
ffhe Critical Social Theory of Sustainability:
/.

jCritique of Domination as a Foundation for 
Uainability-Oriented Education and Praxis

f
^ple thought they could explain and conquer nature—yet the outcome is 
It they destroyed it and disinherited themselves from it.

—^Viclav Havel

I l^gin this chapter with the assumption that the globalized growth economy 
ig on a collision course with the natural limits of earth’s systems and with the 
^owledge that, despite widespread understanding of the declining health of 
the biosphere, little is being done to address the challenges we face. Within 

I this context, I develop a conceptual framework for education and action to 
S^ess the sustainability crisis. I hope that my critical social theory (CST) of 
l^fainability will provide insights into contemporary social power structures 

cultural processes that inhibit sustainability-oriented social change. I also 
P^ose that these insights serve as a springboard for practical, sustainability- 

, onpnted action.
My CST of sustainability is not only a critical theory of market systems, 

a» although it builds upon earlier work in CST, it is distinct from the critical 
thtory of the Frankfiirt School. My CST of sustainability focuses on agency 
aS'i vehicle for addressing the sustainability crisis and draws upon bodies of 
theory not typically associated with CST. Though I do draw upon Marx’s 
insights, my work cannot be pigeonholed as a Marxist or neo-Marxist 
fehlysis. My CST of sustainability recognizes that growth-oriented industrial 
®^omies, whether socialist or capitalist, are incompatible with sustain 
ability.

My CST of sustainability is rooted in a critique of social domination as 
Wishstainable. I develop that critique by drawing upon and synthesizing in 
new ways diverse social critiques of domination and oppression in modem 
societies including:
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• Spretnak’s (1997) and Merchant’s (1996) critiques of the modem 
Western worldview as an epistemology and ontology that frames sys 
tems domination and oppression;

• theories of the Frankfurt School of critical theorists, particularly Marcuse 
(1964), regarding complex cultural forms of domination and oppression 
in modem societies;

• Marx’s (1844/1964) theory of the alienation of labor;
• Polariyi’s (1944/1957) critique of industrial economies as having made 

people subservient to the economy rather than the reverse arrangement 
which had typified pre-industrial societies;

• Proudhon’s (1890/1966) theory of property as a form of theft;
• Gramsci’s (1926-1943/1996; 1971/1999) theories of cultural hegemony 

and passive revolution;
• ideas offered by indigenous authors including Armstrong (1995), 

Martinez (1997), and Salmon (2000), and others who critique industrial 
society and the modem Western worldview and offer alternative ways of 
seeing and being in the world;

• deep ecology developed by Nebs (1973/2008) and Devall (1980/2008);
• the ecofeminism of Gomes and Kaimer (1995);
• the environmental justice theories of Bullard (1993/2008);
• ecopsychology (see Rozak, Gomez, & Kaimer, 1995) as a both critique 

of psychological disconnection from the natural world and a vehicle for 
healing the human/nature divide conceptualized by modem societies; and

• the systems-theory-based social critique of Homer-Dixon (2006).

As a response to the Western notion of humans living outside of namre 
and beyond natural laws and limits, in chapter two, I develop an ontology 
that recognizes humans as embedded within and part of nature. This ontol 
ogy forms a foundation for sustainability-oriented praxis that pursues human 
and ecological health as an inseparably intertwined whole. This ontology is 
the basis and wellspring for distinctly action-oriented.aspects of the CST of 
sustainability. These aspects are rooted in Gramsci’s (1926-1943/1996; 
1971/1999) notions of agency and praxis, and they embody fitting and 
practical responses to the deep social critiques embedded within my CST of 
sustainability. My theoiy of sustainability praxis provides a foundation for 
hopeful engagement with the world in the realms of education and society 
more generally.
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,: Why Choose Critical Social Theory as a Point of Departure for 
Sustainability-Oriented Theory and Praxis?

^s m>; understanding of the social roots the global sustainability crisis has 
amwn, I have found it frustrating to hear calls to change our way of being in 
fie world through individualized and isolated attempts at personal develop- 
«nt and spiritual enlightenment while the societal aspects of human life on 
pfth—^those aspects that delineate our shared experience and outline the 
fcssibilities for our collective treatment of others and the earth—have 
linained largely unquestioned “realities.” Within the hegemonic social 

terns of modern-day global capitalism, the ihaterial, cultural, political, and 
onomic aspects of our lives become increasingly circumscribed so that we 

gye little choice but to participate in systems that undermine the very kind 
I personal and spiritual growth necessary for creating systems of healthy, 
jstainable living. I refuse to believe that a broad segment of society freely 
looses to support these systems. I believe, instead, that our participation in 

plectively violent, even self-destructive systems derives in large measure 
pm the design and functioning of interlocking systems of social power that 
aracterize the modem, industrial, global-capitalist world. My belief mirrors 
! central thesis of critical social theory.
For many of us, our modem experience is like riding a runaway horse 

laded for a cliff. We feel powerless to change direction and fearful of 
^ing off, even though many of us are well aware of the ultimate peril we 
% in if we stay the course. We’re aware of the perils of the warming climate 

is a result of industrial production and industrial-style living; we’re 
l^are of collapsing fisheries and dying coral reefs, of poisonous pollutants 
pat harm ecosystems and our own bodies, and of the myriad other socio- 
wlogical problems that have their roots in the industrial capitalist growth 
padigm—^but at least to this point in time, we have not collectively engaged 
■ widespread, significant reconfiguration of our ways of life. The juggernaut 

1“ continued globalization and economic growth rolls on. Still, many of us 
realize that, without changing social power relationships, we have little 

fepe of realizing tme personal and spiritual growth that is most possible in 
Fbrnmunity. We need systemic change so that community life, as lived in 

ticular places, can recapture center stage as the appropriate vehicle for 
rsonal fulfillment, learning, and sustainability-oriented change.

Given GST’s central focus on critiquing and changing social power rela- 
lionships characterized by entrenched and self-perpetuating forms of domi- 
hation and exploitation, I see the potential for CST to serve as a foundation
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for (re)creatiiig sustainable societies.' Critical theorists attempt to compre 
hend, critique, and alter social structures and phenomena that embody 
features of oppression, domination, exploitation, and injustice. Through 
critiquing and altering these systems, critical theorists hope to change or 
eliminate these structures and phenomena and extend the scope of freedom, 
justice, and fulfillment. Oppression, domination, exploitation, and injustice 
figure prominently in today’s sustainability crisis, and these prominent 
aspects of the unsustainable paradigm provide openings for using critical 
theory as a vehicle for sustainability-oriented change.

Since critical theorists work to reveal the dynamics of entrenched power 
as it shapes social systems, CST as a framework for inquiry and action also 
presents distinct opportunities for developing empathy for those who find 
themselves trapped within interlocking social systems of domination and 
oppression. Cultivating such empathy can itself open possibilities for 
personal and spiritual growth through recognizing one’s material, economic, 
social, political, and spiritual relationships to others—including countless 
others hitherto virtually rmseen and unrecognized as having any bearing on 
the meaning and lived experience of one’s life. So, most certainly, I do 
advocate spiritual growth, but growth that is a shared experience, not a 
jealously guarded, solitary journey. The spiritual growth I advocate as most 
important to reaUzing sustainability derives from deep understanding of 
systems of domination and oppression as these have manifested in a wide 
variety of social and ecological settings. In the process of spiritual growth, 
this understanding is further cultivated through a growing empathy toward 
people and nature caught up in these destructive systems, and this deepened 
understanding is fused with practice. When engaging in this process, one is 
moved toward living a life in which his/her values and actions form a 
coherent whole that strives toward sustainability and justice.

