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1. Introduction
Anthropological Perspectives on Global 

Economic and Environmental Crises  
in an Overheated World

Astrid B. Stensrud and Thomas Hylland Eriksen

The world is overheated, both literally by increasing global tempera-
tures and metaphorically by the accelerated speed of global movements 
and transactions. In this edited volume, we will explore the interfaces of 
climate change and capitalism, and discuss how the effects of changes 
in the climate, weather and environment intersect with the effects of 
economic policies and social inequality. Social anthropology, as well 
as other disciplines in the social sciences and humanities, has a lot to 
contribute to the discussion of such questions of global importance. By 
examining various interfaces of ‘environmental change’ and ‘economic 
change’, we intend to shed new light on human-environment-capital 
relationships in a world that is undergoing accelerated change. 

The world’s populations have become dependent on non-renewable 
resources, such as coal, oil and gas, and as we are using natural resources 
and creating CO2 emissions too fast for the planet to regain a viable 
equilibrium, we are facing a crisis of reproduction. Large-scale natural 
resource extraction, intensive agriculture and industrial production con-
tribute to environmental damage, the extinction of plants and animals, 
and global warming. The effects of global warming produce environmen-
tal crises on global, regional and local scales, and often lead to enforced 
changes in livelihoods or displacement owing to droughts, flooding, 
erratic rainfall or ecosystemic changes. These changes and experiences 
of crisis happen at an increasingly accelerated speed in a world which 
can be described as being overheated (Eriksen 2016). The metaphor of 
overheating does not mainly refer to the physical heating of the planet, 
but also the speed by which economic, environmental and social changes 
happen, and the widespread experience that these changes – runaway 
processes with no regulating governor or thermostat – are getting out 
of human control, generating a broad range of unintentional long-term 
consequences with unpredictable, frequently detrimental effects for life 
on earth. 
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The chapters in this book discuss how environmental changes and 
crisis are experienced and dealt with by different groups in various 
places around the world, and how economic interests, cultural values 
and social positions shape responses. Perceptions and responses are also 
scaled in different ways by local communities, national governments or 
international organisations, and often come into conflict when there are 
different opinions about whether strategies of adaptation and mitigation 
are adequate, sufficient, paradoxical or counterproductive. One crucial 
question is whether we are too dependent on fossil fuels to be able to 
change structures of production and habits of consumption. Already 
in 1990, the first Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
report told us everything we needed to know about dealing with climate 
change, yet in the subsequent decades we have not just failed to adjust 
our emissions, but annual emissions were, in 2016, over 60 per cent 
higher than in 1990 (Anderson and Nevins 2016). After three decades of 
free market policies and very considerable economic growth, the world 
is more dependent on fossil fuels than ever. We cannot even begin to 
imagine the worldwide and long-term ramifications of continued fossil 
fuel emissions and changes in the atmosphere, but the belief in the need 
for continued and unhampered economic growth remains uncontested 
by mainstream politics. 

At the Paris climate summit COP21 in December 2015, 195 countries 
agreed to prevent an increase of global temperature above 2 degrees 
Celsius compared to preindustrial levels, and even aim to keep the change 
below 1.5 degrees. A year later, NASA and the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) declared 2016 to be the hottest 
year since modern recordkeeping began in 1880. In 2016, the globally 
averaged temperatures were 0.99 degrees Celsius warmer than 1951–80 
average, and 1.2 degrees Celsius above the average from 1881–1910 
(Climate Central 2017; NASA 2017). One would think that the news 
of the overheated globe would speed up the commitments and actions 
of governments to enforce policies to reduce CO2 emissions. However, 
the news was greeted with a deafening silence from the world’s biggest 
emitters. In our home country, Norway, in which the economy and 
welfare state is dependent on the extraction of oil and gas, the Minister of 
Petroleum and Energy opened new areas for oil exploration and drilling 
in a previously protected area in the Arctic in 2016 (Guardian 2016), 
after the Arctic ice edge was redefined by the government in 2015 (Doyle 
2015). This move may be an illustration of complacency or even climate 
change denial, but it may also indicate that the double bind between 
growth and sustainability runs deep in contemporary modern societies: 
since growth and prosperity continue to be associated with high con-



