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Abstract: The subject of this study is an investigation into the possibility of establishing a new 

mode of political thought (political theory) under the conditions of the Anthropocene. The basic 

principle at play is that the typical civilizational thought of the Western (Atlantic) culture – as 

embodied in technology – is creating a worldwide situation with no simple avenues for escape. 

The Westerner has turned his thoughts and reason away from a wisdom leading to harmony, but 

instead towards deconstruction and destruction, a devastation whose consequences will be a slow, 

painful, but unavoidable annihilation. This single form of human rationality is responsible for the 

pillaging of the natural and social environment; it is a form painstakingly protected, privileged 

and nurtured from the start of European modernism. Capitalism’s economic, technological and 

demographic growth has had unintended ecological and civilisational consequences with 

catastrophic cumulative effects on the environment. 

Keywords: political thought, the Anthropocene, environmental political philosophy, climate 

change, capitalism, environmental humanities 

Introduction 

 The era when planetary humanity becomes capable of affecting the Earth in a manner 

comparable to geological forces, gained the moniker the Anthropocene. Although the term itself 

apparently imparts humans themselves with a halo of divine power, more important are the 

hidden processes it represents. Today, we have multiple and varied descriptions of the era leading 

to a number of conclusions, namely that without a change in course, people’s chances for a 

dignified and healthy life will continue to shrink, and the outlook on their living standards will 

progressively worsen. Humans themselves are subject to anthropocenic processes and, as such, 

are cutting down the very branch beneath them. Anthropogenic causes of the multi-dimensional 

crisis of our world lead us to the question: how could this have happened to humanity? What 

appears clear is that homo sapiens sapiens have oriented their thoughts and reason away from a 

wisdom leading to harmony, but instead towards deconstruction and destruction, a devastation 

whose consequences will be a slow, painful, but unavoidable annihilation. A single form of 

human rationality is responsible for the pillaging of the natural and social environment, a form 

painstakingly protected, privileged and nurtured throughout early European modernism. 
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Throughout history, different forms of human rationality have never been in clear mutual 

agreement; however, the speed with which the technical, instrumental form of rationality became 

divorced from all others from the 18th century onwards is unprecedented. It was this thought that 

changed our civilisation and the world around us: the laser focus on profits with its unbridled, 

one-sided and unintended consequences degraded rationality as wisdom to a vestigial aspect of 

the human self-image.1  

What’s Next With Capitalism 

Most people depend on the functioning of the capitalist market for their survival. Work 

and consumption have become essential, while any political efforts to introduce consequential 

changes to the capitalist economic and political consensus fall well outside people’s priorities. In 

the first quarter of the 21st century, the broad power of capital grew following capitalism’s 

globalisation, which allowed the spread of capital investment based on levels of market 

regulation and the cost of labour. The globalisation and financialisation of capital prevented any 

systematic resistance to capitalism, either through reform or revolutionary movements, which 

could challenge its primacy among our foundational and mundane structures. The civil (e.g. 

Occupy) and the political (e.g. Syriza) forms of the protests launched in reaction to the systemic 

crisis of 2008–2012 were aimed at Neoliberalism specifically rather than capitalism itself. It is 

typical of the current moment to no longer look for alternatives to the capitalist social-economic 

order, but instead rail against poverty or marginalisation as consequences of the drastic austerity 

measures imposed as mandatory crisis management. Capitalism exists as a complex historical, 

economic and political system imbued with a strength that allows it to reign supreme over the 

living conditions of most people on this planet. This supremacy is destructive. 