I argue that critical social theory offers an appropriate lens for discover 
ing and analyzing the sources of the sustainability crisis. CST can provide 
educators and change agents working toward sustainability with the concep 
tual and analytical tools for understanding and synthesizing the many diverse 
aspects of the sustainability crisis in such a way as to reveal its central

' I place “re” in parentheses here and in other places throughout this text in recognition that 
l51ace-based cultures remain alive in diverse places globally. For members of these cultures, 
the “re” in such words as reinhabitation and relocalization may not apply, and there may be no 
need .to re-create sustainable cultures. The parenthetical “re” also recognizes that, for some 
peoples and places, examples have never existed or no longer exist to draw upon for place- 
based living, meaning that localized systems of sustainable living must be created for the first 
time fi-om scratch.
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organizing themes. In this chapter, I build upon the foundations of CST that 
focus attention on social power as constitutive to creating and perpetuating 
socio-cultural and socio-economic systems characterized by domination and 
oppression. I demonstrate how domination and oppression of people mirrors 
domination and oppression of nature; and, from this premise, I formulate the 
critical social theory of sustainability. This theory, an extension of CST, is 
explicitly ecological in its orientation and explicitly oriented toward praxis. 
The CST of sustainability is also situated within an analysis, of fossil fuel 
depletion and the impacts of that depletion on the global growth economy.^ I 
argue that the critical social theory of sustainability can illuminate vital and 
appropriate avenues for change through education and action. It is my hope 
that the critical social theory of sustainability will facilitate sustainability 
praxis rooted in a worldview that sees domination and oppression as the 
central socio-ecological problem of our time.

We now turn our attention to examining how and why CST serves as an 
appropriate vehicle for both comprehending and acting to avert the converg 
ing sdcio-ecological crises of late capitalism.^

^ The energy depletion and overall economic context for the CST of sustainability is 
developed in chapter three.

' I use the term late capitalism explicitly to imply several things. I propose that the capitalist 
system is nearing its logical conclusion because it is both consuming the resource base 
necessary for its functioning and concentrating wealth in fewer and fewer hands. Intense 
concentration of wealth in the global economy increases the suffering and discontent among 
the dispossessed, and it spurs their resistance to the system, thereby threatening capitalism’s 
indefinite pontinuation. Concentration of wealth also impedes the circular flow of money 
required for continued consumption within the ever enlarging and overproducing capitalist 
system. This flow is being impeded to such an extent that the global economic system itself is 
nearing a breaking point. We cannot have continued growth in production in the face of 
depleting resources such as oil, fresh water, and arable land, and we cannot have continued 
economic growth at the same time that the ability of consumers to purchase goods is rapidly 
eroding. The system is starving and bankrupting itself. I do not, however, imply that we need 
only sit back and wait for the system to come apart of its own weight. In fact, such passivity in 
the face of impending collapse would virtually guarantee chaotic responses in which the 
Uninformed and unprepared would lash out in desperation against many who had contributed 
little to creating the disaster. We must prepare for the end of capitalism by building alterna 
tives to it, especially concerning the provision of basic needs. We must work to take the 
system apart and also be prepared for its possible sudden collapse. This rationale for using the 
term “late capitalism” draws on the works of Mandel (1972/1975) and Jameson (1991).
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Why Are We Witnessing a Sustainability Crisis, and 
How Can Critical Social Theory Help Us Understand and Address It?

These questions shape the conceptual framework of this chapter. For some 
time in my teaching and learning, I have been developing a set of theories 
about why and how globalized, capitalist societies are characterized by what 
I call enforced dependency of individuals, communities, and entire societies 
on unsustainable social systems and institutions. My emerging theory is not 
entirely new. It shares a great deal with the critical social theory developed 
by the Frankfurt School beginning in the 1930s. Perhaps what is new about 
my theories is the direct and deliberate application of critical social theory to 
the rapidly converging socio-ecological and political/economic crises of our 
day, including global warming and the current or near-future peaking of 
global oil production. Others are working to explicitly extend critical theory 
into the realm of sustainability, but these efforts are recent and not wide 
spread.

Critical theory is useful in macro-analyses of unsustainable systems and 
institutions and how these reproduce themselves in societies. According to 
Morrow and Brown,

[Critical theoretical] analysis at the level of system integration may involve concepts 
involving functional-type part-whole relations. This involvement entails the macro- 
sociological assumption that society, as a contradictory totality, must be analyzed 
structurally as a process of reproduetion and transformation of agency/structure 
relations over time. But system integration here is understood in terms of an inter 
pretive structuralism that rejects the analogy of organic systems in favor of open, 
historical social formations. (1994, p. 269)

Here, Morrow and Brown, in describing one thrust of critical social the 
ory, elucidate a framework for analysis that I find useful to understanding 
and altering soeial sources of unsustainable systems. They note how CST 
focuses attention on the structures of society, built and perpetuated through 
systems of social power. They emphasize that human agency can alter these 
s,tructures over time and that social structures are not analogous to laws of 
nature and are, therefore, open to challenge and change. Thereby, Morrqw 
and Brown imply that CST-based critique, as a response to historically and 
culturally specific social formulations, does not attempt to rmcover absolute 
truths. CST theories and actions based upon those theories must always 
remain contingent and open to emerging histories and interpretations of those 
histories.

As a vehicle for analysis at the system integration level, CST can be used 
to address the following questions: In spite of the development and dissemi 
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nation of a great deal of credible evidence pointing to a need to mitigate 
converging socio-ecological crises, why do large scale social systems exhibit 
an inertia that seems to preclude making needed changes? How do systems 
of social power reproduce and reinforce themselves over time, and how are 
these systems related to the inertia present in unsustainable social systems? 
What roles do individuals and groups, operating at various levels and in 
various capacities, play in reinforcing or resisting systems of social power?

These are questions that can lead to understanding important social and 
historical forces at work in the current unsustainable social paradigm. This 
understanding can be articulated as social theory, as I do in this chapter. Note 
that the form of theory building in which I engage recognizes that systems, in 
their formation, functioning, and possible alteration or destruction, exist 
within history as the cause/result of specific conditions and the actions of 
individuals and groups. These same systems, therefore, can be altered 
through individual and group agency: people both create systems and are, in 
many ways, created by them. This chapter explores this dynamic.

In order to articulate why and how CST can serve as a vehicle for sus 
tainability-oriented understanding and action, and in order to create a 
foundation for explicitly extending that body of theory into the realm of 
sustainability, I must first grapple with the meaning of sustainability. I iriust 
then elucidate the conceptual framework of CST to this point in time. Doing 
so will help me to identify the threads of CST that most effectively support 
the extension of critical theory into the realm of sustainability education and 
praxis.