introduction . 3

sumption of fossil fuels, it is difficult to reconcile the opposing ideals 
of economic growth and ecological sustainability. This, in the eyes of 
many, is the key contradiction in today’s world (see, for example, Foster 
et al. 2010; Baer 2012; Eriksen and Schober 2016b; Brightman and Lewis 
2017). 

In the research project ‘Overheating: the three crises of globalisa-
tion’, a group of anthropologists has examined how different groups of 
people experience and respond to environmental and economic crises 
– in addition to crises of identity – around the world (Eriksen 2016; 
Eriksen and Schober 2016a). Since human beings do not merely ‘adapt 
to’ changes in the environment, it must be assumed, at the outset, that 
people appropriate, engage, interact and negotiate reflexively with their 
environmental surroundings, as well as with markets, states, corporations 
and other powerful institutions. This book asks how different groups 
articulate ideas and claims of blame, responsibility and justice. Given 
that the causes and effects of climate change overlap with the workings 
of global capitalism and the continuous striving for economic growth, 
a central question is how the double bind between material wealth and 
ecological viability is being negotiated by people with different stakes in 
the global economy. The chapters that follow offer varied responses and 
approaches as to how anthropogenic climate change and ecological crisis 
in different socio-economic and cultural contexts around the world can 
be understood. Through diverse ethnographic and historical accounts 
– ranging from fishing in the Pacific and in Greenland, pastoralism in 
Mongolia and in the Andes, oil spills in the Amazonian rivers, the global 
politics of forestry and REDD programmes, the military economy in 
the Cold War, and current climate activism on the Internet – this book 
discusses key conundrums and tensions in today’s world. 

It almost goes without saying that there is an urgent need to understand 
the social and cultural dynamics leading to climate change, and the 
difficulties of changing political and economic practices accordingly. 
Since the natural-science approach to climate change does not capture 
the complexity of human understandings, responses and reactions to 
it, a complementary literature is needed. Barnes et al. (2013) suggest 
that anthropology can add to the study of climate change by drawing 
attention to cultural values and political relations that shape climate-
related knowledge creation and that form the basis of responses to 
continuing environmental changes. Anthropological perspectives and 
ethnographic methods doubtless have much to contribute to research 
on global questions by connecting the small scale to global processes. 
The ethnographic toolkit includes qualitative approaches such as 
participant observation and narratives, which are tailored to grasp 
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real-life experiences of how the global is constructed and interpreted 
locally, and how it is scaled in different ways. It enables us to understand 
that ‘the global’ is always experienced locally, and more than that, the 
idea of ‘the global’ is always produced locally. Global phenomena do not 
appear from everywhere and/or nowhere, but are generated from specific 
places and positions. As Kirsten Hastrup (2013: 148) has noted, the local 
and the global are enfolded in each other, and global climate change 
‘matters locally wherever it derives from – historically, planetarily or 
atmospherically’. That people’s concerns reach beyond the ‘local’ requires 
anthropologists to be aware of the different points of perception and 
possible scales of attention in ethnographic research (Hastrup 2013).