Capitalism has such a position in our mundane society that it appears the only viable option, and 

this is strengthened by two other factors. The first is identical with a key function of the modern 

capitalist state, i.e. providing the necessary conditions for the reproduction of capitalism. The 

state’s systemic support for capitalism is a tendency independent of the partial decisions of 

individual people (e.g. governments), rather stemming from the deepest structures of the modern 

state itself, whose internal mechanisms act for the benefit of capital and the property owners of 

the capitalist class. The most visible affinity and overlap between capitalism and the state in the 

Anthropocene can be seen in the oligarchisation of governmental decision-making and the brutal 

deformations of political democracy.2 

The second factor is less clear, but all the more essential. Today’s global capital represents an 

empire of law (Pistor 2020, 15). The ways in which we come into contact with capital as capital 

are coded in legal terms, whether this be limited or joint-stock companies, property law, contract 

law, payment and credit law, bankruptcy law, etc. Any and all goods become capital so long as 

they enter into this empire: a plot of land or an IOU begin their existence as capital as soon as 

they receive capitalism’s legal blessing. Modern states have strengthened the legal codification of 

 
1 “Since the Industrial Revolution, a new era has arisen, the Anthropocene, in which human actions have become the 

main driver of global environmental change. This could see human activities push the Earth system outside the stable 

environment state of the Holocene, with consequences that are detrimental or even catastrophic for large parts of the 

world.” In Johan Rockström et al. (2009, 472). 
2 Democracy itself is an issue requiring separate study. For now, see e.g. Demokracie jako politická metafora 

[Democracy as a Political Metaphor] and Industriální a environmentální demokracie [Industrial and Environmental 

Democracy], in Horyna, B. – Sťahel, R. (2023, 107–140 and 141–182). 



45 
 

capital by lending the full force of the tools of the state to solidify the legal rights attributed to 

capital (ibid., 9). Because capital must by necessity be enshrined in the legal system, conversely, 

it follows that nothing which is capital can be illegal. This relationship is extremely risky when 

dealing with environmental issues, specifically, since even the most blatant environmental 

damage, for example, during raw materials extraction (fracking), is fully in accordance with the 

law. Any alternative to capitalism, therefore, also implies an alternative to capitalist law. 

The structural transformation of capitalist society from regulated industrial modernity to a liberal, 

post-industrial, late modernity culminated a decade into the 21st century with the systemic crisis 

of 2008–2012, leading to the creation of our current highly unstable, nervous and divided society, 

defined by broad social differences, threatened from multiple angles and easily exploitable by 

extremists. Repeated economic crises have slowed the growth of the economy, a sluggishness 

involving two reactions: firstly, the socialisation of the costs of crisis by placing the brunt of 

these costs on the precarious, disadvantaged and poverty-stricken segments of society.  The 

second came in the form of political unrest from citizens refusing to pay for the austerity 

measures dictated by capital and preferring extremists from all sides of the political spectrum in 

elections. The long-term efforts of global institutions (such as the IMF, WB, WTO and others) in 

promoting a certain global – economic and political – order that is however weakening and 

failing in confrontation with most widespread risks: the drug trade, immigration, nationalism, 

terrorism and anti-migration sentiments, religious conflict, censorship, mass civil surveillance 

and the collapse of international law, all make it seem that the replacement of capitalism is more 

than a utopian dream. Politics is also obliged to change under pressure from climate change, 

global warming, pollution of the atmosphere, hydrosphere and biosphere, desertification and the 

continuous passing of critical tipping points in the devastation of our natural living environment. 

In another thirty years, today’s warning signs will be recorded as hard data imprinted by the 

effects of our social, economic, political, cultural, demographic and ideological system labelled 

capitalism. It is an adaptive system capable of learning, but the present moment appears to be 

sorely testing the limits of these capabilities. It has stopped adapting to the world and instead 

adapts the world to itself, its needs and requirements. No importance is given to the accumulation 

of economic, political, cultural, demographic and ecological damage it engenders. The world is 

being led to a multi-lateral crisis that is forcing our current political thought to look for 

alternatives to today’s mundane situation, with an orientation and emphasis on the ecological 

stability of the system of our Earth. 

