) and a
potential catalyst through which to underwrite the changes we seek (Chapter 5).

In the world we have, a UBI is our best chance for politically acceptable eco-
nomic redistribution that can enable radical change.

To be clear, a UBI does not guarantee that money will be spent building
and supporting other forms of economic organization, or that people will use
their time to engage in democratic practice. Ours is not a deterministic argu-
ment about what would happen. But — and here is where our optimism comes
through — we do believe that people want change. We believe that, if assured
greater security and freedom, with a vision supported by social movements and
public conversation, most people would choose to spend their time and money
in ways that build more just and sustainable economies.

This proposition is a gamble, a gamble based on the belief that we can build
a vision that is compelling enough for people to choose it. It is a risk. But in
this way, it is no different than the radical visions that precede and parallel
ours: radical change cannot be justly forced on people! Instead, we (collective)
must build a shared story that people will freely choose (Lawhon & McCreary
2023). It is towards this end — to outline the kinds of economies, states and
livelihoods that might be created through a modest approach and underwritten
by a UBI — that we write Enough!
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A MODEST ECONOMY

One of the main stories explored in This Changes Everything (Klein 2014; Lewis
2015; see Box 3) is that of Mike and Alexis, a goat ranching couple in Montana.
The film follows the landowners through their oil-soaked fields as they witness
the impact of pipeline ruptures. We hear Mike and Alexis’s heartfelt lament, and
their concerns clearly go beyond regret for an economic loss. These ranchers are
presented as sympathetic characters, seemingly part of the sustainable society
that Klein and Lewis call us to support.

Analytically, however, there is something unsettled here, something
ambiguous that came up time and again when Mary taught with this film.
Capitalism — clearly presented in the film and book as part of the problem — is
generally understood to be a system of private property. And Mike and Alexis
are, presumably, owners of private property. Conventional critiques of capit-
alism root their concerns not just in the particularities of certain industries —
oil/bad, ranching/good — but in the mode of production. Orthodox Marxism
places small landowners and artisanal producers like Mike and Alexis within
the “petite bourgeoisie’, allies of the system with interests counter to that of the
proletariat.

What are we do to with this ambiguity? What kind of political economic ana-
lysis enables us to separate fossil fuel corporations from petite bourgeoisie like
Mike and Alexis?

We are far from the first to consider the complicated role of small ranches,
farms and family businesses in more just economies (see Scott 2012; Levien
et al. 2018). Particularly in the global south, there has been extensive debate
over what an agrarian socialism might entail and the utility of Marxian
thinking in advancing it. Considerations of the radicalism — or not — of the
Brazilian Landless People’s Movement (MST) are exemplary here: the uni-
fying demand of MST is a redistribution of land, a taking over of the means of
production (Wolford 2010; Vergara-Camus 2014; Carter 2015). The demands
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of contemporary landless peoples are often made with an awareness of dis-
astrous histories of collectivization by the state, campaigns that often forced
changes on farming communities. The outcome of land redistribution is pri-
marily not a move from private to common property, but a shift from large pri-
vate landholdings to small ones, accompanied by a shift from export-oriented
production to subsistence and local market production. Similarly, socialist
thinkers in the global south have been forced to reckon with the significance
of the informal sector, broad economic domains that remain beyond the reach
of state licensing and regulation. It is a sector filled with variations on private
enterprise. Efforts to suppress informal businesses have been widely seen as
regressive and anti-poor, and efforts to turn them into collective enterprises
met with variable outcomes (Lindell 2010; Mohan et al. 2018; Tucker &
Anantharaman 2020).

What does all this mean for how a just economy can be identified, named,
defended and demanded? Such questions trouble orthodox political economic
labels and analysis, blurring established narratives of allies and enemies as well
as appropriate courses of action. At stake here is the form of a just economy,
including the question of whether a just economy can include privately owned
enterprises, and if so, what might distinguish this economy from a capitalist
system driven by profits and growth.

In what follows, we first provide a brief explanation of canonical debates in
political economy over capitalism and socialism, then point to their shared
rooting in modernity. We then draw on postcapitalist and postdevelopment
scholarship that helps us, at times, to think about non-modern economies. Yet,
as is true throughout this text, we insist on the need for an affirmative word, one
not oriented towards not-being-capitalist and not-being-developmentalist. We
also point to some limitations of postcapitalist and postdevelopment thinking,
including its arcadian tendencies and limited explanation of how to induce
change. Then, drawing on the ideas of entangled autonomy, emplaced sustain-
ability and anticipatory guiding, we consider what a modest economy might
entail and how it might be built from the world we have. This modest approach
centres on ensuring a balance of power and sustainable material sufficiency, res-
onating with key concerns in many non-modern political economies, such as
gifting societies. We conclude this chapter by showing how cash transfers, and
particularly a UBL might enable and underwrite a modest economy. Crucially,
we argue that a UBI reduces the risks associated with, and enables the pursuit of,
a range of non-capitalist enterprises without increasing the biopolitical power
of the state (see Lawhon & McCreary 2023). In sum, the modest approach we
develop here is not a search for an ultimate and final economic state, nor can we
clearly and universally define the contours of all just and sustainable economies.
It is about shifting our gaze and questions, as well as our practices and demands.
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Capitalism, socialism and modernity

Broadly speaking, debates over political economy, justice and sustainability
have long centred around the appropriate form and role of property and profits.
Capitalism and socialism feature prominently as important, highly emotive
lodestars to orient discussions of economic systems. There is and has been much
value to such discussions. They help us to grapple with the relative merits of
different property regimes, understand our values and name our allies.

And yet, it is easy to see the limits of experiences with both systems: the
freedoms promised by capitalism have little value for most people in the
context of widespread inequality and ecological crises. The planned econ-
omies of socialist states led to grave injustices carried out in the name of a
better future and stifled the diversity of human aspirations. Both contributed
to widespread environmental harm. Further, no economic system has ever
existed in a pure form: history is not a teleological set of stages of replacement.
Real-world economies are all mixed, comprised of myriad types of ownership,
with coexisting and competing logics (Gibson-Graham 1996, 2006). And, as
we detail more below, modernist versions of capitalism and socialism are
poorly equipped to grapple with the uncertainties and ambiguities outlined
in Chapter 2.

Capitalism versus socialism may be the most familiar entry point for political
economic debate. It is, however, not the only way through which to understand
economic justice.

In this chapter, in keeping with the approach developed throughout this book
and drawing on the work of many heterodox political economists, we point
towards a common set of assumptions shared by orthodox versions of capit-
alism and socialism: both are underpinned by modern notions of rationalism,
empiricism and scientific management (Lushaba 2009). This is not to collapse
distinctions between them, nor to suggest that all capitalist and socialist theories
deploy modernity in the same way. It is crucial for the argument we develop in
this book, however, to emphasize the central, foundational role of modernity in
both capitalism and socialism.

We write this chapter mindful that there is an increasingly capacious set of
ideas proposed under the name of “socialism’, underpinned by visions of the
future that look very little like modernist state-planned socialism. This non-
modern way of doing socialism has long roots, but is increasingly prominent in
contemporary conversations. Its difference from orthodox modernist Marxist
socialism is not always explicit and in the text that follows we consider aspects
that are ultimately compatible with the modest approach we develop here. As
with our analysis of degrowth, the key analytical distinction we work to make
here is between modern and modest approaches.
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The origins of modern economies

The political economic logic of capitalism is rooted in, and deeply entwined
with, modernity. Capitalism is founded on the modernist idea of rational indi-
viduals whose economic decision-making relies upon access to information
and transparency of knowledge, as well as idealized models of market stability
established through conditions of economic equilibrium and perfect compe-
tition (Fleming 2017). This is the economics taught in most introductions to
the subject, presented as “truth” rather than one approach. I (Mary) remember
sitting through lectures at the University of Kansas twenty-some years ago,
watching the charts and graphs fly by on slide presentations. I loved the clean
logic of this version of economics, and the clear and singular solutions to the
exam questions. Here were answers to what should be produced and who should
be able to access it, provided by mathematics! We confess to wishing, sometimes,
the answers were this easy, logical, universal and justifiable.

But if you've read this far, you know we don’t think the answers are this easy.

How did some of us (collective) come to believe that this is the way the world
works, and ought to work? And are we, finally, in a moment when this way of
thinking may no longer be tenable, may no longer be able to be defended, should
no longer shape how we think about what economies are and ought to be?

We (Mary and Tyler) skip a lot of history here, but let us zip through some
highlights. When it emerged, modern capitalist thought was a powerful con-
trast to the dominant economic ideas and practices of Europe (and elsewhere).
Feudalism was underpinned by moral narratives and hierarchical social relations.
It was a profoundly unequal system, but one in which there were mutual
obligations between serfs and lords, husbands and wives, parents and children.
In anti-feudalist movements, people variously sought to transform or break their
bonds to social structures of obligation. These were revolutionary ideas, com-
pelling to many who were constrained by the feudal regime and understood to
have liberatory potential.

This history is most well-documented in Europe, but there are parallels else-
where as well: for example, many African people saw participation in modern
economies as a means to overcome kyriarchal political economic relations.
Young men and women anticipated that wage labour would free them from reli-
ance on chiefs and customs, enabling greater autonomy (Cooper 1996).

The shift away from hierarchical, moral economies like European feudalism
was not linear, and what form the subsequent political economy would take
was long unclear and deeply contested. Economic historians have increasingly
pushed us to reconsider minor histories too often forgotten. In Europe, among
those revolting against feudalism were peasants making demands for a redistri-
bution of power and wealth (Poulsen 1984). These rebels claimed ownership of
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the lands where they lived and worked and demanded shared access to common
lands. Some of these people did, sometimes, work for an income that would
supplement what was grown and gathered. But rather than accumulation, they
largely worked until they had enough. And then stopped working.

What might have happened if this economy had been allowed to persist, we
cannot know.

The pushback against it — not only by the feudal lords, but also by emergent
capitalists — was fierce and unfolded over multiple generations (Fairlie 2009).
Ultimately, these rebellions and experiments were largely quelled, typically
through violence and forced enclosure.

This is also the history of capitalism: it emerged not simply and solely out of
feudalism, but through the suppression of demands for a more egalitarian mixed
economy in Europe through the Renaissance period.

Interestingly for us (Mary and Tyler), we (collective) have no label for the kind
of economy that many of these anti-feudalists sought. It was underpinned by an
egalitarian vision of distribution and access, but was not socialist in any modern
sense of the term. In recent years, political economic scholarship has sought to
more carefully attend to this history and imagine how it might shape ongoing
visions of political economic change.

Let us, for now, return to the history. Alongside anti-feudal demands for a
more egalitarian mixed economy, there was a countervailing line of capitalist
development. Through the enclosure of common lands, landlords sought to
maximize their opportunities for private accumulation, and thus “capitalism was
advanced by the assertion of the landlords’ powers against the peasants’ claims to
customary right” (Wood 1999: 118). Private property was created through vio-
lence and enclosure. Peasants were dispossessed of their means of subsistence.
They became legally free and independent of feudal bonds, but also propertyless,
relegated to selling their labour in return for wages.

Privatizing large landed estates created a class of people who needed to work
for a living. This work was no longer part of the feudal moral economy, nor was it
supplementary labour undertaken by those with longstanding historical tenure
rights. Instead, for the first time in human history, there was now a class of
displaced people who needed to make a livelihood by directly selling their labour
to others, then use that money to purchase commodities to sustain themselves
(Harman 2004).

And this happened at just the time when the Industrial Revolution was taking
off, a revolution funded by the profits of colonial exploits and bolstered by
resources from these colonies. An economic revolution that needed workers.

In this new political economy, prior social relations and obligations were
displaced by a modernist rationality underpinning a new political economy. In
practice, this was, crucially, never a full or complete displacement: generations
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of peasants, Indigenous peoples and producers across the north and south have
always maintained other economies and relations alongside, outside and in
resistance to capitalism. As we detail in Chapter 5, the subjectivity of the modern
worker had to be actively created, and often failed to materialize. Even for those
immersed in capitalism, other logics continue to coexist (Gibson-Graham 1996,
2006). However, the new political economy induced monumental change both
materially and cognitively, as modern thought mythologized the norms of cap-
italist relations.

Subsequent centuries of prevailing economic thought, spread through colo-
nial flows of knowledge, have been rooted in the idea of Homo economicus. In
the context of growing urbanization and industrialization, underpinned by colo-
nial exploitation, emergent forms of scientific management sought to rationalize
labour processes to maximize productivity in the centres of empire, subjecting
workers to systematic regimes of industrial engineering. These processes had
some parallels globally, although colonial labour relations were more often
underpinned by violent exploitation and coercion that relied on the invention
and social engineering of racial categories (Cooper 1996).

Socialism came into being as a way of working against the inequalities and
alienation of European industrialization. Marxists sought to collectivize pro-
ductive forces, expanding the project of modern management to direct the
productive capacities of society towards ever more economic efficiency. They
sought economic power through a politics of the ownership of the means of
production, not distribution (Ferguson 2015; see Burawoy 1985). To state dir-
ectly: Marx and his immediate followers sought to collectivize modern industry
without fundamentally reworking the modernity on which it was built. They
aspired to create socialist states that would collectively prescribe development,
deciding what gets produced and where.

In Western Europe, socialists sought to expand state authority to plan economic
relations, including introducing programmes of incentives and regulations to
direct economic patterns. Elsewhere, twentieth-century state socialism emerged
in a more expansive way. This included ownership and control of production by
centralized state authorities that aimed to define public needs and then uniformly
meet them. As it was envisioned, the socialist state would induce production of
items deemed important, and reduce or eliminate production (as well as import-
ation) of items deemed unnecessary. To control the price of key commodities,
socialist states instituted marketing and purchasing boards, seeking to concentrate
economic leverage to, respectively, maximize or minimize prices at different points
in the value chain. The ongoing impacts of such practices can be seen, for example,
in efforts to control the price of staples such as wheat in Egypt (Barnes 2022).

These historical and contemporary efforts are premised on a series of modern
assumptions, most centrally in the capacity of the state to know and accurately

72



A MODEST ECONOMY

predict production capacities and social needs, as well as the ecological costs
associated with different development trajectories. In short, most socialist cri-
tique of the twentieth century was directed at capitalist patterns of ownership
and profits, not modern production itself. Alternatives sought to change the
political economy of production, not challenge modernity.

This is not the end of the story of socialism, however, and we pick up this
thread again below.

The limits of modern economies

The modern approach to the economy has led to massive increases in prod-
uctivity over the past few hundred years. These increases have improved the
material standard of living for many globally and particularly in advanced cap-
italist countries. Our critique of modernity does not discount these very real
improvements.

Modern economies have, however, been subject to extensive critique.

The industrialization of Europe was deeply entwined with colonial exploitation
and oppression. This point continues to be politically controversial, yet empir-
ically difficult to contest. It is, ultimately, unknowable how European economies
would have unfolded without the contributions of materials and labour from the
colonized world. It is equally unknowable how economies across the globe, and
particularly in the global south, would have unfolded were they not colonized.
It is clear that global inequality, and particularly inequality between the north
and south, was marginal at the start of the sixteenth century (Wallerstein 1974;
Thompson 2012). While material production and consumption have risen across
the south over subsequent centuries, the pace of real material improvement has
paled in comparison to the significant rises elsewhere, producing a profoundly
unequal global economy.

Within the story of modernity, enduring colonial discourses rationalize such
inequalities (see Boxes 1 and 2). Colonialism was understood to be a “civilizing
mission’;, bringing modernity to the global peripheries. Development became a
narrative through which to organize countries (or “civilizations”) into different
stages. Following formal decolonization, discourses of development continued
to depict the global south as in need of aid to reach a state of modernity (Escobar
1994). This way of thinking was, in many ways, shared across capitalist and
socialist approaches to development.

There were and are, of course, abundant challenges to colonialism and its
legacies. One line of critique appropriates European discourses of modernity,
pointing to their exclusions and calling for a more inclusive imagination of
liberty (Gilroy 1995). Colonized populations contest the colonial ordering of
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benefits, and liberation movements often demanded expanded political consid-
erations of who counts and holds the rights associated with modern citizenships.
This also included demands for more equal trade, labour relations and access to
the outputs of modern economies (Lushaba 2009). Following formal decolon-
ization, there continues to be critiques of the exclusions associated with neoco-
lonial economic relations.

Contestation did not only happen within the storyline of modernity, how-
ever. Others opposed modernity more directly, including criticizing its role in
shaping political economic thought and practice (Barchiesi 2011; Joseph-Gabriel
2019; see Chapter 1). European capitalist and state socialist regimes were also
subject to internal critiques of the alienating and ecologically destructive effects
of modern economies. Artistic critiques of modernity in the early twentieth
century, such as Surrealism, challenged the rationalist excesses of the capitalist
economy and how it suppressed the creative spirit. Within the United States,
early autonomous Marxists, such as C. L. R. James, Raya Dunayevskaya and
Grace Lee Boggs challenged the dehumanization of the factory line, critiquing
alienation at the point of production under modern industry in existing cap-
italist and communist regimes (James et al. 2013). James also extended these
critiques to broader challenges to the group-differentiated forms of exploitation
and deprivation characteristic of racial capitalism (Robinson 1983). In advanced
capitalist countries, these critiques eventually consolidated into the rebellions of
1968 (Lefebvre 1969; Kurlansky 2005).

In the planned socialist economies of the global north, resentment of state
prescriptions and the bureaucratic management of everyday life seeded uprisings
that eventually overthrew the Soviet Bloc. Across the north and south, socialist
states had too often assumed that the needs of an idealized universal worker
could be used to approximate those of the broader population. Moreover, with
imperfect knowledge, centralized authorities and corporate planning created
widespread social crises. The hubris of scientific management and planned econ-
omies was mistaken — people are less uniform, rational and docile than assumed,
while social and environmental processes are more complex than authorities
could accurately model (see a more detailed review and citations in Chapter 4).

Finally, environmentalists, too, have provided fundamental critiques of
modern economics. While some have advocated for modernist solutions
through better integrating ecosystem services into economic calculus, critical
scholarship has repeatedly demonstrated that ecological relations cannot be
effectively managed as commodified resources (Robertson 2006, 2012; Ernstson
& Soérlin 2013; Sayre 2017). Political ecologists have shown, in case after case,
that capitalist economies have only ever partially addressed social and environ-
mental concerns, and regularly exacerbate the uneven distribution of socioeco-
logical costs and benefits associated with development. State socialist economies
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too have attempted to extract from, calculate and rationalize nature in ways that
have created widespread ecological harm (Shao 1986; Pryde 1991; Gille 2007).
In short, the modern approach to nature is a poor representation of what we can
know about, and the extent to which we can control, nature.

Such concerns with modernity have produced two divergent responses.
The first is neoliberalism, a way of thinking built on a partial rejection of mod-
ernity (Chandler 2018). Advocates of unregulated capitalism, such as Hayek
and Friedman, emphasize the fundamental limits of knowledge, yet retained
the idea of a rational individual. While the modernist political economy sought
to produce a universal subject with generic consumption habits, neoliberalism
celebrated the expression of diverse consumer preferences through variegated
markets. We elaborate on neoliberal statecraft and efforts to solve environ-
mental problems through markets in Chapter 4. The second set of responses are
harder to classify in a single term, and as we noted in Chapter 2 is largely defined
by what it is not (postcapitalist and postdevelopment). We review this in more
detail in the section that follows.

Arcadian versions of postcapitalist and postdevelopment economies

Advocates of economic diversity have responded to the failures of capitalism
and socialism in a variety of ways, emphasizing the importance of practices
that enact economic difference and re-embed economic relations within the
context of community needs. At times, there is an arcadian thread throughout
these that romanticizes community relations, small-scale operations, artisanal
production and human labour. In this section, we emphasize this thread to
demonstrate its resonance with the arcadian environmentalism outlined in
Chapter 1. Yet like with socialism and degrowth, there are many versions of
postdevelopment and diverse economies, including scholarship that has sought
to distance itself from these arcadian tones. We pick up on these differences in
the sections that follow.

Postdevelopment thinking is explicit in its rejection of modernity, and par-
ticularly recommendations for the conjoined approach of modernization, glo-
balization and industrialization (Esteva & Escobar 2017). Others, primarily in
the global north, writing from what has variously been called postcapitalist,
community and diverse economy approaches, similarly have sought to foster
economies that are diverse and rooted in community relations. As Gibson-
Graham observe (1996, 2006), despite the prevalence of capitalism, other logics
have always coexisted: alternative moral economies and social relations were
never fully displaced by capitalism. Similarly, despite hundreds of years of cap-
italist relations in the global north and south, state and common ownership
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were never fully displaced. There is increasing dialogue and, for many, a sense
of convergence across these literatures and a shared motivation to attend more
carefully to existing alternatives (Gibson-Graham 2007; Escobar 2015).

Postcapitalism and postdevelopment draw explicitly on poststructural thought
which emphasizes difference and the complexities of knowledge. Each of these
literatures has worked to imagine ways of fleeing or building in the cracks of
capitalism, prefiguring or creating “lines of flight” towards other worlds. Iconic
examples of the kinds of economic activities studied and supported by advocates
of diverse economies include community gardens, farmers markets and coopera-
tive grocery stores, but there is a growing push to think beyond small-scale, local
activities towards wider processes of embedding economic activities writ large
(Gibson-Graham et al. 2018).

The ideas and examples written about here provide a necessary counter-
point to the modernist presumptions of mid-twentieth-century corporations
and planned socialist economies, highlighting existing and potential
contributions of collectives and commons as alternatives to the state and
the self-maximizing private capitalist. They also help us to see the limits of
neoliberal theories that rely on a modernist conception of individuals acting
freely through processes of economic exchange. For Hayek and his followers
only partially rejected modernity: they recognize that imperfect knowledge
within a dynamic world shapes economic relations but retain the modern
presumption that the individual forms the universal foundation for economic
activity (Chandler 2018). Moreover, they assume that the rationality that
governs choices within the economy is self-maximization: that individuals
are possessed by a modernist desire to make decisions for their own economic
advantage and possess the necessary self, social and worldly knowledge to do
so. But as those writing about postdevelopment and diverse economies have
repeatedly shown, not all valued forms of interaction can be translated into
commercial exchanges.

We see much merit in literatures emphasizing economic diversity, logics out-
side of capitalism, and the valorization of economic experimentation, broadly
speaking.

There are, however, limits to the arcadian line of thought that is, at
times, embedded in diverse economic and postdevelopment scholarship.
Analytically, it remains difficult to understand precisely what counts here as
part of the story of “yes” We introduced this chapter with Mike and Alexis,
private property owners who, in orthodox socialism, would be considered
part of the problem. A narrative of diverse economies enables us to place
them more squarely within the worlds we want, yet broad terms like “mixed’,
“heterogeneous” and “diverse” do not enable differentiation between more
and less just mixtures.
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Further, visions of sustainability and justice premised on arcadian ideas of
community harmony belie existing socioecological entanglements and hege-
monic power relations. First, participation in diverse economies of high-
quality artisanal products is difficult for those with limited economic resources
(Aguilar 2005). Creating such economies as producers is risky: there are often
high upfront costs and much uncertainty associated with such investments.
Participation as consumers is equally difficult as goods produced through more
just and sustainable relations are typically more expensive; “ethical” goods thus
appeal to consumers with a clear knowledge of the production process, suffi-
cient disposable income and a willingness to spend their money accordingly.
Often purportedly “ethical” consumers’ greater wealth and levels of consump-
tion have entailed a larger rather than smaller ecological footprint (Checker
2020). On both counts, advocates of diverse economies have been critiqued for
their elitism.