Participant observation drawing attention to the world as it is perceived 
and interpreted locally allows anthropologists to see connections that are 
not obvious at first glance, revealing that ‘nature’, ‘the economy’ or ‘the 
environment’ may have fundamentally different meanings in different 
places and for different groups. The report of the American Anthropo-
logical Association’s Global Climate Change Task Force from 2015 notes 
that ‘anthropology has an important role to play with respect to climate 
change, and global environmental change, and contributes critical 
missing pieces to the puzzle’ (Fiske et al. 2014: 17). The rationale of this 
book rests on its ability to provide approaches to how we can understand 
the ‘puzzle’ and what these ‘critical missing pieces’ might look like.

the anthropology of climate change  
and global capitalism

The significance of economic globalisation has for a great part been 
overlooked in the anthropology on climate change. Indeed, the very 
considerable anthropological literature on inequality and global neolib-
eralism has barely been articulated with that on the environment and 
climate change – obliquely reflecting a similar schism in politics, where 
green ideologies sit uneasily with red ones and the two are frequently 
opposed. In fact, this is an important task because despite the growing 
evidence of the causes of the current climate and ecological crisis, there 
still exists a hegemonic belief in the need for continued economic growth 
on a global scale, and by and large, people worldwide want material 
security and the right to be consumers. The current capitalist economic 
system and the accompanying neoliberal ideology of market deregula-
tion are at the core of national, regional and global systemic practices 
that produce growth in consumption patterns as well as structures of ine-
quality, which make it difficult to achieve a reduction in CO2 emissions 
and to stabilise global temperature rise in so far as politicians are loyal 
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towards the corporations. This book contends that without looking at 
the runaway growth dynamics of global capitalism, our understanding of 
environmental and climate change is incomplete. Hence, there is a need 
to sharpen the anthropological approach to climate change, incorporat-
ing a concern with inequality and the massive impacts of runaway global 
capitalism and integrating it with ecological perspectives (Foster et al. 
2010; Baer 2012; Strauss et al. 2013).

During the present century, the study of climate change has grown 
massively in anthropology (see, for example, Orlove et al. 2008; Crate 
and Nuttall 2009, 2016; Hastrup 2009; Barnes and Dove 2015). So far, 
anthropological research has mostly focused on cultural perceptions and 
responses to climate change, with a couple of valuable exceptions (Baer 
2012; Wilhite 2016). Some scholars have offered critical perspectives on 
the notions of adaptation, vulnerability and resilience (Crate and Nuttall 
2009; Hastrup 2009; Orlove 2009). Others have focused on the psycho-
logical and social aspects of climate denial (Norgaard 2011). Others have 
looked at local health impacts of global warming (Baer and Singer 2009). 
This is of course very valuable. However, it is time to move beyond the 
uniqueness and unscalability of the local and begin to address global 
questions about inequality, capitalism and environmental damage with a 
basis in ethnography. 

In spite of the continued dominance of approaches with a defensive 
ring – cultural perception and social adaptation – there are currently 
more anthropologists who are taking the climate/capitalism nexus 
seriously and who are critical of the notion of ‘green capitalism’ (Baer 
2012; Wilhite 2016). Wilhite (2016) has looked closely at the relation-
ship between our carbon society and consumption habits, arguing that 
deep reductions in energy use and carbon emissions will not be possible 
given that our current political economies are driven by the capital-
ist imperatives of growth, commodification and individualisation. It is 
therefore necessary to understand the relationship between capitalism 
and the consumption habits at the level of family and household that 
are formed in a material world designed and built for high energy use 
(Wilhite 2016). 

In order to survive, capitalism must generate the (artificial) need 
endlessly to consume a wide array of commodities, even potentially 
dangerous and lethal ones, such as motor vehicles, which emit pollut-
ants and greenhouse gases (Baer 2012: 41). Calculations based on data 
from the Global Footprint Network show that if the world’s population 
lived like an average American citizen, we would need four earths to 
sustain seven billion people (de Chant 2012). Global capitalism and its 
associated ever-expanding cycle of production and consumption have 
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fostered what has been called a ‘toxic culture’: ‘the unquestioned produc-
tion of hazardous substances, tolerance for economic blight, dangerous 
technologies, substandard housing, chronic stress, and exploitative 
working conditions’ (Hofrichter 2000 in Baer 2012: 41). As Andersen 
and Flora show in their chapter, new patterns of consumption are getting 
a hold even in remote communities in Greenland. On the other hand, 
Guzmán-Gallegos demonstrates the deadly consequences of the oil 
extraction industry, which is the basis of our fossil-fuelled global culture 
of production, trade and consumption. 