Anthropocenic Political Theory 

It is not essential to empirically confirm the hypothesis of the Anthropocene as a 

geological era of primarily anthropogenic influences. After the early semantic bickering has 

concluded, the fact will remain that the overgrown effect of humanity’s economic and 

technological activities has become a geologically impactful force, one that threatens and, in 

many cases, has already decimated the life-supporting natural environment of the Holocene. Ever 

since the industrial revolution launched the period of “Great Acceleration”, economic, 

technological and demographic capitalist growth has had unintended ecological and civilisational 

consequences, with catastrophic cumulative effects on the environment. This endangers basic 

social cohesion, whose disintegration will inevitably impact humanity’s prospects for life; but 
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this same disintegration simultaneously establishes a new horizon for scientific and political 

understanding.3 

Anthropogenic impacts on the environment and the associated significant ecological damage 

have a clear political context. Everyday certainties and security represent a social good 

underpinning human prosperity. These same geological and stratigraphic anthropogenic changes 

are the source of civilisational uncertainty and loss, reflecting the awareness of imminent 

environmental dangers. The clash between the need for certainty and the tendency towards a 

rising experience of uncertainty is political: its context should be the primary subject of 

environmental political theory.  

The legal and political competencies required to ensure environmental safety are in the hands of 

the political representatives of nation-states. These are armed with the politically relevant reports 

from the scientific academy and international institutions dedicated to ecological security. This 

information is provided by people with unimpeachable expert credentials and is regularly 

published in internationally acclaimed scientific journals, but it has little to no impact on political 

practice. In the majority of cases, the politics of nation-states have resisted any practical 

orientation based on available ecological scientific findings. The German political scientist, 

Georg Simonis, listed four reasons national politics behaves this way: a) priority is given to 

resolving outstanding crises, b) decisions are dependent on the chosen political direction, c) the 

situation is influenced by a multicausal context, d) the politics under- or overestimates its 

capability for meaningful action. Putting it in these terms may be a little extreme, but it has a 

rational basis. While politics continues to protect the interests of military production and related 

capital, a militarised global uncertainty will take precedence over mundane ecological certainties. 

The “Age of the Atom” and “logic of nuclear deterrent” have more impact than the 

“Anthropocene” and “gradual environmental changes”, because they are the voice of the nuclear 

powers, which are and will apparently remain an integral axis of political practice. Simply put, 

the vast arsenals of nuclear and conventional weapons stand in array against rising concentrations 

of atmospheric CO2 or, in other words, astronomical profits stand against universal economic 

regulation. When we remember that the political institutions of today, the social actors and 

decision-makers, were established in the Holocene, in the economic conditions of European 

modernism, with the primary goal of ensuring economic effectiveness, it is no surprise to realise 

humanity is unable to conceive of peace otherwise than as the preparation for war.4 

The politics of modern nation-states is stabilised by an internal political order. This is the source 

of its legitimacy, and it can collapse just as quickly as that order itself is dismantled. 

Understandably, the political sphere protects itself from any impulses that might result in such a 

situation. The instability of ecological systems damages not only the balance of the political order 

but also puts society as a whole in jeopardy, with ecology bringing its own specific political and 

ecological regime and functioning therein as political ecology. Politics is concerned about its 

control over government and the loss of protections for its capitalist privileges, make it bring its 

traditional arguments to bear against ecology: there is no consensus on the scientific findings 

concerning ecological crises, the numbers are exaggerated, the root causes of current processes 

aren’t fully known, attempts at ecological regulation will stifle economic growth and lead to 

poverty, the processes described (e.g. the climate crisis, melting ice caps, species extinction) are 

 
3 Cf. Zalasiewicz – Waters et al. (2017, 55–60); Zalasiewicz et al. (2024, 980–984).  
4 On the following, cf. Simonis (2019, 18). 
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natural and regular occurrences in our geological history, the politics of ecological phenomena is 

(Neo-)Marxist, in short every effort is made to bolster people’s ignorance and prejudice. The 

corporate imperialism of the free world has connected billions of people via informational 

networks, putting each and every individual barely a click away from the totality of human 

knowledge – it nevertheless allows not only financial and existential exploitation, but also 

supports forms of political behaviour that elide the dangers of environmental catastrophe. 