Conversely, celebratory accounts of informal economies have been challenged
on the basis of obfuscating underpinning structural inequities. Often more
informal community economies rely heavily on highly exploited and even
unpaid labour that is racialized and gendered (Samers 2005; Fickey & Hanrahan
2014). Moreover, those marginalized people that turn to alternative and informal
economies sometimes do so not because of community harmony, but precisely
because they have been excluded and abandoned by the mainstream economy
(Bledsoe et al. 2022). Without some kind of economic redistribution, it remains
difficult to see how community economies can address and override existing
inequalities.

Further, thinking about community economies provides little insight into
how existing inequalities might be redressed. Lines of flight and experiments
are meant to prefigure alternative worlds, but there is no ultimate harmony to
seek and no “away” to which we can escape. Individual escape may, for those
who get value and joy from entanglements, be utterly undesirable; communal
embedding may be equally problematic for those who reject or do not conform
to social norms. Postdevelopment literatures too have emphasized possibil-
ities for more just ways of being in the world, yet also have been critiqued for
reinforcing nativist ideas of belonging and insufficiently responding to material
inequalities.

Thus, subsuming economic relations to community or social moral codes is
not sufficient criteria through which to differentiate just and unjust economies: as
economic historians have shown, feudalism was a deeply moral economy that
subsumed economic relations to social norms. It was not just. For all its many
(many!) flaws, capitalism enabled some people to escape from some unjust moral
obligations. Islands that offer some shelter from particular pressures may exist,
but these may well rely on or exacerbate other forms of inequality. Non-capitalist
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enterprises often rely on non-waged labour (including family and friends) both in
a postcapitalist spirit and to subsidize what are generally more labour-intensive
processes. This creates complex forms of sociability and community, but can
equally be understood as extractive and exploitative. Critics of capitalism have
pointed to the tendency of capitalism to draw in labour that is undervalued
or made invisible in order to increase profits, and there is very real danger in
mirroring these processes under the name of more just and diverse economies,
even if the reasons for economic collaboration and participation are blurrier.

We do not wish to imply here that community economies are somehow feu-
dalist: they are not. But it is crucial not to romanticize or universalize the benefits
of subsuming economic relations to social ones in a world that continues to
be underpinned by kyriarchal social norms. An explanation of just economic
relations must entail more than a prescription for the subsumption of economic
relations to social ones.

More broadly, we are also concerned with the theory of change that underpins
postdevelopment and diverse economies literatures. Even if islands of more
just socioecological economies were possible, there are real reasons to doubt
whether such economies can be adequately accelerated in the world we have
without more substantive support. As many have argued, and the growing influ-
ence of capitalism over recent decades seems to evidence: in the world we have,
it is difficult to imagine diverse economies successfully outcompeting and dis-
placing capitalism. Relocalizing and creating just conditions of production, as
well as making products sustainable, is quite simply more time-consuming and
expensive.

Concerns with arcadian postdevelopment and postcapitalist economic
approaches take on even greater urgency in the context of the ongoing wave of
technological change, automation and technological disemployment (see Pierce
et al. 2019). Much of the diverse economies literature valorizes particular forms
of artisanal labour. It is likely that ongoing technological change will only increase
the cost differential between goods produced with more and less labour. The
risk here is twofold: the first is missed opportunities, creating a world in which
people spend their time working for an income and struggling to make time
for emplaced sustainability and participating in democracy. Building emplaced
sustainability and democratic participation — and ensuring time for them — are
crucial to the wider argument we have developed here. More substantively, we
find it unlikely that a world that relies heavily on local, artisanal labour would be
compelling. It is, as many have argued, difficult to convince many to believe in
and strive to create such worlds.

In sum, in the world we have, modernist and arcadian economies are unlikely
to produce the good green world we seek.
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Box 4 A strategy for getting there: eroding capitalism, building
alternatives

Within the classic revolutionary Marxist tradition, the state under capit-
alism is an apparatus serving dominant class interests, establishing the legal
basis for regimes of exploitation and dispossession. In this version of rad-
icalism, structural inequity is understood to be rooted in capitalism, which
sets the horizons for political debate in ways that foreshorten possibilities
for fundamental change. Engaging the existing capitalist political structure
only reinforces its legitimacy and hold on society. In order to transcend its
limits, revolutionary change is required, overthrowing the established cap-
italist regime and replacing it with a socialist state. Marx suggested that the
revolutionary capture of the state was a necessary step in the overthrow of
capitalism, and his grand view of history held that the state would ultimately
wither in an eventual shift to communism.

While Marx’s own postrevolutionary prescriptions were vague, his writings
have been consistently used to justify the need for a strong, centralized
socialist state until a mythic time when capitalism has been abolished glo-
bally. In practice, this rationalized the existence of socialist regimes with
a deeply authoritarian character through much of the twentieth century.
The late twentieth-century dissolution of the Soviet Union largely ruptured
established dogmas about the revolutionary capture of the state as the
means to transition to a final just society (although, of course, the rather
large Chinese exception remains).

The fall of the Soviet Bloc provided increased heft to those who sought to
approach the state not as a singular body to capture but as contested terrain
where movements could strategically advance legislative reforms and policy
shifts. We build on this position to develop a modest approach to the state
in Chapter 4.

In this context, the kind of change being sought by those interested in
justice and sustainability is increasingly understood to be progressive and
incremental. Not all change, however, is necessarily radical: amelioration
reduces the impacts of an existing system while transformation is what
creates system change (Gorz 1967; Albert 2017; Wright 2019). Transformative
changes may not be teleological with a defined endpoint in mind, but are
underpinned by a narrative and strategy that starts with the world we have
and envisions systemic interventions towards creating a world that is better.

If the state is a strategic site of struggle, it is not the only one: many also
work beyond the state to create social change. The relationship between
advocates of these two positions — working through and working beyond
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the state — has, at times, been fraught. But it need not be so. Recent schol-
arship has framed social and political activism as complementary, with both
being necessary to create radical change. Wright (2019), for example, has
explained the goal of anti-capitalism as “erosion”rather than “revolution” In a
narrative that more fully explains the relationship between the “yes”and "no”
of This Changes Everything (Klein 2014; Lewis 2015), Wright argues that we
ought to reduce the influence of capital while growing economic presence
and political influence beyond it. He frames working to regulate capital,
increasing state involvement and ownership in the economy, and building
non-capitalist economic relations outside of capitalism as mutually comple-
mentary tactics.

What kinds of politics might enable more support for the “yes’, reducing its
exclusivity and encouraging widespread participation? What might better
enable not only radical activists, but ordinary people to say “no”to the kinds
of extractive industries that underpin many local economies? Creating a
just future means not only careful consideration of what we want, but of
what activities might have leverage, might be surreptitiously able to shift
resources away from those with power, might be plausible in the world we
have. This is not to treat politics or public opinion as stable: changing social
norms and expectations is surely necessary! But making radical demandsin a
world that is as yet unwilling to support them is not enough. We need to find
ideas and strategies that can have traction in the world we have — working
strategically from multiple angles to erode the hegemonic relations of the
existing world — in order to continue making, and making space for, the just
and sustainable worlds we want (Albert 2017; Wright 2019).

Enough! largely adopts the theory of change developed by Wright (2019)
described above and is meant to complement and add detail to his broad
vision. We work to provide a distinct language and analytical lens through
which to more clearly identify the kinds of practices that comprise and
enable a more just and sustainable future, including demands that might
be politically plausible in the world we have.

We (Mary and Tyler) are clear that time matters: we (collective) have had
enough, and ecological crises mean we must act, now! A benefit of a revo-
lution is its swiftness, a benefit of believing in a big modern state is that
action can be swift and centralized, once control of the state is won. Yet swift
action towards a deeply flawed solution is an imprudent strategy! Certainly,
compromises are necessary and a modest approach is not a purist one. But
we ought not hold onto the promises of modernity simply because they can
create change quickly if that change carries us forward towards an unsus-
tainable and unjust future.
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Towards a modest economy

Understanding the economy through the lens of modernity points us towards
clearer articulation of the limits of both planned socialism and capitalism, as well
as arcadian local, community-based, artisanal approaches. A modest economy is
socially and ecologically embedded, but this alone does not distinguish it as more
just; not all embedded economies are just! It does not reject the state nor seek to
disempower it, nor does it advocate for requiring collectivization of people and
subjugation to collective norms. Instead, a modest economy is subordinate to a
modest understanding of justice and works to erode the hierarchies and inequal-
ities of the world we have. Here, we consider what a just and sustainable version
of a diverse economy might entail, and how it might enable the cultivation of
more just and sustainable futures.

Working across the language of distributionist economy, diverse economies
and anti-kyriarchal thinking, we suggest that a just economy is not defined by
its mode of production but by the distribution of resources and economic cap-
acities. This distribution is not a singular state to be achieved, but an agonistic
process that will require ongoing political attentiveness to ensure the spreading
of wealth and the democratic control over parts of the economy that may need
to be centralized. Distributionist thought has many roots, including a social
movement called Distributionism active primarily in the UK in the early twen-
tieth century.! Mechanisms for distribution exist in many cultures and take all
kinds of social forms, from the sharing of meat from a hunt to spreading the care
of, and benefits from, cattle (Polanyi 1971; Ferguson 2015, 2021). In short, des-
pite the focus of much political economic work on production (and increasingly,
consumption), redistribution has long been widely documented as a core eco-
nomic activity of societies, whether through rights-claims, sharing, gifts, taxes
or charity.

In what follows, we work through three interlinked considerations at the fore-
front of a modest economy: technology and labour; ownership; and distribution.
As is true throughout our book, this is not meant to be an exhaustive overview
but instead, we hope, a starting point for future conversations.

Technology and labour

The relationships between sustainability, technology and labour have been
the subject of extensive economic inquiry and analysis. From ecological eco-
nomics to sustainability transition studies, there is wide and ongoing debate
within which we briefly work to position our argument (see Pierce et al. 2019
and Lawhon & McCreary 2020 for a longer version of our position). First, we
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cite our way through one of our foundational starting points: the idea that there
is enough for all without requiring the full-time labour of everyone (we return
to the intersection of labour and livelihoods in Chapter 5).

Those concerned with sustainability have repeatedly been forced to grapple
with the implications of curtailing some economic activities for employment
(e.g. Bhalla 1992; Tienhaara & Robinson 2022). While on the whole the broad
movements towards more sustainability have not negatively impacted employ-
ment, it has had serious, undeniable impacts in particular places for particular
sectors and people. It is not only capitalists with much to lose in a transition
towards sustainability: many local economies, including workers and secondary
industries, rely on unsustainable, extractive industries. As we have written
in more detail elsewhere, the geographies of these economic struggles have
created nearly intractable conflicts between environmentalism and employment
(Lawhon & McCreary 2020).

Such concerns are compounded by a parallel trend that is rarely simultan-
eously considered: automation. Technology has long been used as a substitute
for human labour, and for most of human history new jobs have emerged in the
wake of technological change. Yet technological displacement has resulted in
significant social and geographical change (Bix 2000).

In the context of both sustainability transitions and technological displace-
ment, so far most studies suggest that there are still plenty of jobs, but not all
places and people end up better off.

While history is a useful indicator, this book is based on the idea that there
needs to be radical change: we ought not assume that the way things did happen
is how they will or ought to continue. Many, ourselves included, believe we have
already entered a truly unprecedented technological era. It is unprecedented in
two key ways: technology is capable of displacing even highly advanced human
labour (Pierce et al. 2019), and the labour of everyone is no longer required to
produce enough for all (see Ferguson & Li 2018)

Adding these two insights together presents profoundly unique circum-
stances: at roughly the same era as humanity became able to provide enough for
all, it stopped needing everyone’s labour to produce this.

In the capitalist world we have, technological change has already produced
massive unemployment. South Africa is a particularly trenchant example
here: hundreds of years of its early colonial history were shaped by policies that
sought to attract workers from outside its borders. Workers were recruited
(often forcibly and coercively) to work on the farms and mines that underpinned
the economy. Productivity was widely understood to be limited by the scarcity of
workers. This perspective on work and workers was upended in the years before
the transition to democracy in ways that politics and economics continues to
fail to reckon with. Instead of an economy characterized by a scarcity of labour,
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South Africa’s primary socioeconomic problem became widely defined as pre-
cisely the opposite: a scarcity of work and a surfeit of unemployed people (see
Lawhon et al. 2018a).

What changed?

Not productivity: the farms and mines continue to produce, but with fewer
and fewer workers employed. Mainstream economic theory supposes that ser-
vice sectors will grow, and in much of the global north this has been true. Jobs
in the service sectors, however, are increasingly subject to automation, another
trend accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic (Stern 2016; Yang 2018; Casselman
2021). Further, many of these newly created service sector jobs are part of the
excess that would be reduced or eliminated in a world of enough (see Chapter 5).

Itis true that there will be many new jobs associated with greening, but current
trends suggest that the net human labour necessary to create enough for all will
be less than full-time labour for the global majority.

In this context, those concerned with justice and sustainability are faced with
a series of difficult questions. Without substantive changes to ongoing polit-
ical economies and inequalities, increased automation will concentrate wealth
and increase unemployment. Orthodox socialism, and its focus on those who
work, does not have an obvious solution here, for those without work have long
been derided and treated as peripheral to its core concerns (Ferguson 2019).
Collectives of workers in a world in which there is less and less demand for work
may well produce a different sort of dystopia, resulting in concentrated wealth
and mass poverty for “surplus” people without employment.

In the face of technological displacement, policies could preclude or undo
technological change, an intervention that resonates with the valorization of
labour in arcadian environmentalism and economics. No doubt farming with
shovels could fill the gaps in employment, keeping everyone busy. If sustain-
ability truly required a rejection of all but the most basic of technologies, or there
was no other way to justify incomes, this might be sensible.

We are unconvinced that this degree of drudgery is ecologically necessary or
socially just, and in Chapter 5 turn to the question of distribution and livelihoods.

A modest world of enough will require a very different set of activities, as
well as different sociotechnical configurations, than modern or arcadian worlds.
Cleaning and separating materials for recycling takes more time than throwing
everything together into a bin. Sustainability means sometimes sewing the holes
in our clothes and fixing broken toys. Some of these activities might become new
jobs. For many others, however, attunement with surrounding socioecological
fluxes and flows is necessary to be able to understand what to do and when to do it.

For example, modern centralized grids that dominate the provision of services
in the global north are widely unsustainable: urban sanitation systems based on
sewers typically flush faecal matter towards the urban periphery, a profoundly
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unsustainable mode of providing sanitation that wastes enormous quantities
of water and treats the nutrients in faecal matter as waste. Sustainable sanita-
tion means reworking these flows towards a more circular configuration that
manages sewage locally, returning nutrients to the soil. Such configurations,
however, require more human attentiveness and activity to make them work.
Maintaining a biotoilet in which worms decompose material, for example,
means attending to temperature, humidity and how much waste is made avail-
able; insufficient attention can mean that the worms die and waste builds up
(Nakyagaba et al. in press). This attunement takes time, time few of us with
full-time jobs are able to find in the world we have. The associated work is hard
to measure and quantify, and in short fits poorly within the idea of modern,
contracted, calculable waged labour. Some infrastructural labour may well be
paid, but the extra time is difficult to calculate and compensate (see Stokes &
Lawhon, in press; Alda-Vidal et al., in press).

Modest technologies, then, are underpinned by starkly different relations
between knowledge, technology and labour than either modern or arcadian
ones. It is hard to imagine all the work that enables emplaced sustainability
being turned into measurable, calculable labour that can be paid a just wage or
equitably distributed through a collective. Instead, Enough! engages with these
questions from a different perspective. Instead of worrying about how to keep
everyone busy and find enough jobs for all, or how to justly compensate people
for the activities they do that enable emplaced sustainability, it focuses on how
to ensure enough for all and time to undertake the work of enough. Questions
about how to distribute and pay for labour will be ongoing, but easier to justly
navigate in a world of enough, a world in which there is time for democracy and
doing the work of sustainability.

Ownership

Orthodox socialist theory usefully shows the limits of profit-oriented investment
that seeks to maximize capital. As we hope to have made clear by now, we agree
that this is a significant cause of socioecological crises. Knowing what to do
instead, however, is less clear. Many anti-capitalist arguments conflate markets,
private ownership and the free flow of capital, distinctions important for our
analysis here. Embedding economic relations within a framework of enough
opens possibilities for a more just and sustainable mixed economy that radically
limits and potentially eliminates the free flow of capital. This is not the same as
precluding private ownership or disavowing markets.

A modest economy does not provide, nor advocate for, a single answer to the
question of who ought to own property. Aligned with heterodox anti-capitalists
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such as J. K. Gibson-Graham (1996, 2006) and Erik Olin Wright (2019), we
emphasize that economies today are already mixes of private, state and col-
lective ownership, underpinned by a variety of economic and non-economic
logics. Heterogeneity alone, however, is not the final answer; of course already
being mixed does not mean we have achieved a good economy! Contemporary
economies are deeply out of balance and require extensive reworking in order
to enable just and sustainable outcomes.

Maintaining economic diversity is particularly crucial given the imperfection
of all responses. As we detail in the next chapter, the outcome we seek is dis-
tinct from an orthodox vision of socialist politics advanced through capturing
the state to socialize ownership of the means of production. Collectives are not
always just. Appropriating land for common use, for example, can create new
forms of injustice for the Indigenous populations already present on those ter-
ritories (Lowman & Barker 2015; Steinman 2016; Fortier 2017). Conversely,
the constitution of national boundaries and exclusive collectivities can create
forms of ethnic and migrant injustice (Wimmer 2002; Heimstra 2019; Walia
2021). Ensuring the possibility of existing outside collective norms might well
enable individuals to push for change within or beyond established collectives.
Maintaining the possibility of non-collective work also means that those whose
needs and desires might not align well with existing norms still have the oppor-
tunity to participate in productive activities.

A modest approach instead embraces difference and diversity without
providing a singular vision of what a modest economy looks like. A just and
sustainable mix of ownership may well vary tremendously across places and
sectors of the economy. Different values and experiences with collectivity,
and different ecologies, will shape how much working together makes sense
in particular places. For some do, and likely always will, prefer the autonomy
of self-employment, even if such work is entangled, subject to socially agreed
upon rules and taxation (Comaroff & Comaroft 1991; Scott 2012). Crucially, as
many critics of capitalism and socialism have noted, enterprises run by individ-
uals and collectives operate under a different set of logics than firms that are
subject to the profit-focus of investors. This is not to say that such enterprises
will be disinterested in profits, but instead that they are more readily embedded
in socioecological relations (Corwin 2018; Corwin & Gidwani 2021). Accepting
social, ecological and historical differences, rather than trying to project singular
universals, is crucial to a modest approach.

A diverse economy, thus, insists on the scope, in some places for certain
economic sectors, for family-owned bakeries, individually owned farms and
self-employed plumbers. Others, even working in the same sectors and places,
might well prefer collective endeavours. There are different scales, efficiencies
and risks associated with cooperation, and there will be trade-offs and decisions
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that shape the prevalence of these. Crucially, this is true in the world we already
have! In this sense, a modest approach is not about upending existing economic
diversity, but about ensuring opportunity to justly participate in private and col-
lective industry. What underpins a modest approach is the democratization of
the economy, making access, ownership and decision-making more just through
a balance of embedded, regulated private ownership, state ownership and col-
lective ownership.

Further, not all parts of the economy are the same: different activities and
infrastructures are differently suited to particular regimes of ownership. Natural
monopolies, including much of the infrastructure in the world we have, are often
well suited to state ownership. Subjecting infrastructure to the free flow of cap-
ital through financialization and privatization has in many cases been disas-
trous given the uncertainties of knowledge and lack of choice: it is not always
clear whether water is safe to drink, and one cannot choose whose water comes
throughatap. Technological platformsareanother useful example here: platforms
like Amazon and Uber that enable participation by small entrepreneurs are
not inherently problematic, but made problematic by profit-oriented monop-
olies (Srnicek 2017; van Dijck et al. 2018; Zuboff 2019). Public ownership of
such platforms may well instead offer more just access to goods and services
(McLaren & Agyeman 2017).

Not all infrastructures are necessarily well suited to state ownership, however.
While state ownership of modern grids is likely to be preferable to privatization,
amodest approach to technology means reworking and potentially rejecting the
grid itself (see above). Smaller and more circular material flows that locally com-
post faecal matter are poorly suited to state ownership and governance. They are
dynamic configurations that require more regular attention, shaped by myriad
conditions such as unpredictable rates of filling (and thus emptying), unexpected
rainfall and pests. Responsiveness is better enabled by local, collective owner-
ship and multi-scalar governance in which day-to-day decisions are made by
users and those who interact with the sanitation configuration in mundane ways
(see Lawhon et al. 2023a).

Distribution

Growth haslong been the central answer through which mainstream economists
suggest poverty ought to be alleviated. This answer has clearly been insufficient
for creatinga world of enough. Despite much attention of late, we agree with many
others who suggest debates over the necessity (or not) of growth are not particu-
larly edifying (Van den Bergh 2011). Instead, even many arguing for degrowth
suggest that early quantifications of human economies and metabolisms were

86



A MODEST ECONOMY

largely peripheral to contemporary thought and politics (Kallis 2018). Ensuring
enough for all is better understood as a question of what ought to increase and
what ought to be smaller in a modest future, regardless of the net outcome. We
thus follow others in positioning a modest economy as “agrowth”: whether the
economy (at any scale) grows is largely immaterial to our argument (Van den
Bergh 2011). The analytical distinction that is important is that a just and sus-
tainable economy must be one that does not require growth, is not motivated by
and centred around growth.

If the answer to enough for all is not to be found through expanding the
economy and its outputs, how is it to be ensured? Further, in a world in which
there is enough in a general sense, but some goods are scarce, how are they
to be fairly distributed? Even in a world that pursues growth, spatial, material
and ecological constraints mean that there is not an infinite supply nor always
available equivalent substitutions (Meadows et al. 1972; Pierce 2022). There are
not enough matsutake for everyone; not everyone can attend the World Cup
finals. Moreover, not everyone wants to eat mushrooms nor attend football
matches: few would defend proposals for equal distribution of all goods and
services!

Money has long been a central answer to this question. While monetization
is often considered neoliberal, money itself, of course, long predates capitalism
and it is important not to conflate the two. Money is a fungible mechanism
through which to enable the expression of preferences. This fungibility is crucial
in a world of difference, a world where there is enough for all, but not an equiva-
lence of all things or desires. In this context, even most anti-capitalists agree
there is a need for mechanisms of exchange and expression of value preferences
(Marangos 2004; Hahnel & Wright 2016; Wright 2019). Markets, we agree, are
certainly always imperfect, and always will be. A modest approach is not a search
for a perfect answer, but instead for the most just of available options in the
world we have.

Markets have become more problematic through their excessive disembedding
from the social and material world. Focusing on the struggles over market
relations, Polanyi (2001 [1944]) stressed that the liberal market was necessarily a
planned development. He recognized that the stability of capitalism relied upon
the adoption of forms of collectivism and planning to ensure an organized social
life alongside the market. While capital is inclined to reduce the meaning of
human freedom to simply the ability to trade assets and sell one’s labour, Polanyi
stresses there is an inherent double-movement whereby this tendency is offset
by the social demands of the public. Thus, markets are continuously remade
through liberal capitalist movements to disembed the market from social regu-
lation and counter-movements that resist and place limits upon the commodifi-
cation of land, labour and life.