We suggest that anthropologists could take inspiration from one of the 
twentieth-century’s most remarkable scholars, namely, Gregory Bateson, 
who early developed an ecological approach to the world by combining 
anthropology with philosophy and cybernetics. Bateson (1972) saw the 
world as a series of systems, where the individual and the ecosystems 
were inherently dependent upon each other. As early as 1970, he iden-
tified three root causes of what he called ‘the ecological crisis’. The first 
he pointed out was technological progress, the second was population 
increase, and third, he pointed to particular Western cultural values and 
ideas that concern the exceptional role of mankind in relation to the 
environment. What Bateson criticised was the idea that humans should 
strive to control the environment, the strong focus on the individual, 
the sense of economic determinism, the belief that we live within an 
infinitely expanding frontier, and that technology will fix things. What 
Bateson calls a ‘healthy ecology’ requires ecological flexibility and slow 
change: ‘a single system of environment combined with high human civ-
ilisation in which the flexibility of the civilisation shall match that of the 
environment to create an ongoing complex system, open-ended for slow 
change’ (Bateson 1972: 502). 

However, after the Great Acceleration that has taken place in the past 
half century, our ecological footprint is beyond the point of no return 
(see also Tsing’s chapter in this volume). According to IPCC (2014), 
continued emissions of greenhouse gases will increase the likelihood of 
severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems. 
Even if anthropogenic emissions are stopped, many climate change 
impacts will continue for centuries (IPCC 2014). 

the anthropocene, the great acceleration  
and (un)sustainability

As suggested, there is no disagreement in the scientific community 
regarding the reality of humanly induced climate change (IPCC 2014). 
In the recognition that the human imprint is all over the planet – on 
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the land, in the oceans, in the atmosphere – the term ‘Anthropocene’ 
was famously introduced around the turn of the millennium in order 
to define a current geological epoch replacing the Holocene epoch 
(Crutzen and Stoermer 2000). What the term makes abundantly clear is 
that global climate change is a direct consequence of the increased use of 
fossil fuels and emissions of carbon dioxide, which has skyrocketed since 
the early nineteenth century and especially after the Second World War. 
By the 1890s, half of global energy use came in the form of fossil fuels, 
and by 2015 that share had climbed to nearly 80 per cent (McNeill and 
Engelke 2014: 2). The escalation since 1945 has been named ‘the Great 
Acceleration’ (Steffen et al. 2007; see also Tsing’s chapter in this volume), 
echoing Polanyi’s famous term ‘the Great Transformation’, because just 
as the market economy is embedded in social relations and institutions, 
the driving forces behind anthropogenic global ecological change are 
embedded in societies and traditions (McNeill and Engelke 2014). In 
August 2016, the Working Group on the Anthropocene (WGA) formally 
designated the Anthropocene as a new geological epoch starting in 1950. 
The members of WGA are now working towards an agreement regarding 
the primary signal – or ‘golden spike’ – that should be used to define the 
start of the Anthropocene. Zalasiewicz et al. (2017) state that this timing 
represents the first appearance of a clear synchronous signal of the trans-
formative influence of humans on key physical, chemical and biological 
processes on a planetary scale. There are many candidates to choose 
from, including plastic, aluminium and concrete particles, artificial 
radionuclides, fly ash particles, changes to carbon and nitrogen isotope 
patterns, and a variety of fossilisable biological remains: many of these 
signals will leave a permanent record in the earth’s strata. According to an 
informal vote among the members of the WGA in 2016, a clear majority 
chose radionuclide signals (plutonium, radiocarbon) associated with the 
‘bomb spike’, as these provide arguably the sharpest and most globally 
widespread signal (Zalasiewicz et al. 2017).