A Working Definition of Sustainability

A central argument of this chapter—^that sustainability must be the top 
priority for human societies—^first requires an examination of the meaning of 
sustainability. The first widespread use of the term “sustainable” derived 
from its definition in the 1987 report of the World Commission on Environ 
ment and Development headed by Gro Harlem Bruntland: “Sustainable 
development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(quoted in Allen, Tainter, & Hoekstra, 2003, p. 25). Many have critiqued the 
anthropocentrism of this definition. For our purposes here, the expressed 
concern for the long-term future is useful, but this definition does not take us 
far in discussing with any precision the sustaining of human ecology, the 
sustaining of broader ecological systems, or the relationship between the 
two.



16 Occupy Education

Our definition here must integrate humans and environment: to concep 
tualize hiunans as separate from environment and nature is unacceptable 
because this dichotomy is part and parcel of the current unsustainable 
paradigm’s power structures and systems of exploitation. This division forms 
a central theme within unsustainable, late capitalist, global reality. Here, I 
use theme in the way that Paulo Freire (1970/2000) defines it in Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed, in order to understand and change the current unsustainable 
paradigm, people oppressed by it must be able to ‘'name the world”: to 
conceptualize themes of oppression as a key activity toward transforming the 
world and ending oppression (p. 88).

In order to conceptualize themes of oppression, it is important to identify 
who and what is oppressed. I argue that the systematically impoverished, all 
those whose cultures and places are being destroyed by globalization, along 
with the middle classes—who live in a state of enforced dependency upon 
unsustainable economic and social systems—are oppressed under the current 
paradigmatic system. Nature is also oppressed in that, in a pattern that 
parallels the oppression of people in society, its purposes and very being are 
subjected, controlled, and systematically destroyed to create profits and 
economic growth. Those who reap the profits and hold the increasingly 
concentrated wealth and power of the world are the oppressors, though they 
too will become oppressed under the converging ecological and social crises 
of our-time, if these crises converge with the full force of their potential for 
destruction. Even now, both oppressors and oppressed suffer dehumanization 
under the current paradigm. According to Freire, “As the oppressors dehu 
manize others and violate their rights, they themselves also become dehu 
manized” (1970/2000, p. 56).

If humans and the natural world operate as an integrated system, if the 
denial of an integrated human/nature complex is at the heart of many 
converging crises in the world today, and if social justice is necessary for 
ecological sustainability—all points argued here—^we need a definition of 
sustainability that calls us to analyze and potentially transform human/nature 
relationships. James Pittman’s living definition of sustainability (2007) offers 
us such an integrated vision. Pittman defines living sustainability as “the 
long-term equilibrium of health and integrity maintained dynamically within 
any individual system (organism, organization, ecosystem, community, etc.) 
through a diversity of relationships with other systems.”

Pittman s living sustainability describes what I will call socio-ecological 
living sustainability. I use socio-ecological in addition to living because 
ecology the study of the earth household—is inherently concerned with 
relationships ^with systems views—and these views are central to compre 
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bending power and exploitation. Using the term ecology highlights the fact 
that the systems referenced include both living and nonliving components of 
earth systems. This definition is j'ocio-ecological because society is embed 
ded within ecology, and the definition is living because, like all life, it is 
open to change driven by historical and natural forces. This openness to 
change highlights an important aspect of the definition: it is' place specific; 
what might be sustainable in a given context is not necessarily so in every 
context. The appropriateness of changes to and adaptations of this definition 
is therefore place-specific in the same way that the appropriateness of life 
adaptatipns is in many ways determined by the specific context. This 
definition, to remain viable, must take form and evolve in living situations. 
Sustainability, then, is a set of lifeways lived within specific historical 
circumstances. Within these lifeways, considerations of the “long-term 
equilibrium of health and integrity” remain the central focus for communi 
ties.

Systems characterized by sustainability thusly defined would contrast 
sharply with the global capitalist world of today within which both humans 
and nature are used as tools to translate the health and wealth of the world 
into vast riches for a few and servitude and suffering for many. According to 
this definition of socio-ecological living sustainability, a sustainable society 
and world must prioritize the health and integrity of all community members 
and must foster relationships that create and support their well-being and 
recognize their intrinsic value. This definition of sustainability invites both 
justide-oriented critique of the world as we know it and construction of 
alternatives to the ciorrent reality.

This concept of sustainability recognizes that all possibilities for sustain 
ability 'depend upon our abilities as individuals and communities to effec 
tively and radically transform our world within a finmework of intra- and 
intergenerational social justice. In such a transformed world, we would 
extend the concept of community membership to both human and nonhuman 
nature in order to (re)establish community and individual hfeways based on 
respectful reciprocity. As in many indigenous societies (Armstrong, 1995; 
Cajet'e, 2001; LaDuke, 1999; Martinez, 1997; Nelson, 1983; Salmon, 2000; 
Sveiby & Skuthorpe, 2006), healthy, reciprocal relationships among people 
and between humans and nature would replace relationships characterized by 
unhealthy co-dependence between the dominant and the oppressed—a form 
of human to human and hiiman to nature relationship that pervades global 
capitalism.

Throughout this text, the term sustainability refers to the concept of so 
cio-ecological living sustainability, and my work here is directed toward
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sustainability-oriented transformation within the life systems of the world. In 
order to lay groundwork for developing a critical social theory of sustainabil 
ity, we will now explore the history and intellectual roots of CSX in an effort 
to identify those threads of existing theory most appropriate to extending 
CSX explicitly into the realm of sustainability theory and action.

Intellectual and Historical Roots of the 
Critical Social Theory of Sustainability

Critical theory is closely associated with the Frankfurt School of social 
theorists whose ideas represent an articulation and extension of Marxist- 
derived social theory for twentieth-century historical contexts. I draw from 
and integrate works both within and outside Frankfurt tradition in developing 
the critical social theory of sustainability that serves as the foundation for my 
critical pedagogy of sustainability.

Overview of Critical Theory

Critical theory is closely associated with the Frankfurt School of social 
theorists (Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, Eric Fromm, Walter Ben 
jamin, Theodor Adorno, and others) whose ideas represent an articulation 
and extension of Marxist-derived social theory applied to twentieth-century 
historical contexts. According to Bentz and Shapiro,

[CST] attempt[s] to understand, analyze, criticize, and alter social, economic, cul 
tural, technological, and psychological structures and phenomena that have features 
of oppression, domination, exploitation, injustice, and misery. They do so with a 
view to changing or eliminating these structures and phenomena and expanding the 
scope of freedom, justice, and happiness. The assumption is that this knowledge will 
be used in the process of social change by people to whom understanding their sit 
uation is crucial in changing it. (1998, p. 146)

Bentz and Shapiro further summarize the nature and purposes of CSX:
The purpose of [critical theory] inquiry is to change' oppressive social 

conditions and to educate some or all of the public about these conditions 
and the possibility of changing them” (p. 157).