87



ENOUGH!

Since the 1970s, however, there has been a profound movement towards
disembedding markets from social and ecological context without an equiva-
lent counter-movement (Vosko 2000; Harvey 2005). The modest approach we
develop throughout this book is rooted not just in demanding that economies
be embedded: it works to articulate strategies that enable the embedding of
markets in social, ecological and political relations through a range of already-
existing mechanisms such as increased participation and economic distribu-
tion through cash transfers. Putting these already-existing tools together as
part of a wider modest approach enables us to see these not as ameliorative
changes, but as working towards a progressive vision of an embedded market.

Money and markets, thus, are an imperfect way to allocate goods, but are a
necessary part of a modest politics of enough for all. They may cease to be the
primary way some people access some goods and services, but they have arole to
play in ensuring access even for those who do not conform to collective norms.
In this context, a redistribution of money is crucial to entangled autonomy, and
a modest economy.

Further, even if enough could, quantitatively, be assured in a highly unequal
world, a more equal distribution would still be essential to a modest approach.
An equitable economy is necessary for real political democracy. In this con-
text, there is a need to both undermine structures of profit-making and dis-
aggregate historical accumulations. Redistribution is, therefore, important
not only to ensure enough, but to enable the wider political vision we have
developed here.

In our consideration of redistribution, we focus on taxation as one example
of a state-based mechanism through which to achieve redistribution. Taxation
is undoubtedly a rather mundane approach, a longstanding one with seemingly
deflated radical potential.

We mean: we know, it is not a particularly exciting answer.

Yet a reinvigorated politics of taxation is a key and underutilized strategy
through which to pursue economicjustice (Dietz & O’Neill 2013; Bregman 2020b).
Taxing the rich as well as corporations is widely popular, and a truly democratic
world would produce a very different tax regime (Coelho 2019). Changing who is
taxed, and how much, is not easy and already there is longstanding, entrenched
resistance. Anger at the low tax rates on elites may be reaching new highs as
there is increased attention to the billionaires who profited from the Covid-19
pandemic (Gneiting et al. 2020).

Breaking the link between elites and the state is not an easy process, and we
recognize that there is much beyond the scope of this book that is necessary
in order to undergo this change. Yet the many pieces we have argued for here
are meant to, together, increase the ability of the public to successfully make
demands of the state.
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A key element of rethinking taxation is to return to the question of the state.
The past 40 years of neoliberalism has shaken many people’s belief in the power
and possibilities of the state. As we detail in the next chapter, much state action
has been actively harmful and we cautiously note some congruence with the cri-
tique of modern statecraft found in some conservative arguments.

But we fundamentally disagree with the conclusion of conservative approaches
to the state: that some state actions have been problematic does not mean all state
action is problematic. While terminology only gets us so far, having language
that distinguishes different types of statecraft is a first step towards reimagining
and enabling demands for just statecraft. Granting the state power to increase
taxes and redistribute wealth, as we argue in the next chapter, does not actually
have to increase its biopolitical power!

Conclusion

In contrast to much political economic writing, this chapter frames historical
and ongoing debates over capitalism, socialism and alternative economies in
relation to modernity. In doing so, we demonstrate the limits of both modern
and arcadian solutions, and the norms and assumptions that underpin them. We
highlight that pathways to change within modern and arcadian economic visions
may well exacerbate existing inequalities that punctuate our world. We also seek
to recover another tradition of economic practice, often obscured, that reflects
aspirations for a modest economy. Drawing upon the diversity of heterodox eco-
nomic thinkers, we centralize longstanding practices and demands for redistri-
bution (from gifting societies to anti-feudalists to Catholic distributionists to
basic income advocates).

We then advance the idea of a modest economy that begins with the premise
of enough for all and consider how thinking through sufficiency can inform
our collective approaches to technology, ownership and distribution. Instead
of unbending faith in scientific advance or fearful rejections of technology, we
propose a politics that both recognizes the disruptive effects of technological
change and advances a selective embrace of the modest potential for techno-
logical changes to enable time for the attunements necessary for emplaced
sustainability and democracy. Approaching ownership, we emphasize the
importance of a mixed economy with a diversity of ownership structures, ran-
ging from neighbourhood associations to small private ventures. Economies will
vary across places and time, and this diversity is part of bolstering malleability,
autonomy and equity.

Despite much fixation on the term of late, our argument is neither for nor
against growth; instead, it starts from the premise that enough is not a fixed
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quantity but possesses variable qualities associated with different political eco-
logical decisions over how we organize the economy. Finally, we stress the need
for a modest economy premised on a distribution that ensures everyone has
enough. Enabling such an economy requires consideration of politics, and the
kinds of demands we might make on the state, and it is to such questions that
we now turn.
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4
A MODEST STATE

The scale of ongoing crises can be overwhelming: there is so much that needs
to change. In this context, many have looked to the state as the key agent to
induce and guide such change. Mainstream politics focuses on recruiting voters,
winning elections and passing laws. Battles between political parties are central
in the media in many parts of the world, underpinned by emotive language in
increasingly polarized discourse.

Those of us concerned with justice and sustainability are often focused on
grabbing the reins of power and directing state action.

There is, however, a long line of political thought sceptical of the possibility of
pursuing justice through the state. Such literatures emphasize that state power
has often reinforced inequality and suppressed difference. Whether and how the
state actually can or would be able to act justly remains a matter of much debate
and hinges, in part, on what is meant by justice. In this context, activists and
scholars have questioned whether to work with, against or beyond the state (see
Rose & Miller 2010; Pierce & Williams 2016; Pellow 2017; in political ecology,
see Angel & Loftus 2019; Loftus 2020).

It can be difficult, in the world we have, with our ongoing sense of urgency, to
step back and think about what the state is and is not well equipped to do. Our
argument in this chapter is not that state power is unimportant: we believe it is.
Our central contention is that we collectively need to think more carefully about
what we demand of the state. What we demand must be informed by careful
consideration of what the state is (and is not) able to do justly.

In keeping with the wider framing of this book, in what follows we first review
modern ways of thinking about the state. In short, modern statecraft is under-
pinned by modern ideas of justice, and modern approaches to redressing sus-
tainability. It means rational management through measurement, calculation
and a universalized vision of equality. It is a reasonably coherent narrative about
understanding the world, taking power and wielding it for good.

91



ENOUGH!

We are, again, sympathetic to those who believe in this story, but concerned
that it maps poorly onto the world we have.

As postcolonial, feminist, Indigenous, anti-racist, anarchist, environmental
and other bodies of scholarship have shown, modern statecraft is based on prob-
lematic assumptions around knowledge, control and a universalizing vision of
justice. Even if well-intentioned people took power, justice and sustainability
cannot be achieved through modern statecraft. In a world of difference, justice
cannot be fulfilled by states who directly provide to address universal, knowable
needs. In a world of uncertainty, sustainability cannot be met through rational
state management. Justice and sustainability both require more intimate forms
of knowledge and decision-making.

Instead of capturingstate power,somescholarsandactivistsargue for subverting
state power and seeking change outside the state (Day 2006; Holloway 2002).

This framework of modernity and its rejection is useful for understanding the
contours of ongoing conversations. It helps us make sense of why some embrace
the state as a site of struggle while others reject the possibility of just statecraft.
Modern statecraft is, however, not the only form of statecraft. It is possible to
agree with critiques of modernity and still consider the state as an important
site of change. In what follows, we develop a modest approach to the state that
moves beyond questions of whether the state ought to do more or less. Instead,
we emphasize a qualitative difference, considering #ow the state might act in
ways that do not universalize populations and centralize authority. This modest
approach would change many aspects of what we collectively demand of the
state, but in keeping with the wider focus of this book, we focus on the state’s
role regarding sustainability and loosely defined material welfare.

A modest approach will not spontaneously emerge within the state but instead
be driven by a shift in what is demanded of the state. Our theory of change is
not based on teaching state officials and politicians to practise modest statecraft;
our core audience (at this stage) is not the state and its police and bureaucrats.
Instead, we suggest modest statecraft might be — and in some cases, is already
being — produced through shifting demands of citizens and social movements.
In other words, we seek to convince those concerned with justice and sustain-
ability to more deeply consider what actions to demand of the state, and to
demand those that can harness certain forms of power without expanding its
role in determining the content of a good life.

Infrastructure and UBI continue to provide different but complementary
anchors for our argument. Modest infrastructure not only reworks ideas of
sustainability and metabolic flows, but also the roles and responsibilities of
different actors in infrastructure configurations. Through examples of infra-
structure, we show how a modest state can provide oversight and facilitate
just and sustainable relations without needing to know and control nature or

92



A MODEST STATE

citizens. This modest infrastructure — and more broadly, our modest political
ecology — is undoubtedly more time-consuming for users than modern infra-
structure. Modest politics requires freeing up time for democracy and doing
the work of emplaced sustainability. We position a UBI as a unique mechanism
through which to not only redistribute the outputs of the economy (Chapter 3)
but also to enable time and resources without dictating how these ought to be
used (see Chapter 5).

The wider implications of our argument for modest statecraft, however, go
beyondthegovernanceofinfrastructure orincomeoranyspecificpolicy. Amodest
approach is a reworking of subjectivities and expectations of environment-state-
citizen-economy relationships, of recognizing possibilities and limits. It is, fun-
damentally, a shift in understanding, including our understanding of what to
demand from the state.

Modern visions of the state

The state is widely seen as a site of political struggle, a site of power that can be
wielded in different ways. Capitalism and socialism, as described in Chapter 3,
are both underpinned by modernity, but differently envision the role of a modern
state. Socialists and social democrats tend to share the notion that the state is an
institution capable of organizing social life towards justice and sustainability, an
idea that underpins modern approaches to statecraft. The abuses of twentieth-
century socialisms instigated extensive reflection on the possibilities of state
power. In this context, scholars have, generally, moved away from established
dogmas about the revolutionary capture of the state as the means to transition
to a final just society (see Box 4).

Instead of approaching the state as a singular body to capture, socialists
increasingly consider it contested terrain where movements can strategically
advance legislative reforms and policy shifts (Poulantzas 1978; Jessop 2007).
Social democrats and liberals, too, including many feminists and anti-racists,
treat the state as a site of strategic struggle and compromise (Kymlicka 1995;
Alstott 2004; Cudd 2006). State power is seen not as a singular capacity that can
be possessed, either by capitalist elites or their socialist adversaries. Instead, the
state, as well as the broader political terrain, is understood as a complex field of
relations through which power flows, mediating between dominant interests
and counter-movements fighting to ameliorate oppressive conditions.

To achieve their aims, advocates of justice and sustainability strategically
engage different constituencies to elect officials, reform legislation, change pol-
icies, and shift state practice towards justice. Thus, although there is widespread
recognition in social movements and theory that states still privilege established
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interests, slow processes of reform and extension of the state apparatuses are
imagined to offer a democratic path towards justice. This vision for capturing,
guiding and expanding state power underpins modern approaches to social wel-
fare and environmental sustainability.

Modern states and material welfare

The role of the modern state in ensuring material welfare has largely been a pol-
itics of “more”, focused on a progressive movement of the state towards more
expansive labour regulations and direct provision of basic needs. Advocates of
economic justice have long sought to empower the working class through a var-
iety of mechanisms, from regulating the length of the working day and min-
imum wage to empowering unions and worker collectives. Ambitions include
decreasing rates of labour exploitation, increasing worker control over the
labour process and extending public ownership of the means of production.
Associated initiatives have simultaneously sought to regulate the excesses of the
private sector while expanding the domain of public enterprise and ensuring full
employment.

In this section, we focus primarily on considering the role of modern state-
craft in social reproduction, or providing for basic needs (we consider the pol-
itics of productive labour in Chapter 5). Socialist and feminist movements have
long worked to improve conditions beyond the sphere of production, drawing
attention to struggles over welfare on an everyday and generational basis. As
feminists have long stressed, the capitalist economy relies upon unpaid labour,
typically undertaken by women, in the sphere of social reproduction in the home
(Dalla Costa & James 1972; Federici 2004; Bhattacharya & Vogel 2017). Social
services, such as education and health care, also play a key role in maintaining
and reproducing the population. The modern politics of more is rooted in a
demand for increased and improved state provisioning of goods and services.

Schools, for example, enable families and communities to reproduce forms
of social capital that structure stark differences in access to educational oppor-
tunities based on social and geographic differences (McCreary et al. 2013;
Nguyen et al. 2017; Cohen 2021). Similarly, access to health care, and the
debt loads accumulated and premature deaths experienced within families
that lack the resources to access medical services, significantly mediates life
chances. Struggles over public space and housing include anti-poverty and anti-
gentrification movements that seek to control processes of urban land devel-
opment and ensure that everyone has a right to a home (Smith 1996; Mitchell
2003; Purcell 2014).
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Moreover, the expansive critical literature on infrastructures, including water,
waste, electricity, transportation and telecommunications, raises questions about
the material arrangements that underpin social reproduction and participation
in public life. Modern infrastructure is founded on the idea that services ought
to be provided through large-scale technological systems run by experts and
subsidized, owned and governed by the state. While the promise of the modern
infrastructure ideal was that all citizens would have access to services, this
promise “splintered” in the 1980s as privatization and financialization shifted
ownership, costs and principles of access (Graham & Marvin 2001; see more
recent discussions on finance and governance in O’Brien et al. 2019; Ponder
2021). Of course, in the global south, modern infrastructure was never available
to all citizens, yet this “ideal” (that someday networked infrastructure systems
would be widely available) underpinned postcolonial modern politics. Both social
movements and critical scholars have advanced critiques of the privatization of
social services and infrastructures, often urging a return to modernist visions
of state ownership and subsidization and even, for some, state provision of free
basic services (largely implicit in Graham & Marvin 2001, and more explicit in
texts such as Morales et al. 2014; Bond 2019; Satterthwaite et al. 2019).

Universal basic services (UBS) might be understood as the most expansive
articulation of the state provision of the material foundations for life (Coote
& Percy 2020). The phrase is of recent genesis, entering academic discourse in
2017 (Portes et al. 2017). It explicitly draws on the experiences of many coun-
tries where states directly provide some basic goods and services for free. Health
care and education are the most well-known examples, and the authors of this
foundational text suggest that the justifications and lessons learned from such
areas can be applied more widely towards a vision of providing all basic services
for free to all citizens. The term “services” is used broadly to conceptualize the
range of basic needs, from conventionally understood services like schools and
water to shelter, sustenance and legal aid. Sustainability is not central to most
articulations of UBS, but it has been suggested that increased state control over
services could spur the shift towards sustainability (e.g. Biichs 2021). We con-
sider UBS in more detail later in the chapter.

In short, whether focused on labour relations or welfare, those working in
this tradition see the state as a site of contestation and state power as some-
thing to capture and wield for social good. They demand that the state owns
more and/or provides more to those with less, often at non-market rates. The
modes of provisioning, too, are modern: this is most clear for infrastructure in
which provisioning happens through modern sociotechnical systems. The oper-
ation of such infrastructure, and the volumes of what is distributed, are based on
a rational calculation of needs intertwined with appropriate behaviours, to be
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provided to citizens based on a negotiated and contested but ultimately univer-
salizable metric of worthiness. In our review of the limits of this approach below,
we provide more concrete examples and critiques of modern provisioning by
the state.

Modern states and the environment

Environmental actions are undertaken by modern states in many different ways,
both directly reworking socioecologies and regulating the activities of others.
Modern states seek to control environments through rational interventions,
making them more legible, predictable and productive. This approach is part of
what has been called ecological modernization; here we continue our explan-
ation from Chapter 2 with further examples.

Responding to the arcadian tendencies of environmental politics, in 2004 a
faction of the ecomodernist camp aggressively and directly attacked the main-
stream environmental movement, blaming its purported commitment to a pol-
itics of less for the failure to implement more sustainable policies and win public
support for environmental causes. The Death of Environmentalism (2004), a
widely shared critique of environmentalism by long-time activists Shellenberger
and Nordhaus, challenged the story of sacrifice that pervaded the movement.
The authors claimed that the vision of a future of limits, less and constraints was
at the heart of the failings of the environmental movement, and that, instead,
science and technology could solve environmental problems without needing
to rein in consumption (see also Hajer 1995; Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015; Symons
2019). Crucially, while sometimes considered “outside” of environmentalism,
there is a long history to the idea that science and technology can be used to
redress environmental concerns.

As we noted more briefly in Chapter 1, imperial science had long sought to
control unruly natures (Grove 1995). In the United States, Theodore Roosevelt,
widely celebrated for his role as president in extending US federal protection
over lands and wildlife, espoused a modernist vision of natural resource con-
servation. In his approach, he was informed by the work of Pinchot, the first
chief of the US Forest Service. Pinchot is often cast as the utilitarian foil against
forest preservationist and Sierra Club founder Muir, who was deeply opposed
to commercializing nature. Yet notably, Pinchot attributed the deforestation of
the US American West to the greed and short-sightedness of private capital,
and called for the state ownership of land, a perspective that accords with much
contemporary socialist thought. In his view, public lands should be managed
by scientists who would collect data, monitor and make decisions to ensure the
long-term production of materials for human consumption (Worster 2016).
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This optimism about the potential for state control of the environment is often
considered to have its roots in the Enlightenment, and expressed in the scientific
management practices of Europe and entangled with colonialism (Livingstone &
Withers 1999; Smith 1999).

As the practice of modern forest management developed and spread, the links
between state and private capital varied: many forests became owned by the
state, put into collective trust to ensure long-term sustainability. Private com-
panies could then take resources from this land, with the state overseeing such
practices. Of course, in practice, even state-owned forests have often not been
rationally and sustainably managed: pressures from companies to increase rates
of exploitation have resulted in widely controversial relationships between state
ownership and private profit (Prudham 2007), as well as enduring concerns
about the dispossession of Indigenous peoples that historically occupied the
forest (Kosek 2006; Tindall et al. 2013).

While capitalist extraction regimes demonstrated the folly of development
agendas focused only on immediate returns, the scientific and bureaucratic
hubris of centrally planned socialist economies created some of the great envir-
onmental tragedies of the twentieth century. In Tanzania, the ujamaa programme
of agricultural collectivization, while boasting some initial success, ultimately led
to much harm. The state used universal models that forced resistant farmers to
collectivize, distorted markets in ways that contributed to a decline in agricul-
tural production, failed to not account for variance in rainfall and decimated eco-
logical diversity in an effort to maximize crop yields (Shao 1986). Similarly, the
proposed agricultural revolution in China sought to maximize food production
but became a massive social and ecological catastrophe (Shapiro 2001). Following
the slogan ren ding sheng tian (man must conquer nature), the Maoist central
government sought to subjugate nature to human will. Massive campaigns of
deforestation and agricultural collectivization, as well as gigantic projects for
hydropower, resource extraction, and industrial development, devastated local
ecologies. Yet Mao’s conceit — “to use natural sciences to understand, overcome,
and change nature” — echoed those of Roosevelt in an earlier generation (Mao,
as translated by Ho 2003: 37). As Peter Ho (2003) argues, Chinese scientists
aimed not simply to exploit the world, but to do so efficiently and rationally so
as to chart a course for development that would support future generations. The
tragedy of socialist planning was not disregard for the future but a more fun-
damental inability of government authorities to effectively direct the scientific
management of natural resources in the present.

In addition to the ownership of land and forests, the state also became
a central actor in the development of infrastructures that sought to con-
trol environments and provide resources. Big dams, for example, sought to
rationally manage water, shifting the “wasteful” natural flows to more efficient
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distributions (Mwangi 2007; Swyngedouw 2015; Gergan & McCreary 2022). For
instance, in Canada, the provincial government of British Columbia dammed
the Peace River in the 1960s. Flooding 350,000 acres to form Williston Lake,
the project created the third largest artificial lake in North America. At the
time of its construction, the powerhouse was the largest of its kind world-
wide and still provides a third of provincial electricity. The project, governed
by a newly formed public utility, also occasioned a substantial injustice for
the Indigenous residents of Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha First Nation who
inhabited the river shores and lost their homes and autonomy in the wake of
project flooding (Cox 2018).

The state, in sum, has long been a key actor in owning resources and
building infrastructure to control and make unruly natures more “efficient”.
The mainstream environmental movement that emerged in Europe and North
America in the 1960s, however, made rather different demands of the state in
the context of rather different ecological concerns. Amid the Cold War, there
was little demand for taking over the polluting industries, and activists instead
largely called on the state to pass laws that would restrict harmful activities.
(Although elsewhere, of course, states already owned such industries and were
the subject of environmental concerns, e.g. Gille 2007.) As a result, in places
where industries were privately controlled, a plethora of what subsequently
became known as “command-and-control” regulations were adopted. Not
all such regulations sit neatly within contemporary discourses of ecological
modernization, but the broad idea of command-and-control regulations is
underpinned by the idea of modern statecraft in which a rational state knows
and controls.

Together, in short, a modernist approach to sustainability was founded on
efforts to increase the role of the state as owner, developer and/or regulator. It
is premised on the assumption that the state has sufficient knowledge — and
that nature is sufficiently knowable — to develop efficient systems of resource
generation and regulate harm. Science and technology continue to be under-
stood as central to this process, enabling the production and wise use of
resources and optimized reductions of environmental harm. As we noted in
Chapter 1, some have critiqued ecomodernism in practice for its close asso-
ciations with capitalism. Yet as we also detailed in Chapter 3, much socialist
thought too has long been associated with modernity. In this context, some
have argued for a socialist ecomodernism in which a strong state guides sus-
tainability. Here, much as the vision of socializing modernity is underpinned
by the ideal of a rational state able to effectively define the universal rights
and needs of citizens, the dream of an ecomodernist state is underpinned
by the idea that technoscience can effectively evaluate and regulate human—
environment relations.
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The limits of the modern state

Modern statecraft has produced many positive effects, and many continue to
believe in it as a solution to the many ongoing crises in our world. As we have
noted before, modernity is a compelling imaginary!

While some continue to embrace and demand better and more just inclusion
in modernity, others have shown that this modern approach has and continues
to produce enormous injustices, inequalities and unsustainability. Plantations
and big dams, the relocations of people through the creation of protected areas,
and a plethora of examples of “development” that integrated people into unjust
economic relations have not created a modern world as envisioned by modernity
(see Box 2). Instead, modern statecraft continues to fail for the same reasons as
modernity more generally: nature and people are not uniform, knowable and
predictable. There is no equilibrium to be maintained, no uniform citizen that
can be provided for. Rather, within a dynamic world, there is a continually emer-
ging heterogeneity of beings, both human and more-than-human, with diverse
needs and drives (Grosz 2004, 2011; Braidotti 2013). Given this, modern state-
craft is a radically inadequate tool for the promotion of justice and sustainability
and regularly creates and exacerbates social and ecological harm.

Concerns with modern statecraft became more central within the Western
academy through the work of critical intellectuals such as Michel Foucault.
He showed how biopolitical regimes contained and marginalized populations
deemed insane, criminal, unhealthy, irresponsible or sexually deviant (Foucault
1972, 1977). Power, in this view, is not simply concentrated in the hands of the
few, as a dominant class or political elite, but extends through a capillary network
beyond the state, shaping broad social discourses. These discourses provide us
with social norms about how we ought to live, who is deserving and who is
delinquent.