If we were to consider first and foremost the “social Anthropocene” rather than the geological 

Anthropocene, we might dissect the culturally social and therefore also political context of the 

issue by separating and grouping various scientific and political cultures dealing with the 

accumulation of knowledge about humanity, society and nature. Chronologically, the 

fundamental questions of the political theory of this meaning of the Anthropocene fall within the 

period starting from the establishment of a concept of nature and the environment within 

modernity, and continuing with the economic theories of sources of dynamic growth, 

foundational factors of sustained economic adaptation to transformative requirements and 

possibilities, alongside the harmonising ideal of a growth society with a fossil fuel energy 

economy, i.e. a harmonisation that has involved the permanent reversal of cultural values due to 

its historic turn towards economies of sustainable growth. These are the factors that led to the 

establishment of today’s post-industrial society in crisis, a society whose political thought is 

about to encounter a multi-faceted empirical, conceptual and paradigmatic shift. Political theory 

(political thought) continues to focus on questions of political institutions, the state, government 

(power), territory (space), population, society and their existential conditions. As political 

epistemology, it analyses political terms and their history and works to form the principles of 

political ethics. At the same time – and this is a turning point, a departure from the political 

theory of modern industrial society – its perspective is based on current research into the natural 

planetary environment, and it is becoming a political theory of the Anthropocene. Because the 

Anthropocene is more than a simple concept, but functions rather as an environmental 

metanarrative (Dürbeck 2018, 15), its individual dimensions can contain separate and further 

developing narratives (ethical, aesthetic, historical, political), among which political theory plays 

a crucial role.5 

The most important aspect of the political theory of the Anthropocene is the broad change in 

perspective: the current anthropocentric view is being replaced with a planetocentric one 

(Bronner 2005). The subject that forms the basis of this political theory has become the total 

planetary system of Earth. Research into the Earth as a system observes certain modes of human 

behaviour and actions with a high probability of endangering the natural environment to such a 

degree that it could be described as an impending catastrophe. These conclusions are well argued 

and backed up by scientific research methods, namely via modelling techniques that lay bare the 

distinct planetary boundaries of our current developmental trajectory (Rockström 2009; Steffen 

2015). This planetocentric perspective is primarily good at capturing the complexity and 

dynamics of the economic processes that manage Earth’s natural resources. Analogous political 

processes, conversely, fall outside the spotlight, are externalised, with research accounting for 

them only indirectly as frameworks enabling economic growth and progress. For the largely 

natural-scientific and social-scientific modelling of socioeconomic development, political effects 

remain somewhat external, indirect and unknowable. The goal of the political theory of the 

 
5 For more details on anthropocenic narratives from G. Dürbeck, cf. Horyna (2023, 115).  
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Anthropocene is therefore not to investigate the complex issues of environmental and natural 

devastation (global ecological problems), but an effective structural analysis of political 

programs, their anticipated effects and real consequences, as well as the kinds of restructuring 

capable of forcing the directly relevant administrative political actors to seriously and effectively 

engage with the analytical potential of anthropocenic research. The goal, albeit not the ultimate 

goal, is to achieve an understanding and full acceptance of the political relevance of 

anthropocenic problems among political actors.6 

Political theory does not attempt to identify planetary ecological problems or conditions of 

Earth’s system, this being the task of science, but instead, it conceives social and political 

scenarios of global risk, which it then uses to model the building of political and administrative 

will and political decision-making processes. It aims to revitalise politics and stimulate practical 

anthropocenic activities. There is a curious relationship at play here due to the development of 

modern industrial society. On the one hand, political theory must take into account the unrealistic 

modernistic understanding of politics as the last protection against all negative social phenomena: 

the idea that politics can be relied on as a complex back-stop to solve every problem and must 

therefore be capable of avoiding the risks of the Anthropocene is the result of traditionalistic 

reactional romanticism. On the other hand, politics is depicted as a social system that balances 

out the shifting power relations between national (nationalistic) societies, one whose reach is 

reduced to exercising power and governance. In that case, there would be no reason to include 

politics among the tools required to deal with issues of the Anthropocene: politics is despised, a 

reflection of the inability of politics to operate on the level of scientific knowledge and the 

complex issues of the Earth’s system. Politics understood in this way only mirrors the 

irresponsible behaviour and thought of its primary actors and can therefore be ignored as a whole.  