In critical theory, context is of the utmost importance in understanding 
and transforming social systems (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 146). Critical 
theory examines how large-scale social systems manifest themselves in and 
reproduce themselves through specific phenomena and, reciprocally, how. 
these phenomena contribute to the construction and perpetuation of the larger
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system.'* In critical theory analyses, systems are historically situated and can 
only be grasped as products of and active agents within particular histories. 
Critical theory draws upon the concept of the dialectic developed by Marx 
and Hegel in that it calls for analyses of historical phenomena, both small 
and large scale, in terms of their internal contradictions (Bentz & Shapiro, 
1998, p. 147). Additionally, critical theory is concerned with the agen 
cy/structure dialectic of society: possibilities for proactive change or agency 
are paired in a unity of analysis with existing power structures in society that 
mitigate against changes and, thereby, reinforce and reproduce oppression 
(Morrow & Brown, 1994, p. 228).

Generation of critical theory involves using reflexive methods based in 
negotiation and argumentation. These methods can include historical analysis 
and interpretation, textual analysis, self-reflexive analysis, and metatheoreti- 
cal argumentation, such as epistemological critique of research methods and 
heuristics (Morrow & Brown, 1994, p. 232). CSX engages in immanent 
critique and ideology critique as central processes for generation of theory. 
In immanent critique, institutions and societies are analyzed according to 
their ability to keep their word. Such critique uses the society’s or institu 
tion’s own standards as the measure of success rather than critiquing the 
institution or society from the outside. For example, if a society claims to be 
free, immanent critique could serve as a means to deterrmne the extent to 
which that society lives up to its own conceptions of freedom. Ideology 
critique is similar to immanent critique in that it deals with rhetorical 
contradictions. Ideology critique of a society or institution focuses on 
contradictions between official stories (ideologies) and experience (Bentz & 
Shapiro, 1998, p. 148). The widely believed notion that any person in 
America has real potential for living the “American dream” serves as a good 
example of an official story that could be a focus for ideology critique. In 
probing this notion, one could ask both how and why the American dream 
became a widely held notion as well as how and why the story of the 
American dream differs from the lived experience of many Americans.

X'Central premise of critical theory is that a more just world is an intrin 
sically valuable goal for human societies, and that a more just world would 
be one in which social relationships of domination and oppression were 
continually reduced, and ultimately eliminated (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 
146). Critical pedagogy, as we shall see in chapter five, represents the work 
of realizing these goals through a praxis anchored in a critically informed 
view of the world (Freire, 1970/2000, chap. 1). According to critical theorists

'' TheSe self-replicating and self-reinforcing aspects of globalization underpin the concept of 
enforced dependency developed in chapters three and four.
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we must uncover, critique, and engage in praxis to eliminate oppressive 
power relationships. This work is necessary precisely because oppressive 
power is at the heart of all social injustice (Freire, 1970/2000). The ultimate 
goal of critical theory is widespread praxis, ultimately resulting in liberation 
of the oppressed and oppressors alike (Freire, 1970/2000, p. 88; Morrow & 
Brown, 1994, p. 158). The freedom experienced in such a world would be 
both negative (freedom from) and positive (presence of opportunity). CST 
strives toward freedomthe heavy burdens and constraints of oppression 
and freedom to realize one’s humanity in healthy, mutual relationship with 
others. Both of these freedoms are heavily constrained within the globalized 
capitalist paradigm. I will argue in chapter two that the collectively violent^ 
principles upon which this paradigm operates systematically concentrate 
wealth and power in fewer and fewer hands while also extending and 
deepening dependence on the system.

The scope of CST is vast, especially when the critical project is apphed 
to the current sustainability crisis. Understanding the systemic and ideologi 
cal factors that create and perpetuate oppressive human to human and human 
to nature relationships is a daunting task that includes understanding both the 
functions and composition of natural systems (of which humans are part), 
understanding political economy and geopolitics, understanding the use and j 
abuse of power in human systems, and imderstanding the historical and ! 
ecological legacies that inform unequal power relationships in global ^ 
systems. Though grand in scope, CST does not offer a grand-narrative 
version of history and does not subscribe to drawing direct analogies be- | 
tween human social systems and natural history/systems. Because of its 
insistence on the role of historical specifics in creating current realities, CST • 
avoids insinuating the inevitability of the world as we know it today.

A Brief History of Critical Social Theory

In this section, I discuss themes and threads of critical theory that are most 
important to developing the CST of sustainability.® I build upon some of the 
central tenets of CST, integrate these with other important and related socio 
cultural and socio-ecological theories, and thereby create a solid platform for 
extending CST into the realm of the sustainability crisis. First, I will briefly 
revisit the history of CST in order to chart its trajectory and envision how

See Summers & Markusen, 1992/2003, p. 215. These authors define collective violence as 
actions by large numbers of people that inflict harm on people and/or environment.

More thorough and detailed histories of the Frankfurt School and critical theory are available 
elsewhere (Dant, 2003; Held, 1980; McLaughlin, 1999).
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that trajectory might usefully be extended into the future as an effective 
vehicle for sustainability-oriented change.

The Institute for Social Research of the University of Frankfurt, later 
dubbed the Frankfurt School, was founded in the early 1920s (McLaughlin, 
1999, p. 111). Under its first director, Carl Grtinberg—an Austro-Marxist— 
Marxism became the theoretical basis of the school’s program (Held, 1980, 
p. 29). In 1930, Max Horkheimer became the director. Under his direction, 
theorists associated with the Institute worked to adapt Marx’s theories of 
political economy to the contemporary context. These theorists recognized 
that the economic determinism developed by Marx had not accurately 
predicted the capitalist world of the twentieth century. Though they found 
much of value in Marx’s original analyses, these theorists working in 1930s 
Germany contended with questions of why conditions of political economy 
had not triggered the socialist revolution predicted by Marx and, most 
importantly, why fascism was on the rise within the capitalist context. In 
exploring these questions, Frankfurt School theorists turned their attention to 
socio-cultural aspects of modem life. They contended that aspects of culture 
serve to entrench the powerful in their positions of advantage and to create 
momentum and inertia within socio-economic systems in ways that simulta 
neously, reproduce and extend the capitalist sphere while also imdercutting 
impetus toward socialist revolution. This particular thread of CST, power 
fully articulated by Marcuse in his One-Dimensional Man (1964), is of 
particular importance to developing the CST of sustainability as a theory that 
effectively grapples with how hegemony manifests in society as socially and 
environmentally destmctive collective behavior. This thread of CST helps us 
comprehend how and why such behavior continues, even in the face of 
widespread knowledge about poverty, social and environmental injustice, 
and widespread ecological decline. *■

Another important theoretical development of the Frankfurt School that 
dates from the 1920s is the melding of the Marxist theoretical tradition and 
its insights concerning political economy with Freudian psychoanalytic 
theory regarding identity formation and social repression of instinctual urges 
(Held'; 1980, chap. 4). This melding created a springboard for the Frankfurt 
theorists’ critiques of culture as a central vehicle for development and 
reproduction of the administered society and its capitalist political economy. 
This synthesis also created openings for exploring individual malleability 
and susceptibility to ideological control.