Much of Foucault’s work and those who draw on his ideas is genealogical,
showing these new forms of power and explaining their emergence and oper-
ation (Rose 1999). Much of the anti-kyriarchal scholarship that has drawn on
Foucault has been more explicit in its critique. Extending this analysis to encom-
pass broader concerns with race, gender and sexuality, scholars have persua-
sively demonstrated that modern statecraft relies on the normalized exclusion,
abandonment and targeted destruction of particular populations (Weheliye
2014; Puar 2017; Mbembe 2019). Specifically, they show that the creation of
modern citizen-subjects of state power continually relies on the projection and
universalization of particular experiences and perspectives, typically those of a
white, heterosexual, able-bodied, male ideal. For example, contemporary wel-
fare and development policies have been shown to deploy biopolitical power
to change behaviours and subjectivities in order to create “good” subjects
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(Sigley 2006; Li 2007; Kipnis 2008; Palmer & Winiger 2019). We elaborate on
this point further below, where we consider the relative merits of universal basic
income and universal basic services.

The state, then, is not just a site which needs to be captured by a more diverse
set of interests: even a well-intentioned state that seeks to work in the interests
of the collective is oppressive when it reproduces social norms that define who
citizens are and what they ought to be. These norms are not politically neutral,
but generated in power-laden contexts in ways that universalize and exclude or
punish those who do not conform.

Writing largely in parallel to these conversations around social and eco-
nomic justice have been critiques about the hubris and exclusions associated
with modern environmental statecraft. The unintended consequences of mod-
ernist state interventions to control nature through reworking socioecologies
have been pointed to by many critics. Agricultural intensification produces
soil erosion and increasing reliance on artificial fertilizers; nuclear accidents
showcase the dystopian potential immanent to failed technopian designs; sci-
entifically managed rangelands grow increasingly unproductive; plantation
forest yields decline; the concentration of urban wastes create cascading envir-
onmental management problems; and, of course, the unanticipated effects of
industrialization and auto-centred urbanization are producing our ongoing cli-
mate crisis. As we wrote in Chapters 1 and 2, modern science has been widely
shown to be unable to produce the kinds of knowledge that enable people to
predict and control nature. Many across the political left and right have thus
concluded that the state is ultimately incapable of planning socioecological
change as well as developing and enforcing rules that are deemed fair, suffi-
cient and enforceable.

Neoliberal statecraft and market-based environmentalism

Critiques of modern statecraft have demonstrated the limits of the science, know-
ledge and the interpretation of justice on which it relies, as well as the injustices
and unsustainability it produces. In this context, neoliberal and new conserva-
tive populism have become predominant frameworks forwarded to address the
shortcomings of modern statecraft. Neoliberal environmental solutions gained
ascendancy as policy prescriptions to address stagnating rates of profit in the 1970s
(Harvey 2005). The neoliberal solution proposed to simultaneously ameliorate sub-
altern demands for liberation and elite concerns with declining profits advanced
a new universal ideal of market freedom. Eliding questions of land and labour, in
some places a new political consensus emerged around the importance of con-
sumer choice.
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In the global south, such ideas spread not through political consensus but
through neocolonial relations. Formal decolonization was followed by devel-
opment initiatives that proposed to integrate former colonies into a new inter-
national order. In thelate twentieth century, policy prescriptionsimposed through
international financial institutions led postcolonial states to make structural
adjustments, liberalizing policies to open up their markets for foreign invest-
ment and privatize infrastructure (Brown 1995; Reed 1996). Following the turn
of the century, driven both by critiques of structural adjustment programmes and
elite desires to make new spaces for capital investment legible, there has been a
major push towards incorporating informal economies with the legal structures
of the state, for instance, titling properties and “professionalizing” and legitim-
izing particular workers (Tokman 2007; Galdino et 4l. 2018). Simultaneously,
financial inclusion has been forwarded as the means to address historical mar-
ginalization, extending a network of microloans to advance a program of private
debt-backed development (Schreiner 2001; Roy 2010).

Within the global north, neoliberalization has radically transformed advanced
welfare states, which had already developed substantial capacity to surveil the
population and assess those who needed and deserved public support, as well as
who should be excluded from the community (Soss et al. 2011). Large state-run
asylums were abandoned and, in an era of deinstitutionalization, the insane were
released toinadequately resourced regimes of community care with their families,
and more punitive approaches to social deviance were adopted (Whitaker 2001;
Parsons 2018). Workfare policies began to supplant welfare policies, requiring
able-bodied recipients of aid to perform menial and often degrading labour in
exchange for state support (Jessop 1994; Peck 2001). Immigration policies shifted
from explicitly racial frameworks to increasingly economic considerations, with
the rise of new temporary migrant worker programmes and increasing precarity
of undocumented migrant workers (Sharma 2006; Walia 2021). New educational
reforms, promoting school choice and competition in funding, were proposed
to deal with criticisms of school quality; they have exacerbated some old forms
of inequality and inaugurated other new ones (Nguyen et al. 2017; Holloway
& Kirby 2020). Simultaneously, there was an expansion in the use of public—
private partnerships as well as outright privatizations of public infrastructure,
often resulting in increased fees for service users.

While these changes have typically been presented as deregulation and privat-
ization, it is crucial to recognize that they embody a distinct and different mode of
statecraft. The state, here, does not act in the same way as in modern statecraft: it
is no longer a knowledgeable guide and provider of rules or basic needs. Instead,
neoliberal statecraft produces the knowledge to make the population visible and
facilitates the emergence of new markets, establishing regulatory environments
conducive to maximizing investor returns.
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In the field of environmental regulation, market-based solutions were
advanced as overcoming the limits of modernist command-and-control regu-
lation. Such solutions are rationalized on the basis of the incapacity of the state
and a valorization of the forms of knowledge that circulate through the market.
However, as above, it is crucial to recognize the centrality of state intervention
to processes of market creation, constructing the boundaries of defined entities
to be traded and systems for communicating their value. In order to make these
markets function effectively, the state has coordinated processes of defining and
regulating new commodities, such as biodiversity, wetlands, endangered species
habitat or atmospheric carbon (Bailey et al. 2011; Robertson 2006).

These programmes are rationalized on the basis that private enterprise
can develop the most cost-effective and innovative ways to reduce environ-
mental harm. For infrastructure, this meant the privatization of technological
systems and the shifting of responsibility for environmental protection and
system maintenance to investor-funded, profit-oriented companies. Here,
environmental impacts were to become evident and calculable within eco-
nomic processes, with the state continuing to provide oversight to ensure
quality of services and compliance with ongoing environmental quality
regulations. Yet much as older command-and-control environmental policies
floundered on the incapacity of the state to effectively measure the complex
interactions of ecological systems, neoliberal solutions have typically relied on
the reduction of ecosystem characteristics to simply defined attributes that
can be given a form of equivalence and traded on the market (Ernstson &
Sorlin 2013; Lave 2012). While these new markets enable much more flex-
ible and nimble arrangements that can actively respond to shifting economic
and environmental dynamics, they fail to adequately capture ecological com-
plexity. Instead, they have externalized myriad environmental considerations
from the very markets purported to incorporate environmental issues into
economic decision-making.

Market-based solutions, of course, have certainly not brought about the
good, green world we seek and have been subject to extensive critique (Bailey
et al. 2011; Robertson 2012; Ernstson & Sorlin 2013). Some ecosocialists have
attributed the failings of such approaches to capitalism (see Chapter 1). However,
while they rightly reject the market-based solutions of neoliberal statecraft, they
fail to acknowledge the extent to which these neoliberal initiatives respond to
serious and fundamental failings in modern approaches to socioecological gov-
ernance. The centralized institutional apparatuses of the state were never able
to adequately appraise complex socioecological dynamics and effectively design
and implement solutions.

In no way do we believe that the market-based solutions that continue
to strongly shape environmentalists’ toolbox are sufficient — an economy
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dominated by capitalist relations cannot and will not ever be just and sustainable!
But understanding neoliberal solutions historically means recognizing them as a
response to the very real failure of modern approaches to sustainability.

In other words, the failures of neoliberal environmental statecraft do not
mean we ought to return to modernist thinking in our search for solutions.

Instead, there is a need for a new approach beyond modernity and neo-
liberalism.

To reiterate: the turn to an unfettered market to redress concerns with justice
and sustainability is flawed. Yet the underlying critique on which it is based —
on the need for more flexible models of governance that enable those with
more direct knowledge a greater role in decision-making — is one we agree
with. The neoliberal solution of the market, however, does not actually resolve
this critique, for markets do not actually ensure that people with more direct
knowledge are engaged. In fact, it often does the opposite: it subsumes the
interests of those who know and rely on a particular place to powerful economic
interests. Marketization constructs forms of abstract knowledge to be traded as
an interchangeable commodity rather than empowering those capable of acting
to ensure entangled autonomy and emplaced sustainability.

What, then, might other options entail? We believe that it is possible to pro-
mote increased control by those more directly entangled in socioecologies
without relying on capitalist market-based solutions. However, localization
alone, and particularly anti-state versions that simply rely on localized know-
ledge and community action for solutions, will not create the future we desire. In
the next section, we briefly review the limits of working outside the state before
turning to what modest statecraft might entail.

The limits of arcadian governance outside the state

In contrast to both modern statecraft and market-based solutions promoted
by the state, some have advocated for working to promote justice and sus-
tainability outside the state. Rather than attempting to grab the reins of
state power, these movements operate at a distance from the state. In this
sense, they invert modernist approaches, displacing the need for centralized
apparatuses of state knowledge and power. We reviewed some of the limits to
some versions of postcapitalist and postdevelopment economies literature in
Chapter 3 and particularly their difficulty with overcoming existing economic
inequalities.

Here, we add that arcadian solutions are also inadequate when it comes to
environmental governance. Ecologically, many localist practices may well have
small and immediate benefits, but this is not always the case. For example, when
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it comes to feeding already-existing populations, local food may not be better,
especially if local environments cannot produce enough food without energy-
intensive farming (Monbiot 2022). Further, as many before us have noted, most
environmental impacts are not contained in a local container. Localisms fail to
redress cross-boundary disputes and, in a world of entrenched inequalities across
many scales, do little to redress necessary concerns with distribution. They do
not help us understand how to stop the large corporate actions that drive much
ongoing unsustainability. They do not help us stop the environmental injustice of
disproportionate impacts (Lawhon & Patel 2013). While it is clear that support
for alternatives to capitalism is increasingly widespread, it is less clear how we
might build a just and compelling future from the world we have.

In sum, across the north and south, there is a shared concern with state
interventions that construct ideal recipients and shape their provisioning
accordingly. Efforts by modern states to control nature through science and
technology, and reduce harm through command-and-control regulations,
have been deemed insufficient and have often exacerbated ecological harm.
In the world we have, we can find inspiring examples of counter-hegemonic
spaces that provide ongoing experiments in the pursuit of sustainability and
justice. Yet it seems hard to imagine how, in our unequal world, without the
power of the state, such places might flourish and displace ongoing hegem-
onies and harms.

We (Tyler and Mary) therefore agree in part with postcapitalist and
postdevelopment literatures on a theory of change: capitalism and modernity are
far from total systems but instead have cracks and fractures in which alternatives
can grow (see Box 4). This is good and should be pursued! We support those
undertaking this work! Yet, as critics have noted, it is nearly impossible to
imagine substantial social, political and ecological change without multi-scalar
state intervention on two fronts. The first is to ensure multi-scalar coordination
and regulation, particularly for ecological issues that spill across boundaries. The
second is to ensure transfers of wealth from areas of surfeit to people and places
with scarcity, including but not only from the north to the south.

The politics of how to successfully scale environmental governance and
enact demands for redistribution are largely elided in community economy and
postdevelopment literatures, and point we work to address throughout Enough!
It remains useful, as many have written, to think about in whose interests the
state acts. Additionally, we urge more analysis of the mode of power exerted by
the state through particular actions. In other words, it is essential to distinguish
critiques of particular forms of statecraft from critiques of the state itself. Next,
therefore, we consider what it might mean to develop and demand a different
mode of statecraft. By now it will not surprise the reader, we work to imagine
what a modest state might entail.
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What would we want from a modest state?

How, then, can we tease out a line of action that draws on the critique of modern
statecraft without rejecting a role for the state in creating the good, green world
we seek? We frame what follows not around conventional questions about
whether the state ought to be bigger or smaller, or in whose interests it acts, but
instead with qualitative questions about what is to be done and how. This enables
us to distinguish between modern statecraft (deploying state power to create
knowable populations and act on behalf of knowable populations) and modest
statecraft (deploying state power to protect citizens, redistribute resources and
enhance capabilities). The modest approach we develop here is not a purist pol-
itics, for there is no way out of the tension between autonomy and entanglement.
Instead, it is a search for a framework through which justice and sustainability
might be pursued in ways that limit harms while also catalysing positive change.
In the next sections, we consider how a modest state might act as an overarching
coordinator and regulator rather than knower and controller of nature and citi-
zens using the example of sanitation infrastructure. We then consider a UBI
as an exemplary form of modest statecraft, for it enables the redistribution of
resources without enhancing the state’s biopolitical power.

Modest environmental governance

A modest approach is distinct both in terms of its approach to regulations and
in how it seeks to overcome existing political tensions. Situated knowledge is
necessary for sustainability, yet local governance alone is insufficient given the
scales at which environmental harms occur and the mobility of those who might
cause harm. A modest approach to regulation is about providing a framework
of rules as well as ensuring the distribution of resources to enable sustainability.
In this sense, it is distinct from neoliberal devolution, for it is premised on a
redistribution of decision-making, resources and power. As we have argued
throughout Enough!, the ideas we write about here resonate with many emergent
ideas and practical experiences, and our effort is to tease out a common thread
rather than to propose a new grand narrative.

As but one example, we consider the fraught experiences of governance and
responsibility around the Quapaw Oklahoma Tar Creek Superfund site, a not-
able case of devolved environmental responsibility supported by state resources.
The story of Tar Creek, an area of almost 1,200 square miles of Quapaw tribal ter-
ritory, is a tragedy a century in the making. From 1850 until 1950, the region was
devastated by lead and zinc mining operations. The Quapaw were marginalized
as decision-makers and beneficiaries of development. The result was a landscape
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of ruins, scarred by lead poisoning, mine waste, acid mine water and sinkholes.
To address this legacy of environmental racism, government officials began to
intervene in the early 1980s. Rather than command-and-control or market-based
interventions, this case highlights the potential of a mode of governance rooted
in a recognition of the importance of situated knowledge in conversation with
experiences elsewhere: Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination meant
that state officials had to work in collaboration with the Quapaw, recognizing
their commitment to landscape restoration through emplaced sustainability
(Nolan 2018). Yet it also shows the difficulty of doing so in our highly unequal
world, in which centralized “expert” authority remains entrenched, remediation
is costly and responsibilities contested. For tensions over roles and responsibil-
ities have arisen over the distribution of authority and funding, and contestations
are ongoing, as are demands for the further devolution of the process of remedi-
ation to the Indigenous community (Burnley 2017).

Distributed funds and responsibilities have been more successful for sus-
tainable infrastructure. Solar power development, an inherently decentralized
energy infrastructure, presents a technological alternative to monolithic mega-
projects (although some continue to strive for mega-solar projects, these have
thus far had limited success). Kwadacha First Nation, displaced and relocated
following the flooding of Williston Lake in northern Canada, had for decades
remained isolated from public electric infrastructure and dependent on diesel
and propane generators. In 2021, a government emissions reduction initiative
provided funding to the community to build solar power infrastructure to reduce
their fossil fuel dependence.

Similarly, micro-hydro run-of-the-river projects generate green energy without
occasioning the massive displacements and environmental destruction of huge
reservoirs. Increasingly, remote Indigenous communities have been partnering
in these projects to serve community needs in a sustainable way. For instance,
on the Canadian West Coast, the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation has partnered in the
Haa-ak-suuk Creek Hydro development, which produces enough electricity to
supply about 2,000 homes on Vancouver Island (Miller et al. 2019). Solar elec-
tricity is also one of the examples developed in Klein (2014) and Lewis (2015)
as part of the story of “yes” (see Box 3). Yet while it is decentralized, most solar
technology cannot be locally produced and falls outside what might be typically
considered as part of arcadian environmentalism. Moreover, although based on
science and “extracting” sunlight from nature, there is no effort here to control
the nature of the sun; users must work with its predictable and unpredictable
patterns. In this sense, we might think of solar energy as modest, responding
to nature’s dynamics in a non-local, technologically sophisticated, attuned and
accepting way.

106



A MODEST STATE

The regulation of infrastructure provides another useful lens into what modest
governance might entail. Our ideas here are inspired by research on sanitation
infrastructure in Kampala, Uganda and eThekwini, South Africa. Like with the
example of the Quapaw Oklahoma Tar Creek remediation above, our intention
is not to suggest that any of these represent an ideal case of what ought to be.
Instead, they help us to see the limits of all solutions in the unequal world we
have and to better understand what modest governance might entail.

Modern infrastructure entails state ownership and regulation of networked
grids, and for sanitation this means pipes and sewers through which waste is
flushed away. In Kampala, less than 10 per cent of the city has access to this
infrastructure, a pattern established in colonial times. eThekwini’s history of
infrastructure inequality is equally rooted in racialized exclusion. National
and municipal governments have, at various times, through different policies,
imagined a future of modern sanitation for all, but this future seems increasingly
distant, and in the context of changing rainfall, increasingly implausible. Many
residents, therefore, have long used non-modern sanitation configurations,
and modern states have long penalized residents for practising open defeca-
tion or constructing illegal latrines even when no alternatives exist (Sutherland
et al. 2014; Lawhon et al. 2023a).

Some have argued for the privatization of infrastructure, including setting up
profit-oriented toilets, an argument underpinned by neoliberalism. Only those
who pay would, in such a system, be permitted to use the toilets. Yet sanitation
is a useful example of multi-scalar entanglement in which the costs of not using
a toilet spread, even to those who might have paid for sanitation. Urine and
faecal sludge do not stay in place. From pointed crises like cholera outbreaks to
the everyday deaths from childhood diarrhoea, from eutrophication of regional
water bodies to decomposition that contributes to climate change, unsani-
tary conditions can cause extensive social and ecological harm. Externalities
that harm those who do not cause the problem fly in the face of market-based
explanations of how a fair society ought to operate. Neoliberal theory tells us that
those who cause these externalities should pay, yet this requires monitoring and
enforcement — as well as infrastructure and money.

In this context, municipal governments continue to insist on the need to regu-
late sanitation but are exploring options beyond simply penalizing those who
do not use legal sanitation configurations. At times, this has entailed providing
regular services outside the modern ideal, including a range of sociotechnical
sanitation options. There are countless examples of states owning and operating
such infrastructures. Communities, too, have come together, at times, to provide
safer sanitation options through a wide range of sociotechnical configurations,
ranging from private for-pay toilets to NGO-sponsored facilities.
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At times, such heterogeneous configurations work well, for many residents,
at least for a time.

Oftentimes, however, they do not.

Thereasons for failures are widespread, including limited resources, conflicting
responsibilities, unanticipated rains and floods, poor construction and unsuit-
able technologies. What matters for our argument here is that, on the whole,
despite much well-intentioned effort, many in the global south are unable to rely
on state or community-based sanitation options to provide safe and dignified
infrastructure.

Some municipal governments in the global south have decided, in the con-
text of these dynamics, to take an alternative approach to governing sanitation
(Sutherland et al. 2014; Lawhon et al. 2023a,2023b). There is a growing acceptance
that a modern vision of how infrastructure ought to be is fraught: it is both
sociospatially unjust and ecologically unsustainable, underpinned by extractive
material flows that take from some places and dump wastes elsewhere. Rejecting
the possibility that modern infrastructure can be justly and sustainably provided
for all is emphatically not a rejection of the goal of ensuring that all people have
access to safe and dignified infrastructure; it does not endorse outsourcing
responsibility nor advocate for penalizing those with inadequate infrastructure.

Instead, municipal governments in Kampala and eThekwini have begun to
frame themselves as facilitators of sanitation services. The state, here, is no
longer the owner or knowledgeable rule-maker, no longer the source of expertise
working to control nature and induce right behaviour from citizens. Instead,
it facilitates the experimentation and construction of sanitation innovations,
helping different stakeholders learn from each other and providing overarching
regulations in consultation with a range of stakeholders (Sutherland et al. 2014;
Lawhon et al. 2023a).

In Kampala, this has meant changing regulations to permit the flow of
faecal matter outside of the sewers and beyond state-operated sludge removal
trucks. This movement of faecal matter has always been ongoing, but now local
entrepreneurs can obtain state permits and training from non-state actors and
legally undertake this work (Nakyagaba et al. 2021). The new configuration is far
from perfect, but a prefigurative practice working towards new more-affordable
and sustainable material flows. Various stakeholders are, for example, working
together to create more pliable infrastructure open to these newly legitimized
actors. At present small entrepreneurs must take the sludge to a facility at the
edge of the city, a distance that significantly increases the cost of providing this
service. There are ongoing efforts to add sludge collection points throughout
the city, an intervention that would radically cut costs and likely ensure that
more of the sludge entered regulated material flows (rather than being dumped
into empty spaces or waterways). Crucially, the state here has shifted away
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from modernist forms of statecraft (building and owning pipes, policing illegal
practices). Instead, its role is shifting towards what we call modest statecraft,
characterized by facilitating and enabling heterogeneous practices, relying on
imperfect and situated knowledge (Lawhon et al. 2023a, 2023b).

Such reworkings of the politics of knowledge and governance may be most
evident in places where modern infrastructure was never fully present and oper-
ational, yet recognition of the limits of modern approaches to environmental
regulation and consideration of more capacious processes are increasingly
widespread. What we describe above has some affinity with the shift towards
greater participation in environmental governance noted in the 1990s (Bulkeley
& Mol 2003; Davies 2001; see also Gandy 1999). It also resonates with some
forms of experimentation that are increasingly becoming the norm: while some
experimentation is rooted in the idea of developing blueprints that can be cut-
and-pasted, others embrace diversity, recognizing that there is no single model
for the future. Further, some modes of experimentation are rooted not only in
an acceptance of biophysical uncertainty but in a growing sense that there is
not a singular set of objective criteria against which “success” can be measured
(Edwards & Bulkeley 2018).

What, then, differentiates a modest approach from modern statecraft,
including late modern modes of reflexive governance (e.g. Voss et al. 2006)? It is
not simply the practice of participation or experimentation, for participation and
experimentation can both be underpinned by modernist imaginaries. A modest
approach embraces participation and experimentation as a response to a par-
ticular socioecological imaginary, one in which we can no longer reasonably be
guided by blueprints and singular logics. It is not a rejection of rationality and
calculation, but a recognition of the fundamental indeterminacy of nature. It is
founded on a need to consider insights from those most attuned to changing
socioecological conditions as well as to learn from elsewhere. It is not a rejec-
tion of the importance of the role of the state in ensuring justice but a shift from
justice as rule-making and provisioning towards justice as enabling.

There is no shortage of examples of this kind of practice. Yet as we have argued
throughout Enough!, there is a need for analysis and vocabulary that enable us to
distinguish modest and modern governance, and the different imaginaries that
underpin them.