The political theory of the Anthropocene intends to overcome this rejection of politics. There are, 

of course, good reasons to do so; politics has, in fact, long become something of a cabinet of 

curiosities, where boorish and crass figures squabble for their share of fictitious power. 

Undeniably, the political activities that garner the most worldwide media attention are the 

theatrical electoral PR displays of political figures dancing to the tune of hidden political 

(economic, military) interests. These actors then variously meet and talk in their own voices, i.e. 

they “do” politics. Politics is, in fact, “doing”; it is work of the lowest order, lacking in both craft 

and artifice. 

But for the political theory of the Anthropocene, the question arises as to the causes of this state 

of political powerlessness that allows politics to be ignored in serious anthropocenic contexts. 

Politics has met the same fate as Nature: it has become colonised by capital. Looking carefully at 

the natural world, we can clearly see the unbridled exploitation of resources, the neo-colonial 

extractivism (Acosta 2013) that leaves behind a scorched earth and uprooted population. The 

same extractivism is colonising politics, selling it out at electoral conferences. Corporate capital 

treats politics as its playground, taking everything it needs and dumping whatever is unnecessary. 

Previously, capital required politics for its protection, a role that politics quickly took up and 

became entirely beholden to. Politics is the politics of capitalism, its protector and guide through 

difficult crises, when it is necessary to socialise the suddenly exploding costs and bail out banks. 

Politics tied to capital has become blind even to the fact that capital no longer needs it. It is 

 
6 Cf. Rockström (2023); Richardson (2023). 
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capable of its own governance and decision-making and has become a dominating force in 

politics. For politics to gain a place within the broader context of the Anthropocene, i.e. to 

acquire agency and counteract the most serious global problems facing humanity, requires a 

significant change: transformation into a post-capitalist politics of environmental cohabitation. 

This transformation will be difficult precisely because it assumes a profound change of 

civilizational context: the globalised capitalism of the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries will 

become an environmentally friendly mundane post-capitalism. According to all available data, 

only a few decades remain until we no longer have the option of organised rational change and 

begin to flounder among unsolvable problems of our climate, soil, water and atmosphere. 

Continuing the current political apologetics of capitalism has no perspective and is destroying the 

political consensus currently in power. Already today, we see citizens of Western states refusing 

to pay the price for a politics of austerity by raising up parties from the left and right fringes of 

the political spectrum. Individual states try to transfer the costs of each crisis onto one another, 

while continually reducing the decision-making capabilities of global institutions. This is all 

overshadowed by a complex worldwide inequality, which has become a global phenomenon 

unlike any other. The levels of inequality present in our current world of democracy, human 

rights and civil society are comparable to those immediately preceding the French Revolution of 

1789. The ruling politicians are doing nothing to remedy the situation, not even complaining 

(with the exception of certain leftwing parties usually firmly in the opposition). Global inequality 

is to a large degree the result of the economic (namely trade) rules that have been set up 

unequally, one of the “happy consequences” of colonialism. The Capitalist World has thus 

become a deformed world, one that expects and requires deformed people acting on a deformed 

market. All of these factors lead not only to people’s direct reactions to the changes in work and 

trade, but also go to show that the transformation to environmental post-capitalism is a matter of 

life and death.7 8 

Conclusion: The Environmental Humanities 

The demands raised by the (social) Anthropocene on political theory are definitive. Much 

more is being asked for than the “green” political practices of the 1970s, which green 

movements, parties and associations brought to the political sphere. Instead, political science and 

practical politics alike are being forced to take a planet-wide perspective, altering our concept of 

Nature on a fundamental level, as well as our philosophical and anthropological concept of 

humanity. Political theory is not just being asked for greater involvement when forming 

anthropocenic rules for the functioning of mundane society, but there is also an increased 

pressure to develop its descriptive, explanatory and normative aspects (Jamieson – Di Paola 