In her chapter in this volume, Anna Tsing offers a thorough analysis 
of the cultural political economy of the Great Acceleration, focusing on 
the development of the atom bomb and the spread of radioactivity in 
the Cold War. She argues that the nuclear bombs that were produced 
by US military technology not only helped the Allies win the war, but 
they also helped establish American post-war hegemony. Across the 
world, nuclear reactors were built by US exports, political agreements 
and subsidies during the Cold War. Both everyday leaks and unusual 
collapses have spread radioactivity across land and water. This was, 
however, naturalised as a form of ‘peaceful’ wellbeing. The wastelanding 
of the Bikini Atoll for US nuclear testing in the 1940s and 1950s is a vivid 
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example of the making of sacrifice zones within the project of building 
a radioactive world for national security (Tsing, this volume). Looking 
specifically at the High Arctic Thule Region in Northwest Greenland, 
Kirsten Hastrup shows that the Cold War, as reflecting a kind of geopo-
litical overheating, implied a profound militarisation of the Arctic, with 
dire consequences for the people in Thule who for centuries have lived 
‘on the brink of extinction’. People were forced off their hunting grounds 
so that the Americans could build an airbase and a city under the ice, 
which was to be powered by a nuclear reactor and designed to withstand 
nuclear war. The city was soon abandoned due to the movements in the 
ice, yet the nuclear waste – in addition to the toxic waste from the Distant 
Early Warning (DEW) Line radar stations – ruined the hunting grounds. 

The concept of the Anthropocene opens up many possibilities for 
anthropological analyses and discussions about the destructive outcomes 
of global, extractive modernity, and many anthropologists have already 
written extensively on the topic (see, for example, Haraway et al. 2016; 
Hann 2017; Tsing et al. 2017). Bruno Latour (2017) proposes that the 
concept of the Anthropocene is a gift for anthropology because it rec-
ognises that human activity is having a geological impact on the earth, 
and natural sciences must now take human agency into account. As an 
anthropologist of science, Latour argued in his book We Have Never 
Been Modern (1993) that the modern constitution is predicated upon 
the clear separation between nature and society, and between politics 
and science. By designating our current era as Anthropocene, geologists 
have made it clear that nature is not really separate from culture after 
all, and have thus opened an anthropological breach into mainstream 
natural science (Latour 2017).

The alternative concept ‘Capitalocene’ (Malm and Hornborg 2014; 
Haraway 2016; Moore 2016) directs attention towards specific practices 
and assemblages of capital, power and resources, and how these practices 
are part of large-scale projects of extraction and production, wealth 
accumulation, market formations and global trade. Thinking through 
the Capitalocene implies giving priority to the dynamics of power and 
capital when explaining the modern world’s dependency on fossil fuels, 
and locating the origins of this modern world with the rise of capital-
ism (in its mercantilist incarnation) after 1450, with the formations of 
markets and global trade routes. These were the driving forces leading to 
large-scale use of coal after the invention of the steam engine, as well as 
more recent productions of technologies for the extraction of resources 
and commodification (Haraway 2016; Moore 2016). If the Anthropo-
cene places humanity in its post-Malthusian multitudes – successful, 
greedy, proliferating, consuming, polluting – centre stage, the concept 
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of the Capitalocene rather places the burden of proof on the economic 
system which grew out of Renaissance trade, imperialist expansion and 
plantation economies. 

Foster et al. (2010) argue that today’s capitalism has remained what it 
was from the beginning: an enormous engine for the ceaseless accumu-
lation of capital, propelled by the competitive drive of individuals and 
groups seeking their own self-interest in the form of private gain. All of 
the leading economists – including Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Karl 
Marx and John Maynard Keynes – recognise that capitalism is inher-
ently a process of accumulation and growth. Such a system recognises no 
absolute limits to its own advance, and the race to accumulate is endless. 
Hence, there is no way to solve our current global crisis as long as capital 
accumulation is the primary goal of society. Still, practically all main-
stream economists continue to praise economic growth, even if they 
concede that changes may be needed to ensure that this growth is sus-
tainable (Foster et al. 2010: 29). 