That said, while examples are plentiful, none of those we have provided
are perfect models of modest governance: there is no such thing. Research
collaborators and participants in Kampala and eThekwini suggest that those
working in these emergent governance arrangements agree: this mode of gov-
ernance is imperfect, ongoing, experimental. Many working within these new
arrangements are searching for more inclusive, more sustainable and more just
arrangements; many are also working to make these arrangements suit their
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vested interests. These are not apolitical new configurations, but deeply political.
We can also find ongoing efforts to weave modernist forms of control into emer-
gent configurations. For example, some sludge removal experiments required
the carrying of monitoring devices, which were resisted by many workers who
“accidentally” dropped these into the sludge (Nakyagaba et al. 2021). Such tech-
nologies need not be deployed in modernist ways, but there is an ongoing need
to think through the relationships between digitalization and modernity, and
ways that such modernist impulses might be rejected without denying the utility
of technology-based connectivity.

One concern with emergent modest infrastructures is, parallel to our concerns
raised about arcadian diverse economies, that the actual day-to-day payments for
users is often higher. This is not necessarily because such configurations are more
expensive than flushing toilets connected to sewers, but because states have long
subsidized the outlay, maintenance and management of modern infrastructure.
How are businesses and ordinary residents meant to pay for modest sanitation
configurations? Direct subsidization is complicated as there is diverse ownership,
a wide range of actors and technologies, more competing interests that might
vie for funds. One strategy that we consider in more detail below, which is not
limited to infrastructure, subtends such questions by increasing the incomes of
users. This strategy does not preclude state financing, but means that residents
have greater autonomy to choose between different sociotechnical options and are
able to withhold payments when services are not provided, crucial elements in the
ongoing experimentation with infrastructure configurations. We turn to such con-
siderations, and the broader logic of cash transfers, below, mindful that increasing
incomes and subsidizing infrastructure may be complementary strategies.

In sum, the pursuit of modest governance is not a clear process of smooth pro-
gress towards a known ideal. We can learn from other places and experiences,
and indeed there are many useful examples already ongoing that we can draw
on to consider more and less just and sustainable options. These help us collect-
ively to work towards prefigurative, agonistic processes of making the path by
walking it.

Provisioning through UBI as modest statecraft

In the highly unequal world we have, how might people be ensured enough?
In the previous chapter, we considered what a modest economy might entail,
including the importance of redistribution and markets. In this section, we show
why a universal basic income — described in more detail in the Interlude — is
emblematic of a modest approach to provisioning. In short, it harnesses the
power of the state without increasing the biopolitical power of the state (Lawhon
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& McCreary 2023). Instead of collectively deciding the material contents of the
good life, a UBI provides people with money. If no other changes were to happen,
this would surely not produce the good, green world we seek! Yet as we argue
throughout Enough!, a UBI is both a clear example of modest statecraft and can
be used to underwrite this wider change.

Ongoing debates between UBI and UBS can help us to tease out these
differences (Gough 2021; Koch 2022; Thompson 2022; Lombardozzi & Pitts
2020). As noted above, some argue for the direct provisioning of services by the
state. Such arguments build on already-existing examples of modernist state-
craft, in which states decide what services are required by different populations.
This includes decisions over who gets what services as well as the degree and
quality of service. For example, public schooling may be free for primary and
secondary, but not tertiary, education; eyewear and dental services may or may
not be part of public health services, and this may be different for people of
different ages and incomes. Advocates of UBS argue for a collective determin-
ation of basic services and for these services to be freely provided to everyone
by the state; we consider this a modern vision of enough for all.

Engagements with UBI by advocates of UBS were initially rather hostile
(e.g. Coote 2019), but recent work raises the possibility for thinking through
how the state might provide a combination of basic income and basic services
(Coote & Lawson 2021). A UBI and UBS are likely to have a similar material
impact for some recipients, particularly those whose needs meet the norma-
tive expectations of good citizenship. Yet a UBS is based on a fundamentally
modern position on the role of the state in defining the contents of the good life.
Specifically, implicit in the argumentation is that the state is better able to know
and provide than the individual.

Thus, while UBI and UBS may well have similar goals of ensuring enough for
all they are based on fundamentally different conceptualizations of justice, of the
relationship between citizens and the state, and how sustainability is to be sought.
A UBS channels experimentation through the state rather than users. This limits
incentives for people themselves to pursue alternative technologies and relations
through which to build entangled autonomous lives. With energy, for example,
centralization through UBS encourages a uniform mode of accessing energy, i.e.
energy from a single state-owned grid. There would be little reason for commu-
nities to initiate or participate in the decentralized modes of renewable energy
production noted above. If provided a basic amount for use, there are equally
fewer incentives to reduce consumption; perhaps ironically, only those whose
consumption exceeds basic needs would have a clear incentive to explore and
undertake such innovations.

For sanitation, a UBI would also contribute to ensuring the viability of modest
infrastructure. One of the key limitations of efforts to ensure everyone has access
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to sanitation continues to be that many people struggle to afford this service.
Even simplified sanitation infrastructure uses resources — and requires work
from users. How these infrastructures can be funded remains an outstanding
question. State subsidies may well be useful, yet particularly in contexts where
state presence is limited and contracts are difficult to enforce, money con-
tinues to be one of the most straightforward ways to increase the likelihood that
infrastructure works. Waste collection is emblematic here: there are countless
examples of rubbish not being collected by the state from skips. At times,
residents will instead pay private enterprises on a case-by-case basis to have such
waste removed (e.g. Zapata Campos & Zapata 2013; Sseviiri et al. 2022). More
broadly, if a pay-by-the-use toilet is broken or unclean, residents can choose to
go elsewhere. In a wider context in which services are irregular, having a direct
financial relationship increases the likelihood that waste workers show up, that
sanitation workers show up and keep the toilets clean and working.

Some might reject this as a neoliberal system, yet as we insisted in Chapter 3,
money and markets predate and exist far outside of neoliberalism. More sub-
stantively, state-provided infrastructures are more likely to fail: there are no
shortage of cases in which, for various reasons from vehicle failure to illness to
opportunism, infrastructure provided by a distant state simply does not deliver.
Even in the global north, the toilets in privately owned shops are generally more
pleasant to use than publicly owned toilets.

We might provide all sorts of well-grounded critiques here in order to explain
why modern state services ought to work, and what checks and balances would
be needed to assure that the system goes according to plan. Yet in the world
we have, directly linking payments to services tends to work. Many of these
examples also generate embedded economies in which people know each other,
and there is often forgiveness and flexibility, emotional attachments that extend
beyond the transaction (Nakyagaba et al. 2023).

Such relationships tend to work, at least, in places where residents have
sufficient incomes in order to make these payments. In this sense, providing
income rather than services enables more localized decisions, innovations and
adjustments; it more closely accords with a modest approach of emplaced sustain-
ability. This is not to say that there is no role for the state, but that in many cases
the state is better suited to oversee, coordinate and support than directly provide.

Crucially, the modest technologies and modest governance we have described
in this chapter will require much more engagement from ordinary citizens. This
has long been recognized as one of the limits of radical democracy and emplaced
sustainability, as well as the kind of modest infrastructures we have pointed to
in this chapter. Enabling radical democracy is not simply about creating more
opportunities for participation: central to our argument throughout this book
is that changes are also needed that provide people with time to participate.
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Moreover, there needs to be a sharper analysis of the types of demands being
made. A UBI will not magically solve any of these challenges, but instead enables
people more time to spend undertaking the tasks of governance and emplaced
sustainability. We pick up on this point in more detail in Chapter 5.

Conclusion

Modern and neoliberal statecraft has been the focus of much critical scholarship
about the state. Many (but importantly, not all) socialists explicitly identify with
a modernist lineage, relying on a strong and knowledgeable democratic state
to plan and act on behalf of citizens. Arcadian approaches to the state are less
prevalent, and often implicit in this literature is a desire to work beyond the state.
Much postdevelopment, anarchist and community economic theory rejects the
idea that modern statecraft can be progressive and eschews a role for the state
in underwriting social justice. These critiques often come from writers empha-
sizing biopolitics and processes of subjugation, including writing about race
and gender, who stress the need to stop circumscribing particular identities and
recognize heterogeneity. Thus, command-and-control, capital-driven and local
anti-state approaches to socioecological governance have fundamental flaws.

Yet regulation — whether by a separate institution called “the state” or agreed
upon directly by communities — is necessary across spaces and scales to enact
radical change. We position modest statecraft as an approach that differs from
modernist, neoliberal and arcadian approaches to the state, providing a frame-
work for understanding modest politics and modest statecraft. A modest
approach draws on ideas within these literatures that do not fall neatly into the
binary between modernist hubris and anti-modern scepticism (including het-
erodox versions of socialism, degrowth and diverse economies).

Our approach recognizes the limits of the state but also the need for the state
to act in ways that protect citizens from multi-scalar ecological harm, as well as
promote citizens’ capabilities and economic security. A modest approach does
not dictate the pathways for reducing harm. It accepts that knowledge and gov-
ernance are always imperfect and uncertain; those with everyday encounters
with situated ecologies are particularly well-positioned to witness, make sense of
and respond to changes. Enabling change also means demanding a reallocation
of resources, ensuring that people are supported in their efforts to witness, learn
and relearn about their world in order to guide socioecological interventions.

In this chapter, we have considered some examples that accord with this
modest approach, but emphasize that the politics of radical modesty go beyond
particular governance structures or policies: a modest approach reworks
expectations of environment-state-citizen-economy relationships. Working
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towards modesty is an ongoing process, involving a recognition that struggles
are ongoing and require engaged citizens and, importantly, a socioeconomic
context that enables time for doing democracy.

Some have critiqued these more fluid forms of statecraft, suggesting that
they are simply a minor rebranding of neoliberalism and that they enhance the
power of some actors over others. We are emphatic that, in the world we have,
simply increasing participation in the state without reworking myriad forms of
kyriarchal relations (not only capitalist ones) is insufficient. Even in places where
most citizens want to see more environmental regulation, vested interests have
made it difficult for the state to reduce harms.

There is little utility in hoping that just governance might suddenly appear.

Instead, more equal governance arrangements must be iteratively built from
our fraught world through imperfect, impure prefigurative practices. It will not
surprise the reader by now that we believe a UBI might be used to subtend
conflicts, enabling funding and time to create and manage modest infrastructure
as well as participate in modest governance. In the next chapter, we continue
our explanation of why a UBI accords with, and might underwrite, a modest
political ecology.
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MODEST LIVELIHOODS

How do we get what we need to live? Many of us imagine a straightforward
answer: we get a job, the job pays us money, then we use that money to buy
what we need.

But for most people in the world, it is not so simple.

The notion of livelihoods was developed by practitioners working in the
global south to expand our thinking about the diversity of ways people get what
they need (Owusu 2020). As we imagine our way towards a world of enough,
it is a useful concept to help us think beyond work-based incomes in the global
north too.

Work and incomes are not stable: some food, energy and water is obtained
directly from the local environment, and social relations mediate access and
distribution. Even for those with a single job and income, getting what we need
to live is often more complicated than going to a shop. What impacts whether
a person has enough is not just about whether one has sufficient money but is
shaped by the broader political economy. This, in turn, influences needs, access
and prices. Infrastructure and public services are crucial considerations here: the
income one needs for a basic livelihood is radically different in places with good
mass transit, state health care and safe tap water. The “welfare purchasing power”
(Hickel 2020) of money is higher (meaning a basic income can be lower) in a
place where more goods are shared, subsidized or free.

In this chapter, we draw from this wider perspective of livelihoods to think
through different ways of understanding how enough for all might be achieved.
In the long arc of history, it is reasonable to imagine that the work of most people
usefully contributed to basic social and material provisioning. For some time
now, this has no longer been true. How much work is necessary and who does it
are clearly not only — and today not even primarily — questions about product-
ivity, about ensuring enough. They are political economic questions shaped by
flawed imaginaries, socioeconomic inequalities and deeply troubling economic
systems.
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We continue this chapter by first considering modern approaches to, and pol-
itics of, livelihoods. This story is likely familiar, and even taken for granted as
the ideal form of livelihoods for many readers. We then tease out two central
values that underpin the modern work imaginary and continue to underpin pol-
itics: that there is a moral value to working and that this moral value means that
work ought to be the primary source of a livelihood. We consider how and why
this ideal was constructed, drawing on a long history of scholarship showing the
links between modernity, colonialism, capitalism, Christianity and the shared
belief in the moral virtue of work. As in previous chapters, we distinguish
responses to the exclusions from modernity from the rejection of modernity.

Arcadianimaginariesagain serveasauseful pointof contrast, urginglivelihoods
from local environments, non-waged work and collectively determined direct
distribution. Yet unlike in previous chapters, we find that modernist ideas
have, at times, become woven through arcadian thought. Specifically, many
environmentalists — including some advocates of degrowth — implicitly valorize
labour beyond its use value, and adopt the assumption that work ought to be the
primary source of a livelihood.

Inthis chapter, then, we consider modern and arcadian ideas of how livelihoods
ought to be obtained. We also address a second thread significant for the politics
of livelihoods, the modern idea that work creates good subjects who deserve
enough. We argue that the valorization of work continues to shape, and con-
strain, radical politics by comparing a jobs guarantee with a UBIL. We show that
the modern work ethic underpins the urge to put everyone to work, even when
a sustainable world of enough would be easier to achieve without the pressure
to create employment for everyone.

Ultimately, this chapter demonstrates why we ought to collectively reject the
modern imaginary and instead pursue a modest approach to livelihoods. The
modest approach we develop here is founded on delinking basic livelihoods from
labour without collectivizing material provisioning. In other words, a world of
enough is premised on unconditionally ensuring enough for everyone without
directly providing or defining what enough is. As noted in our discussions of
technology in Chapter 3, a world of enough does not require productive labour
from everyone. And, as we elucidate in this chapter, there is no moral reason
to demand work from everyone. This is not to suggest no work will happen
in a just and sustainable future, nor to discount that some people will likely
want to undertake certain kinds of work (for supplemental income, to enable
greater consumption or for the pleasure of undertaking certain tasks). Nor is
it to urge delinking all work from monetary compensation; as in Chapter 3, we
believe there is utility to money and embedded markets. What work is to be done
and how the work that needs doing will be distributed and compensated are
important questions, ones that will be answered differently across a pluriverse.
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Here, we emphasize that just distributions of work are only possible in a
modest world of enough, where livelihoods are not dependent on labour and
therefore people are, as best as possible, freely choosing how to spend their time.

We develop our analysis of the merits of a UBI by comparing it with proposals
for a jobs guarantee. We show that a jobs guarantee is underpinned by prob-
lematic modernist assumptions, including a distrust of individuals (who are
presumed likely to misuse monetary assistance), a modernist valorization of
work and a belief in a knowing state capable of just provisioning. A UBI, instead,
opens possibilities, enabling capabilities that can be used to underwrite building
new worlds without foreclosing possibilities about what will come.

The modern imaginary of work and labour politics

In this section, we explain the modern imaginary of work and how it has, and
continues to, shape radical politics. The modern imaginary of work, like the
wider modern imaginary, has changed over time and space, and many pages
have been written tracing this history (Weber 1930; Weeks 2011). Much of the
time, this modern imaginary is implicit, invisible and unquestioned. Here we
provide a broad outline to emphasize how this imaginary has shaped many
people’s ideas of what good work is and who ought to undertake it, as well as
its relationship with what it means to be a good and deserving person. Shining
light on this imaginary and where it originates enables us to more clearly ask
whether we (collective) really believe, and want to build a politics underpinned
by, a modern work ethic.!

Our focus in this section is income in modern capitalist societies, and modern
socialist politics within such societies. This is to complement our discussion of
modern statecraft in Chapter 4 (which included consideration of how socialist
states sought to ensure basic needs through collective provisioning, and con-
temporary proposals for universal basic services) and our discussion of a jobs
guarantee below.

In one formative version of a good livelihood, a single income (from a white
male labourer who had one full-time job for most of his adult life) was imagined
to provide enough (for the man and his nuclear family) (Vosko 2000). Workers at
Ford Motors in the United States in the middle of the twentieth century might be
emblematic of this vision, but they had counterparts across the globe. The apart-
heid state in South Africa, for example, worked to turn this vision into reality for
white men, increasing employment and wages to create a staunch middle class.
In this context, advocates for the working class sought gains through participa-
tion in politics and unions, with workers making demands of both owners and
the state to improve their positions (see Hill 1996; Freund 2013).
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Of course, this ideal has always been recognized as a social, geographical and
historical anomaly, one that relied on other, undervalued labour. Feminists, for
example, have repeatedly demonstrated in countless ways that this imaginary is
predicated on unpaid reproductive labour (Winders & Smith 2019; Samantroy &
Nandi 2022). Anti-racist scholarship has similarly shown that the wages of this
class depend on undervalued labour of non-white workers; this is particularly
visible in South Africa, but is also true from Detroit to Sao Paulo (Gidwani &
Chari 2004; Corwin & Gidwani 2021). Further, most work globally and histor-
ically has looked nothing like the formal, contracted, secure waged labour of
the modern imaginary: from subsistence farming to family grocers, from waste
reclaiming to driving a matatu, work arrangements are, and have always been,
profoundly diverse, fluid and variously secure (Makhulu 2012; Munck 2013;
Monteith et al. 2021).

Scholars and activists have pointed to such examples in order to show
the racist, sexist and colonial relations embedded in formative iterations of
the modern work imaginary. And yet, many critics of this formative version
of the modern imaginary do not reject the idea of work that underpinned it.
Instead, they undertake two key strategies for revising and expanding the remit
of modern work: widening who counts and making non-modern work modern.

Advocates of expanding who counts as a worker sought, for example, to open
union membership to non-white workers and enable women to access more
parts of the labour market. They continue to work towards as-yet elusive goals of
equal wages across race and gender, as well as working to change racist and sexist
state policies. Others sought to demand payment for housework, insisting that
reproductive labour counts (Strong-Boag 1979; see Federici 1975; Weeks 2011).
Such activism has generated many benefits, and again we seek to be cautious and
careful in our critique here: we (Mary and Tyler) are not opposed to more-equal
work conditions and more-equal state policies. An emphasis of equity and inclu-
sion, however, has largely left unquestioned the foundations of the modern work
imaginary (particularly, its fundamental valorization of work).

A result is that the modern work imaginary has, in part through these
struggles, been updated: a dual-income household of two full-time workers of
any race and gender ought to provide enough for a good life for the workers and
a pair of dependents.

A second prominent strategy has been to advocate for making non-modern
work better accord with the modern ideal. In the global south, this has often
entailed the formalization of informality, changing work to better accord with
modernidealsof sethours, wages, rules and responsibilities legible to the state. For
example, there have been many efforts to transform informal waste picking into
formal-sector jobs (O’Hare 2019; Grant & Oteng-Ababio 2021; Luthra 2022). In
practice, such transformations have often occurred in neoliberal contexts where
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low-waged and insecure jobs were created (Miraftab 2004). Many concerned
with justice have criticized this formalization because the jobs created do not
align with the modern imaginary of what a good job is, urging that just formal-
ization requires more-secure, better-paid and unionized conditions. (Again, this
is not the only strategy, and we draw below on other forms of engagement with
informal work.) Critical scholarship on the gig economy, written mostly in the
global north under quite different economic and employment contexts, typically
parallels these concerns (Vallas & Schor 2020), arguing against the displacement
of modern jobs by the gigification of the economy (Press 2022; see Woodcock
& Graham 2020).

These two strategies — expanding the range of people considered to be modern
workers and ensuring the conditions of labour mirror the ideal of modern
work — have had many successes, and contributed to very real gains made for
many across the global north and south. They have resulted in increased polit-
ical recognition, notable (albeit insufficient) improvements in racial and gender
inequality, and better working conditions for a large number of workers.

Many continue to believe in the promise of the modern imaginary of work
and increasing the number of modern workers remains a goal for many activists
and states.

There does, however, seem to be growing disillusionment across the global
north and south with the possibility and desirability of modern work for all.
While gains have been made in the long arc of history, the gap between the
promise of the modern work imaginary and the experience of most workers
is, at present, growing. Scepticism is most palpable in places where modern
ideals of various sorts were always illusive: disillusionment is the wrong word in
places where many never really believed in a universal modern ideal (Comaroft &
Comaroft 2002). The Covid-19 pandemic prompted many people to think more
about the role of work in their lives, and some propose that the ongoing “Great
Resignation” is indicative of changing values and a search for alternative ways of
building lives and livelihoods (Elhefnawy 2022).

What might it mean to stop believing that modern work for all is a plaus-
ible goal?

For many, it appears, disbelief and disillusionment are producing a visceral
sense of crisis, of material and existential angst, particularly for youth. Some
attribute growing radicalism and violence in part to un(der)employment and a
disillusionment with modern political economy (Beinin 2016). In keeping with
the wider argument throughout this book, and aligned with the many youth
demanding notjust inclusion in modernity but political change (Honwana 2012),
we see the rejection of the impossibility of modernity not as just a closure: it is
also an opening. Rejecting a modern work imaginary does not have to result
in an acceptance of a radically unequal world, poor working conditions and
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insufficient livelihoods. Instead, it enables us to imagine livelihoods beyond
modernity, and how they might contribute to a more just and sustainable world.

But let us not rush too quickly ahead. First, we briefly touch on arcadian ideas
of livelihoods. Then, given its ongoing pervasiveness, let us spend a few more
pages on the modern work imaginary, and build our argument for why it ought
to be rejected.

Ambiguities in arcadia

The core of arcadian approaches to livelihoods has been explained in
Chapter 3: production occurs in non-capitalist ways, and often in closer rela-
tion to local economies and ecologies. This narrative has been problematized
in many ways, not least of which is the struggles faced by people like Chris
in our Introduction: subsistence from local environments is increasingly diffi-
cult in a changing and contaminated world. Further, as we noted in Chapter 3,
the theory of change in most arcadian literature provides no way to overcome
existing inequalities.

Much arcadian political economic thought relies on collectively deter-
mining who ought to work, and what work ought to be done (although,
again, collective determination is not inherently arcadian: many canonical
examples of real-world socialism and socialist thought rely on collective
provisioning through modern modes of statecraft, as outlined in Chapter 4).
Here, decisions over work and distribution are shared without reliance on
modernist universals and norms. Yet as we have worked to show throughout
Enough!, arcadian politics are also underpinned by social norms, and the
collective decision-making that emerges is not necessarily just. There is,
for example, a long history of patriarchal dominance, colonial conceits and
oppression of minority communities that highlights the dangers implicit to
the majority conception of the abilities and needs of others (see Young 1986;
Chapter 4). There are also longstanding popular beliefs that certain kinds of
work befit certain races and genders, and that welfare and consumption rates
also ought to vary across race and gender (Makhulu 2016; Dicke et al. 2019;
Thakholi 2021). A collective might well believe that women are more capable
of household responsibilities, and thus decide that cooking dinner is a chore
that should be performed by women, or that people in same-sex relationships
ought not qualify for state assistance.

In short, arcadian versions of livelihoods generated from local environ-
ments are increasingly ecologically implausible (at least, in the world we have).
Collective adjudications based on arcadian values may, at times, be more just
than market-based allocations, and preferable, at times, to provisioning through
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a modern state. There are surely examples that can be found, and principles
that could guide such processes. But it is not necessarily better and can instead
reinforce kyriarchal relations. Further, as we think through in more detail below,
much of the contemporary arcadian political ecological and economic literature
is permeated with what we have identified above as the modern work ethic, a val-
orization of labour for its own sake. In this context, we must unpack the origins
of this valorization, and how it has shaped contemporary politics. Then, in the
section that follows, we consider a proposal that has emerged and gained popu-
larity across the political left and right, and been advocated for by both modern
and arcadian environmentalists: a jobs guarantee.