In 1933, the Institute was moved to Geneva as the Nazis came to power 
in Germany, and in 1935, it was moved to Columbia University in New York 
(Held, 1980, p. 34). Particularly since the school’s exile to the United States,
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theorists of the Frankfurt School and their disciples such as Jurgen Habermas 
have created a diverse body of theory that has touched many disciplines. It 
can hardly be said that the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School tradition 
agreed in all aspects of their work or that they were even working within the 
same field of study at any given time. Therefore, several models of critical 
theory with divergent foci emerged (Held, 1980, p. 34). According to Held,

The themes covered by the Frankfurt School [during its exile from Germany] ... are 
extensive. They include discussions of theories of capitalism, of the structure of the 
state, and of the rise of instrumental reason; analyses of developments in science, 
technology and technique, of the culture industry and mass culture, of family struc 
ture and individual development, and of the susceptibility of people to ideology; as 
well as considerations of the dialectic of enlightenment and of positivism as the 
dominant mode of cognition. As always, it was the hope of Horkheimer and the 
others that their work would help establish a critical social consciousness able to 
penetrate existing ideology, sustain independent judgment and be capable, as Ador 
no put it, “of maintaining its freedom to think things might be different.” (1980, p.
38)

In the post-World War II era, Horkheimer and Adorno maintained their 
focus on extending the valuable contributions of Marx and other leftist 
thinkers into the contemporary context while, at the same time, attacking 
Soviet Marxists. Accordingly, they pleased neither “conservative authorities 
nor radical thinkers,” and their politically independent positions led to 
challenges from all sides (Held, 1980, p. 39).

Marcuse’s work became highly popular with the New Left in the 1960s 
and 1970s due to his commitment to politics and to contemporary radical 
social struggles. During this time, he became perhaps the most prominent 
theoretician of the left. Through Marcuse, the critical work of the Frankfurt 
School in the areas of culture and authoritarian/bureaucratic society became 
well known, and it was Marcuse that began to expand the work of critical 
theory into the realm of socio-ecological problems (Held, 1980, p. 39).

After the 1970s, as the social struggles of the past two decades died out 
or manifested in less directly confi-ontational settings and efforts and as 
neoliberal political economy and the radical individualism of the so-called 
me generation moved into full swing, interest in critical theory in academe 
and .politics slowed to a trickle. Currently, at a time in which the divide 
between rich and poor has never been wider and in which the very mecha 
nisms that once seemed capable of driving an ever more rapid expansion and 
deepening entrenchment of the capitalist project seem themselves to be 
breaking down—an opportunity is emerging to build upon the rich body of 
critical work developed and instigated by Frankfurt School theorists firom the
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1930s through the 1970s. Some of their insights may apply equally well, if 
not bettef, to interpreting today’s societies.

Early GST, with its roots in Marxist analysis, had a great deal to say 
about society and economy and very little to say about human relationship to 
nature,,, though its critiques of society and political economy are highly 
relevant, to. sustainability. As sustainability-oriented theorists, educators, and 
activists "pome to see with increasing clarity that oppression of people and 
domination and destruction of nature are two sides of one coin representing 
the same underlying exploitive values and practices, CST-oriented analysis is 
being extended to include human relationship with environment (Grue- 
newald, 2003; Kahn, 2010; Kovel, 2002; Leonardo, 2004; Merchant, 1999, 
2008; O’Connor, 1991/2008). This more inclusive analysis of domination 
and oppression is not entirely new (Marcuse, 1972/2008), but CST-based 
socio-ecological critique is only recently gaining strength.

^ Toward a Critical Social Theory of Sustainability
In the* remainder of this chapter, I draw upon themes and ideas within CST 
and other, critical theories, selecting those that I deem to offer the strongest 
and piost appropriate foundations for confronting the converging sustainabil 
ity crises of the modem world and for encouraging sustainability-oriented 
agency. I include the work of theorists not typically associated with the CST 
of .the Frankfurt School, but whose theories articulate well with the central 
premises and purposes of the CST of sustainability. Some contemporaries of 
Frankftirt School theorists together with some theorists active since the 
1970s (when interest in CST began to wane) share central values and tenets 
with CST. The work of a number of these theorists is immensely helpful to 
developing a critical social theory of sustainability. I also situate my own 
work withip the CST tradition as an extension of that body of theory into the 
current'global context of peak oil, climate change, and limits now in sight for 
global growth capitalism. I do not offer a comprehensive or fixed articulation 
of the. critical social theory of sustainability, but one that works historically 
and provisionally, and one that serves as an appropriate foundation for praxis 
in my college and community.

Questioning the Modern Worldview
Critical social theory is historically specific, rooted in the context of moder 
nity as. a system of beliefs and values that evolved out of the Enlightenment. 
Many theories offered by critical theorists hinge upon a critique of the 
intellectual systems that define modernity. Dialectic of Enlightenment by
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Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (1944/1972) is an obvions example. 
In order to form a basis for understanding and interpreting CST, we begin 
with a discussion of modernity as an intellectual and social construct.

In . her book Resurgence of the Real: Body, Nature, and Place in a Hy 
perrriodern World, Charlene Spretnak (1997) offers an insightful analysis of 
the conceptual and normative foundations of modernity. The values system 
Spretnak elucidates derives from the eighteenth-century European period of 
the Enlightenment and the birth of the scientific method as a mode of
inquiry. Specifically, she critiques the dualisms and hierarchies that charac- 
tenze modernity.

According to Spretnak, within the modem worldview, humans are 
viewed as primarily economic beings. It follows that the satisfaction of 
human material needs and desires is of primary importance, although, as 
Spretnak states, the emphasis on accumulation typical of capitalist societies 
actually worsens the material foundation of the natural world that is the 
fomdation of all human systems (1997, p. 219). Spretnak claims that the 
values, beliefs, an4 conceptual orientations inherent in modernity reinforce 
the likelihood that modern humans will conceive of themselves and behave 
a^homo economicus (Spretnak, 1997, p. 219). Among these values, beliefs 
and conceptual orientations are:

• progressivism, “the belief that the human condition progresses [in a
linear fashion] toward increasingly optimal states as the past is continu 
ally improved upon”; * ‘

• objectivism, the belief that there is a rational 'structure to reality 
independent of the perspectives of any particular cultures or persons, and 
that correct reason mirrors this rational structure”;

• rationalism, the conception that “knowledge, belief, and the 'basis for 
action are properly derived solely from reason...‘untainted” by emo 
tions”;

• a mechanistic worldview, tiie belief that “the physical world is composed 
of matter and energy, which operate in various constellations of eause 
and effect according to ‘laws’ of nature [so that] occurrences of creative 
unfolding and complex interactive responses in nature have no place” in 
our conception of the world;

• reductionism, the idea that “understanding physical entities.. .is achieved 
by breaking them down into smaller and smaller parts”;

• scientism, the belief that all fields of inquiry can attain objective
knowledge by modeling their practices after the investigative methods of 
science”;
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emphasis on efficiency through standardization, bureaucratization, 
centralization of power and decision making, and hierarchical institu 
tional systems;
anthropocentrism, the belief that humans are what matters most in the 
universe;
emphasis on instrumental reason, “modes of thinking used to achieve 
desiredends rather than to determine values”;
opposition to nature that includes a conception of “nonmodem societies 
... as having been ‘held back’ by unproductive perceptions of holism and 
by conceptualizations of human culture as an extension of nature with 
reciprocal duties”;
compar(mentalization, where life is “considered to exist in discrete 
spheres.. .such as family life, work, [and] social life”; 

i; rationalism, valued as a vehicle for throwing off the chains of religion 
tii - and superstition; and

*the shrinkage of the cosmological context, the sacired whole, to the scale 
of humans” (Spretnak, 1997, pp. 219-221).