The fashionable concept of ‘sustainable development’ has neverthe-
less been criticised for being an oxymoron. Brightman and Lewis (2017) 
argue in their edited book The Anthropology of Sustainability that the 
challenge of sustainability demands much more than the protection or 
preservation of communities or nature reserves, and more than technical 
fixes or resource limitations. Rather, achieving real sustainability requires 
the re-imagination and reworking of communities, societies and land-
scapes, especially those dominated by industrial capitalism, to build 
a productive symbiosis between humans and the non-human world. 
This is an ambitious project that challenges the ideology of progress 
and development (Brightman and Lewis 2017: 2) and which rejects 
technological solutions based on a shift to sustainable energy. While 
the dominant approach to a green shift in the West is embedded in a 
belief in ‘green growth’ and technological solutions based on science and 
modernity, there is an emergent global movement mobilising around 
the slogans post-extractivism and degrowth (Escobar 2016). Latouche 
and Harpages (2010) argue that to achieve degrowth and a sustainable 
future, everybody, but especially the well-off, need to radically change 
their habits, beliefs and mentalities, which would require a radical trans-
formation of dominant imaginaries. This could, for example, mean 
rejecting the idea of the exceptional human with the right and obliga-
tion to conquer an inert ‘nature’, and to extract and transform this nature 
into commodities, profit and waste. The problem of feeding a growing 
global population without high energy use, however, is not sufficiently 
addressed within this vision (Gomiero 2018). There is no easy way 
out. All proposed solutions to the environmental crises and the global 
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climate crisis have serious side-effects, and this is a main reason, apart 
from mere academic interest, that exploring a broad range of responses 
to the current crisis is a worthwhile exercise. 

In their chapter on climate mitigation regimes and their consequences 
for people living in forests in the global South, Wilhite and Salinas argue 
that the rhetorical move from capitalism to green capitalism does not 
radically change the relationship between capital and nature. On the 
contrary, the practices of global climate mitigation efforts, such as the UN 
REDD programme, are grounded in the same economic principles that 
led to the depletion of forests around the world in the first place. Policy 
designers present the market as the best way to regulate environmental 
degradation, aiming to make biodiversity conservation compatible with 
development. However, sustainability and biodiversity are powerful, his-
torically produced discourses that are linked to the modern ideology of 
progress and development (Wilhite and Salinas, this volume). 

Once the discourse on ecological modernisation and the notion of 
‘green growth’ is accepted, Foster et al. (2010) suggest, the environmen-
tal problem becomes merely a question of management and markets. In 
today’s world, we are encouraged to see the economic order in which we 
live in purely technocratic terms as a ‘market system’ (Foster et al. 2010: 
29–30). This was in fact the essence of Karl Polanyi’s (1944 [2001]) work 
more than seven decades ago. Polanyi’s critique of capitalism pointed to 
its disembedding features, ‘lifting out’ large-scale economic systems of 
production and distribution from their social foundations. Accordingly, 
he predicted that people would react against the marketisation and the 
alienating disembedding of their lives. Expanding on this main current 
in economic anthropology, we propose to understand the processes 
leading to the current climatic situation of the planet as one marked 
by tensions or clashes between scales, where local reproductive needs 
conflict with large-scale profit-seeking, not only in economic terms, but 
also ecologically and politically. 

the price of nature and life:  
value, money and commodities

More than 70 years ago, Polanyi warned against the dangers of commod-
ifying nature. He contended that ‘leaving the fate of soil and people to the 
market would be tantamount to annihilating them’ (Polanyi 1944 [2001]: 
137). He argued that the classical economists’ definition of land, labour 
and money as commodities that are produced for sale is a fiction that 
could ultimately ruin both nature and human lives. Polanyi’s argument 
was based on the empirical definition of a commodity, according to 