Emergence and critiques of the modern work imaginary

Above, we noted that scholars and activists often seek to expand modern work,
broadening definitions of who can undertake this work and making non-modern
work better accord with this ideal. Here, we emphasize that this is not the only
way to respond to the modern imaginary, and consider what might happen if we
instead reject it.

What if, returning to the question we posed at the beginning of this book,
we also considered the history and present of labour politics as a refusal of the
valorization of work?

Again, this might seem a little strange to some readers. It was rather
disconcerting to us when we (Mary and Tyler) first, not so very long ago,
encountered these arguments in the literature. We were both raised to believe
that working hard was a good thing, that having “a good work ethic” meant one
and only one thing: working hard.

In this section, we trouble the idea that there is only one ethical approach to
work, and instead label the belief that working is morally good as the modern
work ethic.

For Mary, this set of questions took on particular significance in South Africa,
where unemployment is widely cited as “the” pressing social issue. The question
of how to address unemployment also continues to dominate conversations
about economic development in northern Canada, where Tyler has undertaken
much of his research. In both places, talk of job creation holds tremendous pol-
itical and moral sway, and employment routinely appears as justification for par-
ticular economic developments. In Mary’s work on waste, for example, small
businesses justified their efforts in part because of their self-described moral role
in generating employment (Lawhon et al. 2018a). In Tyler’s research, job creation
continues to be used to rationalize extractive developments, such as mines, in
northern Indigenous communities (McCreary et al. 2016).
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In both places, it was widely accepted, throughout various industries, that
more people than are needed are hired for various roles. In other words, the
productive capacity of labour was often seen as of secondary importance: piv-
otal in ongoing explanations of development is a moral responsibility to pro-
vide employment. The centring of work, rather than incomes, livelihoods or
even production can even be found explicitly in international discourse, neatly
captured in Sustainable Development Goal 8 which aims for “full and productive
employment, and decent work, for all women and men by 2030”

Employment, thus, is routinely framed as a goal, not a means to an end!

Where did this moral connotation come from? Why, in a world in which we
already produce more than enough of most things, is working — working more,
and making more work to do — considered a good thing, an inherently good thing?

When viewed in a global, historical context, this approach to work is rather
bizarre, profoundly atypical. If the reader will forgive a rather broad generaliza-
tion here: in most cultures, places and times, when enough work has been done
to provide basic material welfare, people stop working, share what they have and
spend their time in more pleasant ways.

So we (separately, at this time) went looking for answers. Our searches were
rooted in different places, but pointed towards a parallel set of inquiries.

Through colonial encounters, in northern Canada and southern Africa,
Christian missionaries sought to instil a belief in the virtue of work. This belief
also travelled in the minds and hearts of many secular colonial subjects who
sought to “civilize” racialized “others” through demanding their labour. For the
most part, in the colonies and the core, there was not explicit and overt collusion
between the various churches, states and industries but a long and slow social
process in which various parts of the “civilizing mission” came to merge together
(Comaroft & Comaroft 1991).

A considerable amount of ink has been spilled over whether religious or eco-
nomic pressures were more important, a debate often framed around the works
of Marx and Weber. Following Weeks (2011), we find no reason to separate these
but instead find complementarity and benefit to interpreting these pressures as
mutually reinforcing, varying in importance over time and space.

In southern Africa, colonial and, later, apartheid farms and mines needed
workers. Taxes were created and land was enclosed in order to create a mobile
population without livelihoods (Cooper 1996; Freund 2013; see Chapter 3). This
is a familiar telling of history.

These newly created populations of potential workers did not easily submit to
the existing options. Men often worked in the farms and mines for short times,
retaining some sense of agency and mobility, much to the frustrations of cap-
italist and colonial employers and states. This part is less familiar in the public
telling of history, yet for historians is a well-established pattern. We emphasize
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it here as a reminder that instilling the modern work ethic was not easy: it was
and continues to be resisted.

It continues to be uncomfortable for us (Mary and Tyler) to say “colonial his-
tory is replete with resistance to work’, for this resistance to work was routinely
used as justification for framing colonized peoples as immoral, lazy and needing
to be taught otherwise. Calling attention to the resistance makes us nervous
because of the ongoing valorization of work by many people in many places.

But for the argument developed in this book, reluctance on the part of many
colonized subjects to embrace the modern work ethic needs to be named, and
credited as a source of inspiration for our changed ethics.

It is the moral judgements that critique resistance to work that need to be re-
evaluated and rejected.

Historically, across both the global north and south, many people (whose
politics remain difficult to name, see Chapter 3) living in a changing polit-
ical economy sought self-sufficiency rather than paid labour. When English
peasants were first dispossessed of the land, they sought other means of susten-
ance via begging, vagabondage and robbery. As Marx describes, their desire for
autonomy had to be suppressed, directing the dispossessed “by gallows, stocks
and whippings, onto the narrow path to the labour market” (Marx 1993: 507).
Concerns with social unrest among the impoverished led to the provision of
minimal aid. However, as Piven and Cloward (1971: 22) argue in their classic text,
“relief arrangements deal with disorder, not simply by giving aid to the displaced
poor, but by granting it on condition that they behave in certain ways, and most
important, on condition that they work” Workhouses sought to provide min-
imum relief, conditional on regimes of degrading discipline and stripping life
to basic necessities. While aid programmes have expanded in subsequent years
without requirements to work, it has been doctrinaire that these expansions of
benefits — to the elderly, caregivers and orphans — conditionally incorporate only
those who are unable to work (Ferguson 2015; Slorach 2015). Again, there are
widespread parallels here with the enclosure of the commons and the refusal by
many to participate in waged labour in historical and contemporary accounts
across the global north and south.

Over time, the belief that there was a connection between working, modernity
and a good life seemed to be adopted and even experienced by some (but crucially
not all) colonized peoples (see Fouksman 2021a, 2021b). We can see evidence
of this in many of the narratives of African independence movements: rather
than critique the colonial value system, many sought to be incorporated into it,
centralizing the modern worker as the pinnacle of liberation. He (and yes, he)
would build industries in modern cities, modernize agriculture and create, in
short, new and independent modern nations. The embrace of a modern work
ethic was also present even for those more sceptical or partial in their adoption
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of modernity, evident in the valorization of labour in Nyerere’s socialist Tanzania
(Brownell 2020). The lauding of the worker was not exclusive to politicians or
social movements, but was and often continues to be perpetuated by critical
scholars writing about such movements and their histories (Barchiesi 2011;
Lawhon et al. 2018a).

Acrossthe global north and south, there were exceptions and those who pushed
back against this reification of work. Paul Lafargue, a mixed-race creole who was
born in colonial Cuba and rose to prominence as a French socialist leader (and
the son-in-law of Marx), demanded a socialist politics that decentred work in
the nineteenth century. In The Right to Be Lazy, Lafargue called for a politics of
leisure and self-development rather than labour. “A strange delusion possesses
the working classes of the nations where capitalist civilization holds its sway’, he
argued. “This delusion is the love of work, the furious passion for work, pushed
even to the exhaustion of the vital force of the individual and his progeny” (1907
[1883]: 23). The cult of work, Lafargue held, propelled people towards overpro-
duction and the creation of fictitious needs. Rather than improving the industrial
system, he called instead to break its chorus, to compose “new songs to new
music” (1907 [1883]: 47).

A century later, Andre Gorz repeated Lafarge’s call in a new register.
Challenging Marxist orthodoxies that privileged the labourer as the revo-
lutionary subject, Gorz (1980, 1982) held that radical change would not
originate from those who identify with their position as a worker but more
general alienation from undesirable work. Instead of the continual focus on
the power of organized labour and the struggle to improve labour conditions
and increase wages, Gorz pushed for a radical embrace of a UBI as part of
building more sustainable futures (Van Trier 2021).

In sum, the modern work ethic is not an inherent human condition. The inter-
woven beliefs that labour and livelihoods must be linked and that work has moral
value beyond its use value are a cultural anomaly, a product of the intertwined
powers of capitalism, Christianity, colonialism and modernity. The extent to
which the modern work ethic is still widely believed — and repeated as a truism
rather than a socially created, politically reinforced and economically interested
imposition — is evidence of the success of its advocates and its ongoing embed-
dedness in contemporary thought.

Why does all this matter?

Identifying this ethic helps us to see why the predictions of the past that work
weeks would get shorter and shorter have not come to be. (Most famously, nearly
100 years ago Keynes suggested that we would likely all be working a 15-hour
week by now.) Our world is filled with unproductive work, some of which was
explored by Graeber in his book Bullshit Jobs. Graeber’s (2018) descriptions
swiftly debunk the presumption that work is necessarily a source of dignity,
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providing a plethora of examples of people who do not find their own work to
be making a contribution — to anything beyond a paycheque.

Such inefficiencies seem to fly in the face of rational capitalist economics.
Yes, capitalism induces overproduction, but this does not explain why inefficient
busywork continues to be so prevalent, even paid for by capitalists.

Graeber (2018: xvi) suggests, “The ruling class has figured out that a happy
and productive population with free time on their hands is a mortal danger”.
We agree with his core contention that if people had enough and more time on
their hands, they would demand even more social change. This is a fundamental
correlation for the arguments we develop throughout this book. Yet there is, we
suggest, more to these relations than elite conspiracy. For the ongoing influence
of the modern valorization of work continues to be embodied and internalized
not only by elites, but by many ordinary people including workers and even
many radical labour scholars and activists.

Undoing the modern work ethic is a process that transcends class politics,
requiring unlearning the norms it has produced.

As but one example, in their book also focused on a future of enough, Dietz
and O’Neill (2013) advocate for a minimum income and also support a jobs
guarantee. Why do they believe in the need for this dual approach? Jobs, they
argue, are necessary to provide a sense of worth. Ironically, however, this point
comes after an extended anecdote of a volunteer working in the sustainable food
industry who loves this work, but supplements her volunteering with waged
labour to pay her bills. As we will detail further below, there is a bizarre circuit-
ousness to defences of job guarantees: rather than enabling this worker to con-
tinue her volunteer work by providing a basic income, the authors insist that her
voluntary work should instead, somehow, become paid.

How funding will be generated for what the authors and volunteer agree will
never be, on its own terms, monetizable work remains largely unaddressed. The
authors broadly assert a need to value this work differently, presumably collect-
ively paying the volunteer to do this work. Yet such arguments are underpinned
by deep problems. In the next section, we tease out the values and calculations
that underpin paid work, and the limits of proposals to create more paid work
through a jobs guarantee.

Why not advocate for more modern jobs through
a state jobs guarantee?
A jobs guarantee, like basic income, is an idea that has come and gone in different

places and at different points in history. As its name implies, it is based on the
idea that the state provides work for any who want it, and that this job provides a
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living wage (Tcherneva 2020). The proposal of a guaranteed job aligns with con-
temporary discourses around the desirability of full employment as a solution
to poverty and an effort to redress inequality. Some have advocated a jobs guar-
antee as a core pillar of sustainability transitions (Aronoff et al. 2019), including
advocates of degrowth (Mastini 2021).

We have two key concerns. The first is that “jobs for all” empowers the state to
define what work matters in problematic ways. The second is that the pressure to
create jobs for all has perverse impacts for sustainability, actually making it more
difficult to reduce environmental impacts.

Let us elaborate.

Contemporary proposals for a jobs guarantee suggest those displaced by
technological change need new employment. It is based on the idea that a sus-
tainability transition will create new jobs, but that there will not be enough paid
labour without state intervention.

There is much intuitively sensible about this position, and it tightly accords
with the modern imaginary of work.

While a jobs guarantee responds to contemporary concerns with sustain-
ability, the model of the state provision of work is not new. Instead, much of the
discourse here resonates with decades of (often neoliberal) demands that welfare
be replaced with workfare.

In the past three decades, welfare-to-work initiatives have diffused globally.
Paradigmatically, these transitions were rationalized on the basis that welfare
bred dependency and working was morally preferable. However, actually existing
experiments with workfare did not generally empower or actualize workers. Rather,
they produced drudgery and exploitation within a system rife with inefficiencies
and corruption. Ultimately, workfare functions as a new disciplinary regime to deter
welfare claimants and normalize low-paying, precarious jobs (Peck 2001; Mcdowell
2004; see Seekings 2006; Alik-Lagrange & Ravallion 2018 for a comparison of work-
fare and cash transfers). Thus, our first concern is political — that a jobs guarantee
would not empower the working class but rather re-establish relations of political
and economic dominance. Some might suggest that a radical socialist response
would mean that a more powerful modern state would do workfare better; in
keeping with arguments developed throughout this book, we again are sceptical.

We agree that there are and will continue to be new jobs that will arise through
the creation of a green economy. The state and citizens should support the emer-
gence of a green economy (see Chapters 3 and 4)! There will also be a need
for more research, more planning, new governance, regulations and oversight.
Some forms of employment by the state and private sector will surely increase
during a transition.

To state very clearly: we have no qualms with people being employed to do
necessary and useful work!
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However, a jobs guarantee creates a complex set of incentives that will make
it difficult to reduce unnecessary, unsustainable activity and prioritize making
places for life, not work. Many of the new jobs people are being trained to do
are the types of economic activities that a truly radical postcapitalist green
economy would eliminate. Investments in retraining, and defending employ-
ment, incentivizes the creation and protection of superfluous economic activity.
We agree here with degrowth advocates that it is easier to achieve sustainability
if certain types of activity are reduced or eliminated; a postcapitalist world does
not need millions more computer programmers, and sustainability can be better
achieved by phasing out rather than greening certain parts of the economy.

Moreover, as has been shown throughout history, there is misalignment
between the skills required for old and new work (Bix 2000). There are already
extensive efforts to retrain workers for new types of jobs, efforts that, despite
much fanfare and funding, have largely been unsuccessful. Rarely are older
workers from displaced industries able to effectively transition to emerging
opportunities. This dynamic is exacerbated when new jobs are remunerated
at lower rates than previous employment, as displaced workers often con-
sider new opportunities degrading and would rather struggle to achieve self-
sufficiency than submit to what they consider substandard employment (see
Selingo 2018; Schuppert 2019). Moreover, many of the jobs created through
green jobs initiatives will be temporary: as with Chris’s employment described
in the Introduction, it takes more workers to build things than maintain them,
especially if they are built well.

Most importantly, from the perspective of enough for all, there is no need for
people to undertake much of the work that retraining projects are preparing
workers for.

Further, many of the new jobs produced through a green economy are well
suited to automation: they are often difficult, repetitive, drudgerous and dan-
gerous jobs (see Chapter 3). Emergent employment options could be changed,
with effort put into creating good jobs. Repetition can be reduced by reworking
the factory, better linking individual workers to particular products. Safety
measures can always be improved. But our fundamental point of entry here is
not whether work can be made into better work: of course it can, and greater
social control can open possibilities for democratically deciding to prioritize
good work over production efficiency. In some cases, this will make sense.

But such deliberations can only be reasonably had without inducements to
create work in order to justify incomes.

What about shortening the work week? If there is less work to be done, it
might well seem that the most straightforward strategy is to total it up and divide
it equally and base the payment on what is needed for a living wage. In this con-
text, we might all be soon working part-time and earning a living wage from it.
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We understand the appeal of evenly splitting work. We are deeply sympathetic
to the idea of a modern and rational world where what work is needed and counts
is agreed upon collectively. Yet without an incredibly powerful, interventionist
state that can appropriately measure, calculate and monitor work, this is simply
unlikely to be a viable path. First, there is a muddy set of questions around labour
economics and the impacts of a well-paid state guaranteed job at a living wage for
a short work week. It would likely induce an increase in wages across the broader
economy, resulting in further automation, reduced private sector employment
and an even greater burden for job creation by the state. In South Africa, this
is a real and explicit concern, and is why, despite demands from the public and
unions, state work programmes have generally not been well paid (Seekings 2006).
A radical socialist response might be to fully collectivize the labour market, pla-
cing all labour fully under collective control, a modernist response subject to the
many critiques we raise elsewhere in this chapter and book.

Second, not working for wages — not needing to live near work — also enables
more creative and sustainable worlds. It is well established that shorter work
weeks reduce ecological impacts (Lewis & Stronge 2021). The reasons for this
vary: people spend less time in transit, buildings are heated and cooled for fewer
hours, there is reduced pressure for quick foods and their associated waste.
Reducing the number of workers would likely increase many of these measured
effects, but also have more substantive impact. As but one example, it would rad-
ically reshape work-based mobility planning and infrastructure, opening up pos-
sibilities for creating sustainable human places centred around life, not waged
work and commuting.

These are real but not necessarily insurmountable challenges of a jobs
guarantee.

Our third and fourth — and more fundamental — concerns with a jobs
guarantee are that it continues to valorize employment as a good in itself
and collectivizes decisions over what work matters and whose work counts.
Together, these result in demand for a policy that would unnecessarily empower
states and reduce the scope for self-defined activities.

The jobs guarantee, like much of labour scholarship and activism, treats
“work” as a modern category that is objective, measurable and substitutable.
It is not that there cannot be collective answers to the question of what work
matters: there have been and could always be collective answers. A collective
approach, however, reduces autonomy over how time is spent. This is delicate
territory, and our wider argument in this book is largely in solidarity with the
politics of those who have worked to change social perceptions of the kinds of
work that has value. Yet a jobs guarantee, in even a truly democratic society, must
necessarily undertake the impossible task of justly determining which kinds of
work “count” and which will not.
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Here, we draw on a thread of feminist scholarship that has walked through the
difficulties of turning carework into state recognized, metriced and monitored
labour (Cudd 2006; Weeks 2011, 2020). Some have advocated for expanding the
umbrella of what counts as labour, then measuring and calculating, determining
which types of carework should be worthy of a publicly funded living wage.
Many, for example, have advocated for a modern approach to carework in which
parents are provided with parental leave for a set amount of time, after which
children are expected to enter a measured world in which their guardians work
a set number of hours while children are cared for by professional careworkers.
Others argue for wages for housework (see Federici 1975). For many who have
internalized a modern imaginary, these are understood to be good, desirable
solutions: they make it easier for women to work, or count the work that women
do. For our consideration here, similar arguments would apply to creative work
and ecological work, in which people are paid for set hours or outcomes, making
it easier to get an income from creative and ecological labour.

Yet what carework, creative work and ecological work would count, and how
to count and monitor it, is fraught with ethical ambiguity. So fraught that many
have pulled back from these types of solutions (Weeks 2011, 2020)!

Some parents or guardians, for example, prefer to care for their own chil-
dren and limit or not use professional careworkers. Mary has, for years, worked
a rather convoluted schedule to limit the time her kids spend in institutional
care or with home-based careworkers; quite bluntly, I have been fortunate to
be able to do this, and I am clear my kids are happier this way (which is not to
say other children or carers would be!). Before the pandemic, I regularly paid
for someone else to do some of the other domestic work. The modern solution
of free or subsidized childcare provides no help here, but is an incentive to use
institutional care rather than get help with cooking and cleaning. Beyond my
home, the Covid-19 pandemic created conditions for many to experience and
reflect on the benefits of more time together. We do not wish to romanticize
the struggles of parents during the pandemic. Instead, we use this example to
illustrate the rethinking it induced, and the ways in which a modest politics
provides alternatives. Nor do we wish to critique institutional childcare or
careworkers: these options work well for many already, and of course they too
can be made better! What we refuse is the universal, the idea that there is a single
solution that works for all children and their carers, the notion that the best
strategy is for the state to fund a universal solution.

Further, counting the labour of carework, creative work and ecological work
is replete with dilemmas. This point has been demonstrated repeatedly by fem-
inist scholarship, for it subjects the home to the determining eye of the state
(Weeks 2011, 2020). (If I keep my house tidier, should I get to claim more hours
of work? Who will determine if the children’s clothes are unwashed?) Similarly,
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while there are good reasons to support state-funded creative labour, subjecting
funding for the arts to the approval of the state has been fraught in practice. And
again: how, and under what circumstances, should the kinds of practices neces-
sary for emplaced sustainability — gardening, composting, cleaning and sorting
recyclables, cultivating attunements that enable us to notice change — count (see
Stokes & Lawhon in press)?

In this context, abstract platitudes of what counts are easy:

Of course carework should count and so should creative work and labour that
makes our world more sustainable!

Of course the details can be redressed at the level of democratic participatory
citizenship! The modern state can become ever more elaborate and complex in
order to build a bureaucracy that can fairly manage such complexity! Or maybe,
we can come up with general principles and trust people not to abuse the system.

Yet these sorts of details are precisely the kinds of details that have derailed
the modern welfare state.

Citizens and states become preoccupied with ensuring that funds are not
wasted, resulting in elaborate rules and bureaucracies to monitor and ensure
that public funds are being used in ways deemed morally appropriate through
hegemonic norms (Funiciello 1993; Poppendieck 1998; Peck 2001; Mcdowell
2004; May et al. 2019; see Chapter 4).

Those of us who have never had our domestic life scrutinized by the state may
well struggle to imagine the problem here. For those optimistic about the ability
of the state to determine what work ought to count, we urge you to read the lit-
erature, to hear the stories of countless people who have felt degraded, exposed
and judged by these processes. As we have noted in more detail elsewhere
(Lawhon & McCreary 2023), it is no surprise that support for basic income
(rather than accounted welfare) is stronger among those already monitored and
evaluated by the state. As with the conditions of work noted above, we do not
doubt that better practices are possible. We reject the idea that justice should be
pursued through such a system.

In short, modern norms work well for those whose lives fit collective
norms: full-time work and full-time childcare would help those who embrace
the latest version of the modern work ideal. They induce the normalization or
punishment of those who do not, often creating unforeseen and unfortunate
consequences.

If a job guarantee were the only way to provide livelihoods to all, these
limitations on sustainability and autonomy might be justifiable and preferable
to the world we have. It would replace some market-based decisions about what
work is valuable (which are significantly flawed) with collective ones. This might
often be better, but still is likely to reinforce hegemonic norms, valorizing and
pushing work towards what is legible and quantifiable.
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Yet, as we show throughout this book, rejecting modernity — including its
instantiation in both the modern work ethic and a jobs guarantee — does not
mean we have to accept radical inequality.

The ethics of work outside modernity

Above, we traced the emergence of the modern work ethic, and suggested that
it is not the only way in which to understand the relationship between work and
value. While it may well be the most familiar to most readers, it is surely not the
only ethic of work. Where might we look to find alternative understandings of
a good work ethic?

Our search is again informed by places where the modern imaginary has
always been partial. A key intervention in our own reading is Comaroft and
Comaroft’s effort to disentangle the overburdened category of work. Writing in
1991, they point to the significance of the distinction in the language siTswana
between working for the self and working for others: there are actually different
words for these two types of work. These differences are not presented neutrally,
but instead there is a clear preference for the agency and autonomy of working
for the self.

This point is widely shared among libertarian, anarchist, diverse economy
and some postdevelopment literatures, as well as many public surveys across
the global north and south (Scott 2012; see also Dawson 2021; Lawhon et al.
2023b). It is impossible to know how people might act in a world of enough, but
it is likely that some people might find some kinds of work pleasant; some people
might well enjoy some kinds of creative, productive and reproductive work; some
work might reasonably generate a feeling of pride for some people. In short, not
all positive associations with all work ought to be attributed to colonial modern
capitalist Christianity.

And we say clearly (and loudly, should our present and potential employers
read this chapter) that we do not intend to critique all forms of work nor those
who enjoy their work. We like, at times even love, our jobs! And Mary writes to
her children: I like some parts of carework!