2016, 257), namely in order to break through the limits of the classical liberal theory of 

democracy. At the same time, political theory can look to research on the Anthropocene from the 

social sciences and the humanities, which have already provided a breadth of separate 

 
7 Most importantly here are the IPCC assessment reports, see esp. The Sixth IPCC Assessment Report of 20 March 

2023. 
8 Often mentioned in these contexts is the growing mass development of so-called peer production: decentralised free 

cooperation between various subject with equal rights and standing (peers), whose goal is not financial gain, but 

rather the establishment and development of a community, its self-organisation and self-determination. The commons 

replace the principle of exchange with the principle of open participation. A typical example of peer production is 

today’s greatest informational creation, Wikipedia, with roughly 27 000 free and voluntary peers participating. 
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contributions: namely in anthropology (Antweiler 2022), history (Chakrabarty 2021; Bonneuil – 

Fressoz 2017), sociology (Schroer 2022; Laux – Henkel 2019), political economy (Moore 2015), 

ethics (Ott 2020) and philosophy (James 2015; Dutreuil – Charbonnier 2023). Collaboration and 

mutual overlap with the already broad interdisciplinary research into the Anthropocene will allow 

political theory to contribute to the establishment of a new approach to global environmental 

problems, under the heading of the environmental humanities. 

The discourse surrounding environmental political theory is still being sketched out. Social and 

ecological justice, environmental utopianism, political democracy, an environmental assessment 

of group and society-wide interests, new concepts of the subject and animating forces of the 

Anthropocene, these and many more questions are currently being broached by environmental 

political theory. Limits are also being set by the science of the Earth system, which establishes an 

epistemologically relevant framework for technological and scientific statements about the Earth 

as the subject of modern science (by determining limits to growth, tipping points, creating 

computer models, processing satellite data, utilising quantitative analysis, etc.). The resulting 

scientific findings can be seen as the limits of our possible experience with the Earth system, 

outside of the realm of pure speculation. The risk of speculative assessment is brought over into 

political theory from the arena of environmental philosophy, where it remains active, especially 

where ethical (moralising), normative, politically ideological and value-based educational 

concerns are raised. A widespread example of such speculative formulation of political thought is 

the notion that an entirely new understanding of the world – a completely new worldview – is 

necessary. Here, “new” is a difficult correlative category. In order to determine the relation of the 

“new” and its placement in time, we cannot utilise the tools of philosophy or science, but rather 

metaphysics. If we are calling for a “new understanding of the world”, we are calling for a new 

metaphysics.9 

It may be true that metaphysics provides little benefit to the environmental humanities, but 

neither does purely empirical, ecological and technologically scientific research into the Earth 

system cover the full breadth of the question raised by anthropocenic change. It would be a 

mistake to think that merely following technological and natural scientific research will be 

sufficient to reach the core of the wider ecological environmental disciplines. This core of the 

environmental humanities, as well as its key category, is environmental thinking, whose content 

is provided by research in the natural sciences, but also depends on answering questions of 

transcendental possibility: how is environmental thinking even possible? In the current 

anthropocenic situation, it is no longer necessary to convince people of the truth of the unpleasant 

facts making up the current natural and environmental crisis. A methodologically justified 

specialised discourse outside of the scope of the natural sciences or empirical research is 

warranted when deciding how to approach, discuss and evaluate these facts individually and 

globally, place them in context and triage their severity (risk factor). This discourse is based on 

the development of a certain social logic; in the case of the environmental humanities, the time 

frame is the establishment of early modern societies up until today’s post-industrial corporate 

capitalist society, which, namely, in the West, has accumulated elements leading to large-scale 

problems in the natural and environmental spheres. This logic determines methods from political 

philosophy, political economy, the history of thought, political sciences, human geography, 

cultural anthropology, etc., whose cross-disciplinary cooperation and gradual consolidation make 
 

9 On metaphysical tendencies within theories of the Anthropocene cf., e.g., Zwier – de Boer (2023). 
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environmental thought possible. The result is an epistemic framework capable of conceptualising 

an environmental political theory for the politics of the Anthropocene. 
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