Spretnak notes that modem values, beliefs, and orientations are also 
highly gendered—that modernity is “hypermasculine” and patriarchal 
because valued ideas and practices are identified as characteristically male 
3arhile devalued ideas, practices, and characteristics—such as emotionality, 
«^athy,,and identification with the earth (as in earth-centered. Pagan or 
ipdigenqus belief systems)—are identified as characteristically feniale 
i&pretnak, 1997, p. 221). This gendered bifurcation of values parallels the 
^Ise dualism of the hiunan/natme constract. Once such dualisms are inter- 
wized, a hierarchical arrangement pf differentiated ideas and practices 
:^lows, and that which is seen as other within the power stmcture is deval 
ued.

i
11 The emergence of the modem worldview is further supported by Christi- 
Itiity’s emergence as the dominant religion of Western Europe and its 
pploniqs. In her essay “Reinventing Eden; Western Culture as Recovery 
T)larrative” (1996), Carolyn Merchant states that “the story of Western 
civilization since the seventeenth century ... can be conceptualized as a 
grqnd narrative of fall anfl recovery.” She continues by stating that “three 
subplots organize its argument: Christian religion, modem science, and 
OTitalism” (p. 133). Rather than focusing on the biblical theme of human 
|t^ardship of the earth, Merchant focuses on human dominion as a biblical 
■theme with regard to human/nature relationship. Although stewardship 
themes.^re also clearly present in the Bible (Barbour, 1993, pp. 75-77),
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Merchant correctly identifies dominion as the biblical theme that has 
facilitated both scientism and capitalism as systems of power in the modern 
age. The modem recovery narrative Merchant explicates is that of female, 
fallen nature being subdued and civilized through conceptually male systems 
of rational belief and action.

Ironically, within the constmct of modernity, scientific rationahty itself 
becomes myth. According to Dant:

Critical theorists argue that the form of m5^h actually resurfaces within the adoption 
of the [rational] methods of science and technology as the only adequate mode of 
knowledge. What appears as rationality ... begins to operate as myth in the sphere 
of culture.... As a cultural system it becomes mythic through rigidifying the pro 
cesses of nature, treating them as predetermined and beyond the power of human 
will. It is the unitary and unbending form of reason in modernity that lends itself to 
domination, both of nature and of human will. (2003, p. 25)

As the epistemology of the modem era, rationality is reified and, there 
fore, becomes irrational, making possible the use of reason to serve ends that 
destroy nature and that are, thereby, ultimately self-destmctive. Therefore, 
the CST of sustainability critiques aspects of the modem worldview that 
inform imsustainable socio-cultural systems.

The Critique of Domination

A central focus of the CST of sustainability is critique of domination within 
socio-ecological systems. This section draws upon critiques of domination 
and oppression as formative dynamics of globalized industrial capitalism and 
capitalist culture. Marcuse’s theories (1964) anchor this discussion because 
they effectively address why socio-ecological problems have reached the 
crisis stage while penetrating critiques of the sources of the sustainability 
crisis have been available for decades. My critique also draws upon indige 
nous and ecofeminist thought and includes voices from the environmental 
justice movement. These critical traditions extend the critique of domination 
into areas highly relevant to developing the critical social theory of sustaina 
bility. I also draw upon Marx’s (1844/1964) theory of alienation of labor as a 
process that informs domination and oppression of common people. Because 
Karl Polanyi (1944/1957) situates his critique of industriaUsm within the 
context of the human history of community in a way that speaks to the 
importance of (re)establishing reciprocal, sustainable relationships between 
people and between people and place, his work also provides an important 
roundation for my critique of domination. I also draw upon the work of 
Proudhon (1890/1966) for iiisight into how government has contributed to

enforcing the dependency of the masses upon those who dominate global

The critique of domination lies at the very center of CST. It lays bare the 
exploitive and destructive mechanisms of globalized capitalism. It is through 
this centrally organizing critique that CST can be usefully extended into the 
realm of sustainability. The critique of domination helps us to comprehend 
and contribute to reversing the destruction of people and nature ^both of 
which serve as fodder for the growth economy and are emblematic of the 
extension'of capitalism into every comer of the globe. The destruction of 
nature is at the center of the sustainability crisis. This destmction coincides 
with the obliteration of diverse human cultures developed within diverse 
ecosystems---indigenous cultures that embody both the means and meaning 
of living in unmediated relationship with nature as the source of all life. The 
CST of sustainabiUty focuses on domination and oppression in the realms of 
both society and nature, and it is particularly concerned with how the 
domination and oppression manifested in both realms articulate with and 
reinforce one another.

According to Marx (1844/1964, pp. 106-119), alienation derives from 
the capitalist mode of production through which human work is fragmented 
and the relationship of that work to nature as an integrated system is ab 
stracted and obfuscated (p. 114). According to Marx, work and production 
are natural to humans and are done in the absence of physical or material 
need (p. 113). Work is a meaningful activity through which humans express 
their species being and contemplate their relationship to and meaning within 
nature. Through work, humans change nature and thereby change their own 
nature. In order for this process to be a meaningful expression of humamty, 
workers must control the processes and the products of their work. Accord 
ing to Marx:

It is'just in his work upon the objective world ... that man first really proves himself 
to be a species being. This production is his active species life.... The object of la 
bor is, therefore, the objectification of man's species life: for he also duplicates him 
self not only, as in consciousness, intellectually, but actively, in reality and therefore 
he contemplates himself in a world that he has created. In tearing away from man 
the objeet of his production, therefore, estranged labor tears from him his species 
life.... (p. 114)

Wage labor and the introduction of the detailed division of labor in the 
nineteenth century reduced workers to a commodity—labor—and robbed
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them of control through the deskilling of artisans.^ Marx also recognized that 
these changes in production transferred the locus of work from the home to 
the factory (Dant, 2003, p. 61). This dislocation and the resultant abstraction 
of the market economy further centralized power and control in the hands of 
management and created the conditions for widespread commodity fetishism. 
Factory production and the centralization of control inherent in the capitalist 
mode of production systematically undermined self-sufficiency and created a 
system of enforced dependency of workers on the free market distribution of 
commodities.

Similarly to Marx, Polanyi cites factory production as the basis for a 
mode of production and a self-regulating market that would undercut and 
eventually virtually eliminate the ability of people to work and support 
themselves independent of the capitalist system:

Although the new productive organization was introduced by the merchant.. .the use 
of elaborate machinery and plant involved the development of the factory system 
and therewith a decisive shift in the relative importance of commerce and industry 
in favor of the latter.... The more complicated industrial production became, the 
more numerous were the elements of industry the supply of which had to be safe 
guarded. Three of these... were of outstanding importance: labor, land, and money.
In a commercial society their supply could be organized in one way only: by being 
made available for purchase.... The extension of the market mechanism to the ele 
ments of industry—labor, land, and money—^was the inevitable consequence of the 
introduction of the factory system in a commercial society.... As the organization of 
labor is only another word for the forms of life of the common people, this means 
that the development of the market system would be accompanied by a change in 
the organization of society itself All along the line, human society became an ac 
cessory ofthe economic system.... (1944/1957, p. 75)

Polanyi concludes that “improvements” of industrialism were “bought at 
the price of social dislocation” (p. 76).