For example, in a recent project on waste livelihoods in South Africa, Anesu
Makina spent several months undertaking research with waste pickers in
Tshwane. Counter to public perceptions, many waste pickers report very much
enjoying their work. They were not those who could not find work, but had
often rejected more formal labour arrangements (Makina & Lawhon in press).
To be clear, waste labour in South Africa is fraught in many ways and our point
here is not to romanticize what are often hard lives. But research participants
report that the serendipity and autonomy (albeit entangled autonomy) of waste
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picking are part of what drives them to do this work, despite often having other
(also imperfect) options (Lawhon et al. 2023a; see also Millar 2008; Reno 2016;
Wu & Zhang 2019).

What all this means for how livelihoods might be created is, however, not
entirely clear. Rejecting the modern work ethic does not mean that there is no
work to be done (there is), nor is it to deny that some kinds of work might
be enjoyed by some people (likely), nor is it to reject all associations between
payment and labour (some work ought to be paid). Nor do we find much use in
a vision that everyone might directly obtain what we need through self-directed
activities; throughout our very collective human history, this has never been the
case, nor in the context of environmental degradation and existing population
densities is it a particularly plausible answer.

Rather, the central question in a world of enough is: if a just and sustain-
able world of enough does not need the work of everyone, how is everyone
to be assured a livelihood, as well as access to resources and time to engage in
emplaced sustainability? In what follows, it will come as no surprise that we pro-
pose a universal, unconditional basic income and affordable, collective, modest
infrastructure as a modest approach to livelihoods.

Modest livelihoods: universal, unconditional basic income
and affordable services

A modest approach to livelihoods is premised on enough for everyone, mindful
that enough is not a fixed amount. There will always be fluidity and a need for
public dialogue about what is enough. In this context, targeted programmes
based on knowable social conditions (whether by the state or another collective)
simply do not make sense (see Chapter 4 on universal basic services). Providing
unconditional income rather than guiding recipient behaviours through
provisioning and conditionality, a UBI enables autonomy (albeit entangled with
social and ecological relations) rather than reinforcing social norms.

For many modernists and arcadians, this autonomy is a limit of a UBI: it
removes the state and collective ability to induce “good behaviour” and produce
good subjects. A modest approach insists that this is a positive attribute of a
UBI: no collective ought to be able to deprive anyone of a basic livelihood because
they do not conform to social norms. This removal is precisely why a UBI accords
with a modest view of humanity as indeterminate, heterogeneous and unfolding.

A modest approach means it is not our collective task to determine what
types of activities ought to be valued, nor who ought to value them. Instead, a
just but entangled autonomy means enabling people to choose, as freely as they
can, how to live their lives, contributing to a world in which people have more
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choice over how they spend their time. These choices can be made more freely
on two important fronts: the first is by rejecting social norms that valorize work
as an end in itself. The second is with the assurance of a basic livelihood not
dependent on labour.

A modest state ensures that no one has too little or too much in a context in
which environmental constraints preclude abundance (see Chapter 4). A modest
approach means creating an economy in which people can work, own and par-
ticipate in collectives without their livelihoods depending on this (see Chapter 3).
It recognizes there is not a clear line between what work should and should not
be undertaken. There is and always will be some work that needs doing, and at
times people will come together to decide that certain work needs to be done,
sometimes through and sometimes outside the state. They will also decide how
to incentivize and/or compensate those who do it. But there are also many activ-
ities, ranging from gardening to painting to playing cards that are enjoyable and
desirable activities for many people. At times, these may be useful, productive
and reproductive to some, and for some, and at times, not. A modest approach
rejects efforts to create a metric for adjudication and counting of labour, deter-
mining what counts as enough to deserve a livelihood.

In making this argument, we are indebted to feminist insistence that carework
be recognized as work. We are also inspired by those who insist that it cannot
be adequately valued by the market nor can it justly be subjected to quantifi-
cation and comparison, and that there are deep problems associated with the
monitoring required to make such a system feasible. These arguments for human
carework can also be expanded into much the work of emplaced sustainability,
work that also cannot be objectively measured and accounted for. In keeping
with the wider argument throughout this book, therefore, we do not seek to
expand the reach of modernity to capture more people and more work. In this
sense, we adopt and expand on Weeks’s (2011, 2020) reconsideration of the
problem of work and support her conclusions: a universal, unconditional basic
income is the best way to recognize and value the diversity of work without col-
lectively counting and making normative valuations of it, enabling people to live
outside a world where their lives are governed by metrics.

In this context, a modest approach to livelihoods is about creating a context in
which everyone has enough, but the contents of the good life are not collectively
determined. A redistributive UBI embodies a modest approach to livelihoods in
two key ways: by removing conditionality, it does not increase the biopolitical
power of the state; by providing cash, it enables people to determine how to build
their livelihoods (Lawhon & McCreary 2023).

This does not mean a UBIis without flaws. A UBI does produce the dependency
often critiqued by scholars who seek change outside of the state. Pragmatically,
we think this is a risk worth taking in the imperfect world we have. For most
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people, economic redistribution through the state would increase their everyday
experience of autonomy (albeit an entangled one) and the benefits of using the
state for economic redistribution cannot be matched through any other means.
It would, of course, be permissible for an individual to reject a basic income and
live without this dependent relation on the state. More substantively, however,
the very premise of embedded autonomy is that relationality is a necessity; we
are all, always, necessarily dependent on our relations to some things. Living in
an entangled world means some kinds of dependency (Ferguson 2015), whether
it is on a forest to provide fruit, a farm to provide wheat, our family to provide
labour or upstream neighbours to not wash waste downstream. In this con-
text, we consider the dependencies associated with a UBI to have less risk of
abuse than the entanglements created through modern statecraft or being sub-
ject to the collective will for the direct provisioning of basic needs (Lawhon &
McCreary 2023).

A UBI is no magic bullet. If nothing else in the world was to change, we agree
that a UBI would not create human flourishing and autonomy. Yet our fears
about dependence on the state are mitigated by contextualizing a UBI within the
wider set of changes we have outlined throughout this book. We are convinced
that a UBI has the potential to be part of upending existing unsustainable and
unjust relations in a world demanding change.

Conclusion

Conventional labour scholarship and politics have often been underpinned by a
modern imaginary, critiquing work that is not modern and pursuing increased
access to modern work. While scholars have routinely criticized the modern
imaginary of the economy and state, the full implications of the modern
work imaginary has only begun to be examined within the academy. This
powerful imaginary has and continues to be believed by many across the polit-
ical spectrum, often unstated and serving as a foundation for policies, activism
and moral judgement. It is rooted in a twinned argument that links labour and
livelihoods in the valorization of work.

The modern work imaginary has, however, not been without its critics. In
practice, it has always been resisted. A small but significant body of work, often
rooted in postcolonial and feminist theory, has pushed to articulate and critique
the normative assumptions that underpin analyses of labour and the political
strategies that emerge from this modern ideal of work. Critical scholarship that
has shown the social construction of the modern work imaginary has had limited
impact on politics as yet: it has failed to significantly disrupt, let alone displace,
the hegemony of the modern work ideal. Instead, labour politics often embraces
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and builds policy proposals that implicitly reinforce this modernist imaginary.
This may be, in part, as we have argued throughout this book, because of the
wider hegemonic discursive power of modernity and the paucity of alternatives.

In this chapter and more broadly throughout Enough!, we argue for displacing
modernity and modern work, seeking to identify what a modest alternative
might entail. Through our intervention, we aim to open political possibilities for
imagining other relations and offering another story about labour and incomes.
A modest approach starts with the tautology that work is useful when work is
useful, and also recognizes that some people find additional value in some work.
Some work will always be necessary, and collectives (whether the state or not)
should sometimes decide there is work that needs doing, and determine how it
ought to be allocated and compensated. Yet such decisions can be most justly
made when basic livelihoods and labour are disentangled.

We propose that modest livelihoods can most straightforwardly be achieved
through the assurance of affordable basic needs and a universal basic income.
A UBI better accords with the modest approach we have developed in our wider
argument than competing proposals for a jobs guarantee or universal basic ser-
vices (see Chapter 4). Were a jobs guarantee or UBS the only way forward, it is
preferable to the status quo in which markets undervalue many kinds of labour
and overvalue others.

But there is another way, one that is politically, pragmatically and ethically
preferable.

A UBI enables people to spend time on carework, creative work and the work
of emplaced sustainability that the capitalist labour market poorly compensates,
without collectively deciding, counting or monitoring it. A UBI means that
people can choose to be artists, undertake carework, and support their com-
munities according to their own values. It means that there is time and security,
enabling people to choose the work they want, including the work of building
worlds we might want.
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ONWARDS

Through Enough!, we (Mary and Tyler) have sketched emergent possibilities for a
modest politics of sufficiency in an uncertain, indeterminate world. We began the
book with the argument that, in a world of scarcity and surfeit, there can sustain-
ably and justly be enough for all. Drawing on social and ecological literatures on
uncertainty, we differ from modern approaches that treat “enough” as a universal
or mathematical determination and insist that “enough for all” cannot be uni-
versally known or collectively, directly allocated. Instead, we develop a modest
approach to enough for all, treating it as a political ecological ambition that can
motivate and guide a modest approach to the state, economies and livelihoods.
Further, a sustainable version of enough for all can only be enabled through
emplaced attunements with the ongoing changes in our surroundings. This book
is our effort to tease out the implications of these points for a modest politics, an
approach that subtends trenchant political fault lines, opening opportunities to
forge new alliances and chart pathways forward.

The arguments we develop here did not begin with a grand theoretical quest.
We are trained as deep case study political ecologists who linked and critiqued
the imbalances of power and unsustainable practices we saw, reading, listening
and learning as we engaged with post- and decolonial theory, livelihoods and
infrastructures in North America and Sub-Saharan Africa. In response to
ongoing questions from research participants and students, as well as our own
politics, we increasingly felt the need to think beyond — while still dwelling in —
our cases to answer the question “what are we for?” (cf. Ferguson 2010).

We failed to find ready-made answers we believed in. Theorizing in dialogue
with scholars and activists in the global south, Indigenous communities within
the global north, as well as our students whose politics criss-crossed existing
spectra, enabled us to — demanded that we — grapple with the limits of dominant
approaches to redress injustice and unsustainability. It meant we needed not
only to unlearn foundational core assumptions, but to rethink our values along-
side our politics. As we searched, we increasingly found ourselves part of a wider
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movement within and beyond political ecology looking for ways to theorize and
imagine the future otherwise.

Writing in dialogue with, but not only to and for such people and places,
Enough! asks: what does justice look like when we claim there is enough for
all but that the collective (neither the state nor the commons) cannot accur-
ately know and fairly manage the needs of each person? What does sustain-
ability mean amid uncertain knowledge of, and relations to, the earth and its
constrained but fluid capacity to support us?

This book became a grander vision than we anticipated: through it, we articu-
late our aspirations to nothing less than a reimagining of political possibilities,
desires and demands. Doing so, our intent has been notably immodest in the
vernacular sense of the word, aiming to foster the development of a new radical
politics that differs from orthodox articulations.

Yetas we noted in our introduction, the more we have discussed our arguments
in and beyond the academy, the more our sense is that much of Enough! feels
intuitively almost familiar, resonating with the insights and experiences, hopes
and dreams of many of our students, colleagues and post-pandemic public
conversations. What we propose here is radically different from the world we
have and modern and arcadian visions and vocabularies. But our hope — rooted
in many conversations — is that much of what we are doing is providing lan-
guage, analytical tools and a broad political narrative that resonates with already-
existing intuitions and aspirations.

We are clear that the pathway we propose here is not a swift and easy one.
We understand the need for urgency: we too are tired and want to see change!
Modest ideas and experiments are already out there, and can be learned from
and built on, but widespread change will take time. Were a modernist pathway of
astrong state and the rolling out of big technological change able to be successful,
this would be a quicker avenue. But, as we hope to have shown in the previous
chapters, this is unlikely to be a just and sustainable pathway. Some might be
able to build walls and provide temporary protection for the elite, but ultim-
ately modernist efforts to control are short-sighted, deeply flawed, based on a
fundamentally inaccurate understanding of ecology and each other. They have
induced ecological crises and unruly social responses, revolting against such
order. Paraphrasing Mann and Wainwright (2018), neither Eco-Leviathan nor
Eco-Mao will ultimately be sustainable, and certainly neither are just.

To ignore modernity’s flaws in order to hope for rapid change — to ultimately
opt for a swifter path that will not work — is not a better option.

A modest approach is incremental, not immediate. Ecologically, it will not
ward off the worst of what is to come in the short term. We defend the wider arc
of argumentation here because the worlds that can be built through a modest
approach leave most people better equipped to live well in uncertain ecologies,
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more able to grapple with changing climates and relations, than arcadian or
modern approaches. A modest approach will not easily and quickly fix every-
thing, but there are no other options we (Mary and Tyler) have found convincing.

In the remainder of this chapter, we first tease out explicitly the fields and
politics which we see as most aligned with the wider project we have outlined,
and potential points of friction in creating a world of enough. We then outline
the broad contours of what we imagine a modest world of enough might entail,
including the kinds of political ecological subjectivities that might emerge and
be cultivated. We conclude with a brief reiteration of our main arguments and
hopes for the future.

Allies, alignments and frictions

Returning to the question of “we” from our introduction, who do we anticipate
might find the arguments we outline here compelling? While our naming of a
modest imaginary and a politics of enough is novel, it builds on a long lineage of
precursors and, as we hope to have shown throughout Enough!, is forged through
reading and speaking in relation with a range of cognate thinkers. Here, we name
a few bodies of scholarship (ones referenced regularly in previous chapters) as a
reminder of our debts, synergies and allies. For the power we hope to cultivate
through Enough! is not in the abstract articulation of a unique imaginary and
associated politics, but the affinities it shares across an eclectic but not incon-
gruent community.

First, let us be clear that there are people who benefit from the world as it exists,
and some profess a nostalgia to return to a modern world of racial, colonial and
gendered hierarchies. It is our wager here, however, that many more are jaded
by the failed promises of modernity and searching for more just and sustainable
ways of being — even if not always with this language. In the global north, the
relative security of the Keynesian economy for (typically white and male) workers
has unravelled. In the global south, the hope for a radically improved future that
accompanied decolonization has waned into postcolonial cynicism. Xenophobic
and revanchist politics are on the rise, blaming other groups for contemporary
conditions and intensifying a politics of fear and resentment. There is a visceral
current of anger underpinning much of contemporary politics. Simultaneously,
huge numbers of people, who never embodied a valued economic identity, live in
economically alienated conditions, internalizing disregard into an expanding dis-
belief in the possibility for improvement. These disinterpellated subjects are not
captured by dominant political economic subjectivities but disidentify with them.

It is too much to hope that a book can change all this. Yet the wider political
agenda of Enough!, we think, might provide some guidance towards a shared
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framework and more capacious alliances. The political project we outline here
does not directly attack all of the kyriarchy and revanchism that can be found in
our world but instead charts a pathway forward in which many might see them-
selves. This is not to justify the kyriarchal or revanchist responses, but to sub-
tend some conflicts in order to forge a pathway forward that may attract support
across old political fault lines.

Let us be clear: many privileges will be lost in the pursuit of a modest world of
enough. Our wager is that, for most people across demographics, identities and
old political spectra, newfound and deepened freedoms and security outweigh
these losses. The widespread disenchantment with the world we have provides
an opportunity to build a collective platform across many seemingly disparate
axes, drawing on a foundational shared thread across wide-ranging places and
peoples that demand a world in which we all may choose how to live.

Those who continue to firmly believe in modernity might find little to like in
our text. That said, for the many, many modernists whose faith is wavering — for
those who see the widespread ecological crises and abuses of modern states
but struggle to let go of hope for a better world — we hope to offer a vocabulary
and vision that makes it easier to let go of a flawed imaginary. We have much
sympathy for modernist thinking and those who continue to be attracted to
the possibilities it offers, for those who see the cracks in modernity but hope
to patch them rather than build a different narrative. We are sympathetic to
the urge to retain a hopeful term and fill it with new content. Ultimately, how-
ever, Enough! is not another text focused on what is wrong — many such texts
have been compellingly and convincingly written many times. Our strategy is
to speak to those already sceptical, who hold on because they lack a compelling
alternative. Enough! is meant to help sharpen our critique and, most crucially,
cultivate a vocabulary, vision and community of people willing to consider what
comes next.

We hope this makes it easier to leave old debates behind.

In this context, our politics do not look much like modernist visions of
socialism, the forms of state-planned socialism that so many think of when they
hear the term. Yet many who use the term today use it in a more capacious
fashion, as a label for what Wright (2019) suggests is an economy subsumed to
social demands. We do not use the term “socialist” to describe our vision and,
particularly given its ambiguity and ongoing fraught weight with our students
and in public discourse, we disagree with Wright about the political and ana-
lytical utility of the label. But we do believe that much of the content of what
we propose is aligned with the concerns, visions and politics of many who self-
identify as socialist.

Similarly, our arguments do not look much like modernist visions of capit-
alism, either in canonical writings or the practices that are labelled capitalist in
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the world we have. Yet much of what we write is in keeping with the aspirations
for freedom sought by many foundational pre- and early capitalist thinkers who
sought to overcome the hierarchies and problematic norms of feudal Europe,
and those who defended capitalism when totalitarian socialism appeared the
only other alternative. While we have drawn primarily on other literatures
throughout Enough!, what we write is deeply shaped by our time spent in polit-
ically conservative places and thinking with — and taking seriously — concerns
from those who do not align with critical and radical politics. We, too, do not
wish for a world in which individuals are necessarily subsumed by a collective.
We are also clear that the freedoms sought by those who overthrew feudalism
have been widely suppressed by the capitalism-we-have in the world today. We
therefore seek political economic relations that accept the impossibility (and
undesirability) of transcending all entanglements while also valuing autonomy.

In short, Enough! expands and builds on, rather than rejects, the concern
with freedom expressed by many advocates of capitalism. We too seek greater
autonomy, but not only in the marketplace. We develop a notion of autonomy
that is more expansive than that in capitalist political economic thought, and
root our politics in acceptance of the inevitability of some social, ecological
and economic entanglement. Throughout this book we have thus not critiqued
the possibility for progress and freedom that sit at the heart of capitalist ideas,
but instead centred the ways in which modernity has limited freedoms, vast
economic inequalities constrain choices for many people, and neoliberalism
obfuscates who we are (and how we come to be).

While we think the argument developed here has wide resonance, we are
also clear about where our closest already-existing kindred thinkers lie. Our
ideas are rooted in post- and decolonial scholarship that has long pointed to the
limits of modernist conceptions of development. Postdevelopment writers have
rejected both the social and material worlds imagined through modernity, and
we agree with their concerns. We disagree with the arcadian aspects of some of
this work, including the presumption of harmonious communities and relations
with nature. We also challenge arcadian scepticism of the state, technology and
broad notions of progress. We are not the first to make such critiques.

Yet postdevelopment thinking is neither uniform nor static, and we find
much inspiration in writers that have reflected on these criticisms and reworked
postdevelopment thought away from arcadian visions towards what, in many
ways, accords with the wider arguments we develop in Enough! Part of our
contribution here is to enable sharper distinctions within the wider remit of
postdevelopment and cognate thinking in order to differentiate arcadian threads
from more politicized, progressive ones, enabling clearer explication of the pol-
itics of development. Crucially, we do not believe that this is incongruent with
what many thinking around postdevelopment today are pursuing.
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Similarly, our arguments resonate with much that has been advocated for
by heterodox Marxian thinkers supportive of diverse, embedded economies.
Our politics are less focused on the local scale than early versions of this work,
but accord with many scholars of diverse economies that have responded to
concerns with parochialism. We also attend explicitly to the norms often implicit
in this literature, considering parameters through which diverse economies
might accord with notions of justice outlined in Chapter 2 (for all diverse and
embedded economies are not necessarily just!). Finally, we work to make pol-
itics through the state more amenable to some of the concerns voiced across
postdevelopment and diverse economies literature by distinguishing between
modern and modest statecraft. Drawing on this distinction, we make the case for
a UBI that might underwrite economic diversity and equality, cautiously hopeful
that the justification we have provided — that it uses the state without reinfor-
cing its biopolitical power and that funds can be used to support non-capitalist
economies — might well attract support for a UBI from scholars writing about
development and diverse economies.

Like many, we note some shared concerns across postdevelopment, post-
structural and neoliberal critiques of modernity. As difficult as it may be to say
so today, we believe that political alliances may be forged through this shared
concern, and a shared desire for autonomy, including the autonomy to choose
entanglements. A modest economy has no space for the kinds of firms that
dominate many iterations of capitalism, yet is supportive of the kinds of private
enterprise that many interested in freedom and autonomy care deeply about —
small entrepreneurs, family farms — and the use of markets to distribute what
cannot be justly allocated by collectives (either states or commons). The kinds of
practices that accord with a modest approach, then, look in many ways like the
kinds of practices advocated by some ecosocialists, and some who use the lan-
guage of degrowth, and even some aspects of capitalist, libertarian and anarchist
thought, even if we do not find these terms adequate for enabling the distinctions
that lie at the heart of what we propose.

In this context, our hopes in writing Enough! are not so much to call for more
action on behalf of justice and sustainability, although we are clear that more
action is needed. Nor is it to call for a new social movement to induce a modest
future. Instead, we seek to provide some language, analysis and guidance that we
hope resonates widely and might shape ongoing political activity. Such reorien-
tation, we believe, enables synergies and wider alliances. This is not to make it
sound easy nor to naturalize the process: undoubtedly work will be needed to
build interest, coordination, and make modest demands, and what this looks
like will vary across different places. The novelty of what we propose here is
not so much in these types of details — political education, protest, networking,
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learning from elsewhere and prefigurative action will continue to be essential
tools for those seeking to build a just and sustainable world. We hope to work
with many others to undertake the difficult and time-consuming tasks of cre-
ating change!

Our argument here is, in short, for a modest politics and set of demands that,
we hope, will make it easier — not easy, but easier — to attract people into the
process.

Modest world-making and modest political ecological subjectivities
(or: what about Chris and Sipho?)

While our focus throughout Enough! has been on wider political ecological
questions, including what a modest economy, state and livelihoods might entail,
the implications of our inquiry spill over into questions of culture, identity and
subjectivity. Neoliberalism treats subjectivity as given: it takes for granted that
people are a certain way, and works to build a political economic system accord-
ingly. Yet as we have noted in more detail above (see Chapters 3 and 5), neo-
liberal subjectivities are not given but constructed! Those operating outside of
capitalism — and even those shaped by it — do not mimic the ideal rational actor.
Instead, as Gibson-Graham emphasize in their explorations of diverse econ-
omies, participation in non-capitalist economies creates new entanglements and
provides ways to undercut kyriarchal relations. This not only enables greater
choice in the market: it enables us to think more capaciously about who we are,
what we want, and how we interact with our worlds.

A modest politics of enough, then, is not only about asking people to accept
a different quantity of goods, but to fight for a distinct form of political life, one
with new and potentially profoundly changed socioeconomic subjectivities. We
cannot know what kinds of personhood might emerge if people were assured
basic economic security, more time and autonomy, able to worry less about
ongoing and impending ecological crises. There are, however, pointers as to how
security in our entanglements might shape who we are, what we want and how
we relate to each other. In addition to the extensive work in diverse economies
building on Gibson-Graham’s foundational ideas, research on cash transfer
experiments is cautiously suggestive of new subjects that a modest politics may
call into being. As we reviewed in our Interlude, the economic security provided
by even limited cash transfers shapes — and has the potential to transform —
much more than material needs: it impacts many recipients’ sense of belonging,
shifting entanglements away from particular productive relations and towards a
wider social ethic of care (Lawhon & McCreary 2023).
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What kinds of worlds would people build if they were less hindered by
kyriarchal relations, more secure economically and less fearful of ecological
crises?