Writing a century before Polanyi on the question “what is property,” 
Proudhon (1890/1966) makes points similar to those of Polanyi (1944/1957) 
regarding the commodification of the factors of production. He concludes 
that property is theft 1) because it is a means of eliminating traditional access 
by common people to the basic factors of production and 2) because these 
factors were not created by property owners but were stolen from the natural 
commons, the birthright of every person. While Polanyi (1944/1957) and 
Marx (1844/1964) point to the mode of production as a central causative

’ Similarly, Kropotkin (1902/1989) argues that systems of mutual aid, free association, and 
decentralization of social power and control—that characterized tribal societies, village life, 
and the medieval cities of Europe during the era of the craft guilds—^represented forms of 
social organization characterized by nonalienating production.
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factor in the alienation of labor, Proudhon (1890/1966) emphasizes govern 
ment’s role in creating and defending private property rights as a central 
driver in the alienation of producers from the factors of production. Both 
forms of alienation and the concentrated powers that produce them combine 
to enforce dependency of common people on goods and services produced 
by systems over which they have little control.

The forms of material and psychic domination that characterize global 
growth capitalism have their roots in the alienated dependency fostered by 
the capitalist economic system and its means of production as well as by 
governments that historically created and maintained the rules of the capital 
ist system. The CST of sustainability recognizes that the organization of 
labor and production combined with widespread dependence on the free 
market as a provisioning ‘system are central means through which the 
capitalist order dominates and controls individuals and societies globally. 
Therefore, alternate means of production and consumption that reduce 
dependency and that foster community control of economy and the restored 
subservience of economy to society should inform social critique and action 
toward sustainable living.

Critical theorists extend Marx’s critique of the mode of production by 
analyzing how domination, characterized by both social control of the 
individual and dependency of the individual on the system, is perpetuated 
and entrenched through culture. Critical theorists critique work as a form of 
capitalist production and reproduction that extends beyond the realm of 
industrial production and into all aspects of modem life. Dant (2003) 
summarizes the thinking of Adorno and Horkheimer on this point:

As enlightenment thinking has taken hold of modernity, technology has led to a 
systematic organisation of work that employs tools and machinery in the domination 
of nature. That systematicity has extended to the domination of workers, whose 
work life...is driven by the rhythms and demands of machines. What the critical 
theorists argue is that these processes extend into the cultural life of modem society.
Just as the worker is dominated at work, so (s)he is at home and in leisure, which 
leads to a restriction of private life outside the process of production, (p. 46)

According to Adorno and Horkheimer, the culture industry produces 
“consumers as so many automatons, all thinking and acting in the same way” 
(Dant, 2003, p. 47) so that amusement, as part of the reproductive mech 
anisms of late capitalism, is an essential element of work that sustains the 
capitalist order (Dant, 2003, p. 47). Similarly, Baudrillard claims that, in both 
work and non-work, individuals participate in the circulation of signs, 
symbols, and values that reinforce and perpetuate the system of late capital 
ism. Dant summarizes Baudrillard’s critique in stating that “Marx’s analysis



of the ,mode of production has collapsed into the sphere of consumption” 
(2003; p. 57).

Continually expanding the sphere of domination and exploitation of peo 
ple and nature is unsustainable. While domination of landscapes and human 
others seemed for a time to benefit the dominant, we are now witnessing 
diminishing returns on this strategy of subjugation for production and profit 
as we confi-ont natural limits (Meadows, Randers, & Meadows, 2004), and 
perhaps the limits of human tolerance for abuse (Homer-Dixon, 2006, pp 
204).

As Joseph Tainter noted in The Collapse of Complex Societies (1988), 
societies become vulnerable to collapse as an outgrowth of an internal 
dynamic of increasing social complexity. Late capitalist industrial society is 
the most complex system in human history. According to Tainter, social 
complexity—characterized by “more parts, different kinds of parts, more 
social differentiation, more inequality, and more kinds of centralization and 
control” is a problem-solving strategy (p. 37). Early on, societies typically 
receive high returns on investments in complextiy in terms of social adapta 
tion to stresses. These investments have costs in terms of money, effort, 
energy, etc., and growing complexity eventually yields diminishing returns 
(Homer-Dixon, 2006, p. 223). It is important to note that investment in 
further complexity as a means to solve social problems benefits some more 
than others typically those with disproportionate social power. Eventually, 
according to Tainter (1988), for growing numbers of people, the returns on 
investments in further complexity become small or even negative when 
compared to the alternative: collapse of the complex society into a reduced 
state of complexity (chap. 4), perhaps into a form in which “small, internally 
homogeneous, minimally differentiated groups [are] characterized by equal 
access to resources, shifting, ephemeral leadership, and unstable political 
formations” (p. 37). Late capitalist society is likely approaching a point of 
collapse as continued investments in technologies, bureaucracies, economic 
integration, and political control themselves create a plethora of problems • 
that require social response. 1

Living as they did prior to both the obvious convergence of socio- 
ecological crises of sustainability and the rapid upswing in the pace of 
globalization, and also having been touched directly by the rise of fascism in 
Europe, the founders of critical theory focused a great deal of attention on 
destructive collective behavior, exploring how and why individuals partici 
pate in extensive collective violence and self-degrading behavior instigated 
by authoritarian leaders or by an overarching social system pervaded by 
authoritarian logic. Individual humans have adapted and bent to the neei
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jgid judgment of community since time immemorial (Tar, 1977, pp. 88-89), 
||t critical theorists recognized something qualitatively different in the 
lading of human will and desires to fit the capitalist mode of production 

capitalist cultural reproduction. They also noted technology’s central and 
stotalyzing role in fostering capitulation to the logic of the system (Marcuse, 
:^64, p. r58).
p 1 Critica] theorists, immersed in the intellectual tradition of the Enlighten- 

(though they directly confronted and challenged Enlightenment 
(kinking and constructs) (Tar, 1977, p. 88), tended to focus on the individual 
^the rightftil center of sovereignty and the focus for considering questions 
of] human mental and social health. With their partiality to Freudian analysis, 
(Optical theorists tended to interpret the domination of the human sphere in 
Ipms of individual repression and to focus less attention on the destruction 
of indigenous and place-centered communities as a characteristic phenome 
non of the capitalist machine. Critical theoretical focus on the individual 
derives from an emphasis on autonomy. According to Maeve Cooke,

Critical social theory is not individualist in the sense of asserting the priority of 
individual goals at the expense of communal and social values or in the sense of 
conceiving of human beings atomistically, as self-contained centres of ethical value. 
Indeed, critical social theories frequently appeal to an idea of social solidarity and 
understand ethical value in intersubjective terms. Nonetheless, this kind of theory is 
individualist in two important senses. First, in the sense that it prioritizes individual 
human flourishing over that of the collective. Second, in the sense that it stresses the 
need for the individual herself to be able freely to accept a given conception of hu 
man flourishing as the best.... The concept of autonomy articulates its commitment 

" " to individual freedom in this sense. (2005, p. 383)