The political project we outline in Enough! is not deterministic, but invested
in a hope-filled answer to this question. Delinking competition and fear from
basic material provisioning is likely to profoundly reorient the way we relate to
each other and the kinds of material lives and entanglements we choose. In the
kyriarchal world we have, it is difficult — at times impossible — to disentangle
ourselves from pressures that cultivate competitive, fearful, always unsatisfied
subjectivities. In a modest world of enough, some may still pursue activities
that induce fear and participate in competitive activities: many may still want to
climb mountains and win football matches. Our intention is not to judge, predict
nor determine what these activities ought to be.

While we believe that the political project we outline here will cultivate
different subjectivities, a modest politics is not about strategically shaping the
content of personhood. In this, a modest politics is distinct from modern and
arcadian notions that already define good subjects. Instead, we insist that it is
not ours (neither Mary’s nor Tyler’s nor the collective’s) to decide what the good
life entails for others, nor to make security dependent on fulfilling our defin-
ition of this. Thus, Enough! is not in an effort to create particular subjectivities,
but to imagine what might be if existing pressures were loosened, and people
were more free to pursue activities and entanglements within the context of
sufficiency.

In this sense, while the scope of what we propose is grand, it remains funda-
mentally rooted in a modest take on what can be known about each other and
our futures. It is rooted in an effort to provide a political, economic and ecological
framework in which many worlds, many aspirations, many visions of what the
good life entails can be pursued — albeit never unbounded and disentangled.

In this grandness, however, maybe the arguments we have made feel, at times,
a little abstract. They have to us (Mary and Tyler) as well.

So let us, in this penultimate section, return to Chris and Sipho, our com-
posite characters from the Introduction, to think through how their lives and
livelihoods might be shaped by a modest politics of enough.

Sipho, you might remember, is a waste picker. In the long future, it is pos-
sible that there will be no such role, but let us start long before this moment.
Maybe he and Nomvula, the mother of his children, sign a petition to support
the expansion of South Africa’s already-existing cash transfers system to include
Sipho, a middle-aged, able-bodied man without contracted waged employment.
Maybe they join the movement for basic income, toyi-toying with comrades in
protests and explaining to their neighbours why they support basic income. Or
maybe not.
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Let us imagine the movement succeeds. What does this money do for them?
Maybe Sipho sends most of it to Nomvula (you may remember, she and the chil-
dren were living outside the city given the higher urban costs of living), holding
on to just a bit to make more phone calls to them. Or maybe his family moves to
the city, where they can finally live together. Sipho delights in seeing his children
each day, sometimes even getting them ready for school. They miss some parts of
rural life, but can afford to take the minibus taxis to visit their grandparents every
few months. Now that Nomvula lives with him, she tells Sipho she wants to get
married — this no longer risks the children not qualifying as recipients of cash
transfers — and that he must stop seeing other women. When she relied on Sipho’s
money from waste picking, she felt it would be imprudent to make such a demand.
But now; if Sipho says no, she will still be able to take care of their children.

Maybe Sipho says yes; maybe no. It is not ours to say.

Waste continues to be discarded, and Sipho continues to collect it. There is
a notable change in the waste in his neighbourhood: with increased incomes
comes more disposable packaging and products, at first. It is less often on the
street, more often in the bins (which get emptied more reliably now that people
can pay for this service): people have more time now, seem to hustle a little less.
He also sees more renovations to homes, more cultivation of vegetables, more
sociability on the street. Perhaps surprisingly, a few shebeens close — or at least,
this term no longer seems to apply to the multi-generational places that sell
healthier, higher-quality meals, and have more space for pool tables and foosball.
Many people still like to drink, but the drinking itself changes, feels less like a
search for escape and more like the old social lubricant that made laughing come
more easily. Although these days, laughing, too, seems to just come more easily,
even without a lager.

Maybe Sipho decides he wants to take a few classes and return to school.
Maybe university, or training in electrics. But maybe not: maybe the autonomy
and serendipity — and now a bit less conflict, a bit more sociability — of his work
means he continues picking waste.

Sipho, maybe, still goes to the wealthier suburbs to collect materials: inequality
still exists and this is, for now, still where the greatest finds will be. He is usually in
place early, but on days he gets the children ready for school, he may be the last
to arrive. Fights over materials still happen, territories are claimed and contested,
but Sipho worries less and somehow everyone seems to know there is just a little
less at stake now. It is no longer a life-or-death search, eating today no longer
relies on what is found. He and his comrades take a few more breaks, and share
a few more stories along the way. Some of them have formed a collective that
agrees to share the findings of the day. Maybe Sipho joins it, maybe he does not.

As he ages, Sipho slows his work down a bit: the children are now grown and,
maybe, Sipho now often gets his grandchildren ready for school. He collects a
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bit more material from closer to home, although he still regularly goes back to
the old suburbs where he long worked. There are fewer great finds: even those
in fancy houses discard a bit less these days, and sort their materials better. Old
relationships still exist: a gardener still saves items for Sipho, young people he has
trained over the years continue to work in the area and taking breaks together
continues to be one of the highlights of his week.

Maybe Sipho gardens a bit more. Maybe he gets involved in local politics.
Probably, he is a bit more relaxed, a bit more patient, works a bit less and cares
a bit more. But maybe not.

Maybe this is Sipho’s future. Maybe it is not. It is not ours to say.

Chris, if we recall, was an environmental monitor for a pipeline construction
project in the Canadian north. While it provided him with a relatively lucrative
income, it always had a temporal horizon: his employment depended on the
continuous expansion of extractivism because more workers are employed in
pipeline construction than day-to-day operation. Of course, the climate crisis
demanded an end to such growth.

The provision of a UBI provides Chris and his northern Indigenous commu-
nity with a degree of economic stability, reducing their reliance on extractive
infrastructure to provide income. Leaders of his impoverished community pre-
viously had signed impact benefit agreements to support pipeline proposals
in exchange for jobs and desperately needed funding for community services.
However, basic income alleviated the pressure to sign off on environmentally
destructive projects. It created the conditions to embolden leadership to fight
pipeline proposals and build a more sustainable future. Maybe Chris directly
opposed new pipelines. Maybe he did not. It is not ours to say.

The subtending of pipeline politics also helped heal rifts in the community. For
years, struggles over pipelines had riven Indigenous communities in northern
Canada. The intensifying industrial development had not only provided jobs, it
had ecologically eroded Indigenous ancestral lands. This had led to escalating
conflicts between community members concerned with unemployment and
those fearing the destruction of their lands. With these tensions diminished,
there were opportunities for healing. Chris had stopped talking to his cousin
Rob after a fight about pipelines. However, with eased tensions, maybe they
rebuild their relationship. Or maybe not. The old fault lines, at least, are fading,
not passed on to the next generation.

Maybe Chris decides to use the skills he developed as an environmental
monitor for ecological restoration work. After decades of extractive develop-
ment, the ancestral lands of his people were suffering. However, with a bit more
ease in life, he invests his time in rejuvenating the fisheries, helping nurture
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the biodiversity of the land and building emplaced sustainability. The land will
never return to what it once was: words like “rewilding” never made much sense
in a place that has long been peopled. But maybe, with insights drawn across
the knowledge of his ancestors, his university degree and his experience, Chris
participates in the slow work of regenesis, cultivating rambunctious gardens of
old and new relations.

Universal income support also improved family relations and engendered
greater equality in the community. Previously, development benefits had been
unevenly distributed, concentrated in the hands of those signing agreements
and those taking jobs — typically men. With obligations to care for children,
women often lacked these opportunities. Large numbers of women in the com-
munity relied on state-granted benefits for single mothers. Unemployed men
who did not work in industry generally lacked legal avenues for income and had
often sought informal partnerships with women collecting child benefits. This
contributed to unhealthy relationships and issues with domestic violence. Basic
income helped alleviate the pressure to form relationships out of need. Love
increasingly became the basis for relationships.

Maybe Chris proposes to his childhood amour, Lisa, who already has chil-
dren. Together they could provide a stable environment to support the growth
of their family.

Maybe Lisa gets more involved in cultural revitalization work. In the twen-
tieth century, assimilationist residential schools disrupted the intergenerational
transmission of knowledge and stopped children from speaking their Native lan-
guage. Before, some work was already happening, but was hampered by the lack
of time and money, and the personal struggles of many community members.
Maybe Chris and Lisa home-school their children, allowing them to spend time
with elders in the community and to learn their Indigenous language.

Maybe this is Chris’s future. Maybe not. A modest politics expands the possi-
bilities for futures such as these, and leaves the details for others to decide.

Reiterating our argument

Recapping our argument, we began by locating our intervention within
broader discussions of radical change. We collectively live in a world of wide-
spread inequality and environmental crises, a world in which many are anxious
about a highly uncertain future. We (Mary and Tyler) share a disenchantment
both with the status quo and with prevalent answers to the question of what
to do. Both of us began our engagements with the academy through research
with people living in peripheralized places. We struggled with the ethics of not
addressing the pressing question of what to do, as well as with the available
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answers to this question. Our introduction places ourselves with a collective,
shared struggle.

Chapter 1 frames our discussion theoretically, charting how modernist
aspirations and critiques of modernity shape competing visions for change.
We recognize, and build from, the extensive literature on the myriad ongoing
social conflicts and ecological crises afflicting our world. Our purpose in this
chapter is to review dominant approaches to environmental politics, including
their different diagnosis of root causes of injustice and unsustainability and com-
peting visions of a just and sustainable future. To orient readers, we highlight the
centrality of modernity to ongoing debates over how to best envision and enact
change. Specifically, we chart two distinctive visions of a just green future —
ecosocialist modernity and arcadian environmentalism — and review critiques of
both. We position the argument of Enough! in agreement with the many authors
pointing to the insufficiency of both frames, and the need to articulate a vision
and a politics beyond this binary.

Chapter 2 provides our conceptual framework and chosen vocabulary. We
suggest that a modest imaginary accords with many contemporary approaches
to social and ecological theory, including some notable works by political
ecologists emphasizing the ongoingness of uncertainty and the inability to justly
define the good life for others. We point to common threads across disparate
literatures and the analytical utility of differentiating alternatives to modernity
and its inverse. In our conceptualization, modesty is not a humble, arcadian,
anti-modern politics, but instead is underpinned by a political commitment to
enough for all in the face of radical uncertainty.

We also explain how a modest imaginary might provide a platform for
advancing a new politics of emplaced sustainability, anticipatory guiding and
entangled autonomy. Emplaced sustainability is rooted in an acceptance that
what sustainability means is plural, shaped by where it happens. Learning across
places is still important, particularly in the context of uncertainty and change.
Yet, specific strategies and actions need to be formed in dialogue with those most
attuned to particular socioecologies, for the ongoingness of change is impos-
sible to supersede through calculative prediction. Anticipatory guiding refers
to a mode of shaping an uncertain future, reflexively learning and adapting to
build a better world without the conceit that we are capable of deterministic-
ally knowing, managing or controlling everything. Finally, entangled autonomy
highlights the need for interplay between the always-encumbered aspiration for
freedom and a social and environmental world in which we are linked to human
and more-than-human others.

The three chapters that follow seek to translate a modest imaginary into a
modest politics through considerations of the economy, the state and livelihoods.
Chapter 3 first considers how modernist and arcadian thinking has informed the
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history of different approaches to the economy. We also trace another line, often
forgotten, of enacting aspirations for an alternative economy beyond capitalism
and socialism, one that has long existed and continues to trouble ongoing pol-
itical economic vocabularies and analyses. With this context in place, we then
advance the idea of a modest economy, and how it could differently orient
thinking around questions of technology, ownership, growth and distribution.
Neither advocating for nor opposing growth, a modest economy begins from
the recognition that enough is not a fixed quantity but the product of balan-
cing social and environmental concerns in decision-making around questions
of technology, labour and distribution.

Instead of the hubris of universal technological solutions or anxious refusals of
technology, we argued for a cautious embrace of technology as fundamental to a
world of enough. Modest technologies are distinct from modern ones, purpose-
built and subject to anticipatory guiding through ongoing modification, and part
of attuned, emplaced sustainability. Where possible, technologies that displace
drudgerous human labour ought to be embraced rather than feared. Further, we
stress the need for a mixed economy, dominated neither by private regimes nor
state ownership. We do see reason to phase out shareholder-based enterprises
because of their disembedded profit-seeking practices. Beyond this, however,
we see scope for a plethora of ownership structures including and beyond
private and state ownership, such as neighbourhood associations, consumer
cooperatives and worker collectives. Finally, we emphasize that achieving a just
and sustainable economy will require redistribution, and an ongoing politics that
centres distribution.

How might such economies be created? We turn to this question in Chapter4,
where we emphasize the significance of different modes of statecraft. We again
position our arguments against both the hubris of modernist socialism and
the rejection of the state as a key actor in the pursuit of justice and sustain-
ability. We agree with longstanding critiques of the exclusions that accom-
pany modernist state projects and oppose the inherent violence that underpins
universalizing and homogenizing state practices. Yet we are concerned that
eschewing the state limits the horizons for change. To resolve this tension,
we consider the potential of modest statecraft, and the kinds of demands that
can be made of the state that do not enhance its biopolitical power. Drawing
upon our research in critical infrastructure studies, we show how citizens
have mobilized to pressure the state to act modestly. Reframing debates over
the state this way shifts our focus away from quantitative questions of more
and less state involvement, and towards a qualitative consideration of the
relationships that statecraft creates between the government and the people.
We see basic income as emblematic of the kinds of actions that a modest state
may undertake.
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Chapter 5 advances a consideration of modest livelihoods and economic
security in a post-productivist world. We began with a history and critique of the
valorization of work, noting that the modern work ethic rationalizes drudgery.
Further, it makes it politically difficult to reduce production in some parts of the
economy. Drawing on scholarship rooted in the global south, we argue that cash
transfers offer the foundations of new political economic arrangements. Like a
growing number of others, we argue that the state should provide people with
economic security; drawing on our argument in Chapter 4, we insist this ought
to be done modestly. In this chapter, we explain how a modest approach differs
from modern efforts to provide directly or assure employment. We conclude
with a consideration of how cash transfers exemplify this approach and might
enable the modest politics and economy we describe in previous chapters. That
said: we are clear a UBI in itself is not a panacea. Instead, we suggest it may play
a crucial role as a catalyst and part of a broader modest politics, for it enables
time and resources to underwrite the cost of experiments with alternative social
and economic arrangements and engage in democratic practice.

In sum, Enough! draws on emergent optimism and a sense of possibility in the
present. A modest politics of hope runs counter to the proliferation of increas-
ingly fearful politics, and encourages an embrace of the possibilities that inhere
to the present. Unlearning can be disorienting, but is necessary for opening our
imaginations to the possibilities of the future. We invite you the reader to mod-
estly aspire with us, to aspire to a future of material sufficiency in which people
can choose how to flourish, in which we deepen our attunement to entangle-
ments as a means through which to pursue sustainability, and in which political
participation is enabled through the redistribution of resources and the freeing
of time.

A modestly hopeful conclusion

For a very long time, we (Mary and Tyler) shared an anxiety about the future, a
sense of foreboding captured in the litany of longstanding and emergent crises
with which we began this book. Our worries were compounded by our inability
to articulate a politics we could believe in as simultaneously radical and plausible,
just and sustainable.

Thinking through a modest politics and imagining new possibilities has
provided us with a new sense of hope. We did not set out to pursue a hope-filled
project, yet the more the pieces began — over the course of multiple years — to
come together, the more joy we found in teasing out lines of thought, finding
congruence with a wide range of ideas, even in typing, organizing and re(re-re-
re)writing our thoughts. As we began to circulate these ideas in conversations,
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conferences and classrooms, we not only found a personal release from our anx-
iety, but an emergent, multi-generational community of collaborators excited to
think beyond the modern and its inverse. We found receptivity among people
who desired to engage politics differently, who sought to move beyond hubris or
fear and engage in a new politics.

It is in this congruence of thought and feeling, and an emergent sense of com-
munity, that we find the most hope for the future. There is a joy-filled sense of
possibility that comes from having an idea of where to go, even if we lack a map.
It is both with this sense of possibility and an invitation to work together to
improve our politics and analysis that we conclude our book.

Modest politics do not represent a complete platform but a call for mobil-
ization around a set of possibilities. Through making modest demands of the
state, we seek to make politics anew. Rather than muting or reifying difference,
a modest politics makes space for heterogeneous identities and behaviours,
including the non-normative, within a shared political agenda. As a demand, it
calls into question taken-for-granted principles and truths, including the links
between economics and society, state and citizen, labour and income. As a prac-
tice, a modest politics invites participation in the creation of emplaced sustain-
ability and radical democracies.

The path forward will not be easy. It will require transcending widespread
currents of pessimism and revanchism. However, through reframing discussion,
itis possible to recognize and cultivate emergent, strategic, affective investments
in another politics. Fostering new political identities and alliances, a modest
politics opens new horizons for the pursuit of just sustainability. “It is impera-
tive’, Paulo Freire (1997: 106) wrote, “that we maintain hope even when the
harshness of reality may suggest the opposite” In a world rife with conflict and
crisis, Enough! is a reminder that we can hold an affirmative vision of a liveable
future where, despite constraints, all can live well.
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Introduction

1. Throughout Enough!, we use “kyriarchy” to describe unequal and unjust power relations
across many domains (Schissler Fiorenza 1992; Osborne 2015). In some places we com-
plement this with examples and literature on, for example, race, colonialism and gender.
Etymologically, kyriarchy is a combination of the Greek terms kyrios (which means lord,
master or authority) and arkhia (which refers to a system of governing, leading or ruling).
Scholars using the term recognize many types of hierarchies, including and beyond those
configured around class, race, gender, as well as those related to religion, ability, xenophobia,
species and so on. Their writing works to shift attention away from particular identities or
categories towards understanding broader entanglements of power, structures and systems,
and how these shape oppression and inequality.

Ourintention in using “kyriarchy” is not to erase particular inequalities and injustices: they
should be named and addressed where we see them! We use the term, instead, as a reminder
that an exhaustive list is an impossible task, necessarily partial and sequential, prioritizing
some dimensions and terms. We can and should be better at expanding the scope of our
attention — scholars writing from disability studies, for example, have shown that this per-
spective is regularly absent from the listing of injustices in environmental thought (Alaimo
2017). Thinking about intersectionality helps us to understand and analyse multiple iden-
tities and their construction, contestation and recreation. Yet, with its emphasis on identity
and categories, intersectionality is not synonymous with kyriarchy. The term “kyriarchy”
helps us to remember we do not always see all these different forms and that not all injustices
have labels and neat categories. We consider the language and analytic of kyriarchy to be
rooted in a relational and processual vision of justice, one that provides a sharp and focused
object of critique. Thus, to clearly state what we are against with a single term, rather than
pursue a more thorough list, we use the term “kyriarchy” to centralize and specify our con-
cern with power, inequality and injustice.

2. The difference between a modern and modest approach to enough for all is usefully captured
in the distinction between universal basic services and universal basic income, which we
discuss in more detail in Chapter 4.

3. These are composite characters drawn from our research; we use composite characters
because we return to Chris and Sipho in the conclusion to imagine possible futures.

4. We hope the reader will forgive our considerable citation of our own work throughout
this book! We do so in order to help the interested reader fill gaps and point to empirical
examples where we work through many of these arguments in a more concrete fashion. We
also hope to help the reader see the bending pathway and emergence of the line of thinking
that underpins our argument. Finally, we want to ensure credit to myriad co-authors whose
ideas have helped shape our work.

5. We provide more details on modernity and its inverse in the chapter that follows.
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6. Imaginaries are abstractions about the world, often implicitly undergirding how people think
and construct arguments rather than explicitly stated. Despite their abstraction, imaginaries
have profound impacts on beliefs about what is possible and what is desirable. They shape
the worlds we build and the politics we practise.

7. Anarchists have a complicated relationship with modernity: while they are best known for
their rejection of the state, as Day (2006) convincingly argues, the futures imagined in much
anarchist thought rely on modernist ideas of rational humanism and the erasure of inequal-
ities and difference.

1. Polarizing political ecologies of the future

1. For example, in early and ongoing efforts of some degrowth scholars to methodically quan-
tify material flows and determine the limits of ecosystems, we can see elements of a mod-
ernist quest to know the world and count it, and scientifically calculate its limits. Such efforts
in many ways accord with the modernist efforts to know, control and plan described below.
Yet in arguing for degrowth, an undoing of what has been done, such scholars have a fun-
damentally different view of progress and the ongoing betterment of the human condition
that the modernists we examine in more detail below.

2. Really. In October 2019, Philips, Kallis, Robbins and others had an extended conversation on
Twitter around the merits of toasters. This was, in a sense, a rather detailed discussion about
a kitchen appliance. Yet it also neatly captured the stark contrasts between those seeking to
reduce the number of appliances in the typical kitchen, those who believe in building more,
better toasters, and those seeking to work beyond such a frame.

3. While a significant body of thought under the banner of ecosocialism relies on modernist
frameworks, not all ecosocialists are modernists and only a few explicitly label themselves as
such. Many advocates of degrowth, for example, position themselves as ecosocialists while
selectively adopting and critiquing aspects of modernity. We work to exemplify this point
throughout the book.

2. Neither more nor less: cultivating a modest political ecology

1. This call to do political ecology differently is exemplified in the 2022 Dimensions of Political
Ecology conference, in which the organizers called for “Radical Imaginings & EcoFuturisms”.
The call explains, “we do not mean linear progress narratives, simple technofixes for com-
plex crises, or billionaires dreaming up space colonies ... we seek to foreground scholarship,
activism, and art that radically envisions different, more hopeful, more abundant futures.
Ones that may or may not be known, mapped, or closely planned, but take shape in the
praxis of here and now. We ask what comes next? For whom? By whom? With whom?” We
write Enough! in solidarity with this call.

2. Robbins (2020b) and Jasanoff (2007), for example, suggest the importance of humility in
response to ongoing uncertainties. We are largely in agreement with their wider arguments
in these works, and hope to offer a term that helps clarify such lines of thinking. We suggest
“modest” better approximates the idea of possibilities without undercutting the significance
of human agency, and cautiously suggest that our wider line of argument accords with the
approach taken by both authors.

3. The term “anticipatory guidance” is used in health sciences to refer to professional
recommendations for preventative health; we adopt the phrase with a different intention.
We also recognize a wider science of anticipation, but distinguish our thinking here from
behaviourist modelling.
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3. A modest economy

1. Distributionism as an explicit political economic proposal is rooted in Christian theology
and emphasizes the merits of small-scale private property (see Aleman 2015). Other religions
have similarly called for the state to redistribute: the Old Testament provided prescriptions
to ensure fair shares through the Jubilee, and the Quran, similarly, requires redistribution
through the pillar Zakat.

5. Modest livelihoods

1. Our argument here largely accords with Weber’s description of the Protestant work ethic,
and also draws on Marxist explications of the link between this ethic and capitalism (see
Weeks 2011). As we draw on both approaches and note that this ethic has largely been
dissociated from its religious connotations, we refer to a “modern work ethic’; using lan-
guage congruent with the wider argument in our book.
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