' Focus on. individual repression is as relevant today as it was during the 
formation of critical theory. In particular, Marcuse’s concept of repressive 
desublimation of individuals within late capitalist society remains a highly 
jelevapt critique of a complex form of domination that continues to pervade 
hldustrial societies. Marcuse elucidates this concept in his One-dimensional 
Man (1964) where he argues that individuals in late capitalist industrial 
societies participate in their own oppression as they are coerced by the 
dominant culture to surrender their liberty in exchange for material objects, 
Qomfort, and the sensuous consumption of products of the culture industry, 
fe Freudian terms, desublimation would mean an end to repression of 
sensuous individual desires. Marcuse argues in his development of &e 
oxymoronic concept of repressive desublimation that, when the satisfaction 
of these desires becomes the central organizing principle of society, possi 
bilities for democracy shrivel, and tyrants are allowed to shape the lived
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experience of the masses. For Marcuse, imder late capitalism, desublimation 
for the masses ironically leads to their captivity and repression in all facets of 
life, other than the satisfaction of material needs.* Marcuse argues that 
uncovering the contradictions of advanced industrial society has become 
incredibly challenging because entrenched powers have done a masterful job 
of creating a society in which the requirements for their hegemony have been 
made congruent with the perceived needs of the many. In such a society, 
opportumties for critique are undermined even as domination and oppression 
persist.

Marcuse (1964) implies that democracy can only exist absent the coer 
cive and self-reinforcing repressive desublimation that characterizes late 
capitalist society: “The rights and liberties which were such vital factors in 
the origins and earlier stages of industrial society yield to a higher stage of 
this society: they are losing their traditional rationale and content” (p. 1). He 
continues:

The concept of alienation seems to become questionable when the individuals iden 
tify themselves with the existence which is imposed upon them and have in it their 
own development and satisfaction. This identification is not illusion but reality. 
However, the reality constitutes a more progressive stage of alienation. The latter 
has become entirely objective; the subject which is alienated is swallowed up by its 
alienated existence. There is only one dimension, and it is everywhere and in all 
forms. The achievements of progress defy ideological indictment as well as justifi 
cation; before their tribunal, the “false consciousness” of their rationality becomes 
the true consciousness, (p. 11)

In Marcuse’s analysis, technological and material progress, associated 
sensual comfort and pleasure enjoyed by growing numbers of people, and 
pervasive messages of the culture industry that coerce participation and 
identification with the system conjoin to overwhelm critique of domination 
and integrate the vast majority of people as willing participants in the 
capitalist project. Control of the messages of the culture industry by powerful 
elites has intensified since Marcuse’s time with the coneentration of media 
ownership triggered by industry deregulation (McChesney, 1999). The 
system and its participants adopt identical goals, attitudes, and logic that 
manifest a self-reinforcing and self-perpetuating Way of life. Resistance has 
been rendered futile and is perceived as contradictory to the well-being of the 
individual.

Marcuse’s concept of repressive desublimation is similar to Antonio Gramsci’s (1971/ 1999) 
concept of cultural hegemony discussed later in this chapter, but social control through 
repressive desublimation requires that individuals attain a relatively high level of material 
comfort, while hegemonic social control extends to all or nearly all social classes.
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For critical theory, Marcuse sees a perpetually negative role: “The criti 
cal theory ‘of society possesses no concepts which could bridge the gap 
between the present and its future; holding no promise and showing no 
success, it remains negative” (Marcuse, 1964, p. 257). Still, Marcuse sees 
some chance that critical theorists and the most exploited within the capitalist 
system may serve as agents of social change. With regard to critical theory 
itself, he states that it “wants to remain loyal to those who, without hope, 
have given their life to the Great Refusal” 1964, p. 257). ’ For Marcuse, 
critical theorists may play a role in social change in that they keep alive a 
deep critique of domination, dne that leaves them virtually without hope.'”

Regar4ing the most exploited within the capitalist system, those for 
whom repressive desublimation itself is out of reach materially, Marcuse 
writes: “Their force is behind every political demonstration for the victims of 
law and order. The fact that they start refusing to play the game may be the 
fact which marks the beginning of the end of a period” (1964, p. 257).

Regarding the potential of the exploited masses to employ critical theory 
in realizing the radical overthrow of the capitalist order Marcuse states, “The 
chance is that, in this period, the historical extremes may meet again: the 
most advanced consciousness of humanity, and its most exploited force. It is 
nothing bnt a chance” (1964, p. 257). Now, more than 40 years after Marcuse 
wrote One-dimensional Man (1964), the dispossessed within the globalized 
capitalist system have grown dramatically in both number and proportion, 
including within highly industrialized societies. Labor control through the 
division of labor and mechanization of production (and resultant job loss) 
combine with the concentration of wealth and thd cannibalizing dynamic of 
the system (which pays workers/consumers ever lower wages while requiring 
them to consume more). As the global economy confronts limits to growth 
and teeters on the edge of collapse, there exists a unique opportunity to bring 
together the historical extremes of which Marcuse spoke, but doing so to the 
effect of successfully challenging the capitalist order would mean that people 
would both comprehend and act upon a far-reaching critique of the domina 
tion and destruction embodied in the capitalist order.

^ When Marcuse wrote One-dimensional Man (1964), there appeared to be no end in sight to 
technological progress and concomitant increases in the material well-being of industrial 
society. Therefore, he argues for a “great refusal” to participate in a wholly unfi:ee society 
characterized by repressive desublimation.

Marcuse closes One-Dimensional Man with these words: “At the begmning of the fascist 
era, Walter Benjamin wrote: It is only for the sake of those without hope that hope is given to 
us” (1964, p. 257).
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Such a conjoining of thought and effort based on a critical assessment of 
society could catalyze a humane outcome to the collapse of global growth 
capitalism, but it is perhaps far more likely that collapse will come with few 
prepared to make sense of it and that, even for those who are prepared, 
actions in crisis may be irrational. The concepts of autonomy and individual 
rights are central to Marcuse’s argument, but the solutions to the social crisis 
of a one-dimensional society must be collective, and we have little time to 
cultivate both understanding of the system and collective action appropriate 
to realizing a freer and more just society.

In forming an appropriate basis for sustainability-oriented action, the 
critique of social domination must go beyond the basic recognition that 
domination is, in part, culturally constructed. It is important also to recognize 
that capitalist forms of domination share a lineage with racism and sexism 
that arose within complex societies prior to the advent of industrialism. Like 
all manifestations of social domination, racism and sexism derive from a 
worldview that fragments socio-ecological wholes and ranks them. This 
worldview is far too narrow, exclusionary, and conflictive/aggressive to 
serve as a useful foundation for (re)creating sustainable societies.

In “The Rape of the Well-maidens: Feminist Psychology and the Envi 
ronmental Crisis,” Gomes and Kanner (1995) analyze gendered aspects of 
oppression that inform unsustainability. According to these authors, under 
standing the acculturation of male children within Western society is 
important to understanding the socio-ecological crises of our time. They 
argue that Western society’s high valuation of radical autonomy and the 
association of that autonomy with males are highly destructive to developing 
healthy interpersonal and human/nature relationships. According to Gomes 
and Kanner (1995), to be male—or to secure a position of power within 
society (whether one is male or female)—is to separate from and appear not 
to depend upon others and nature (p. 113). They conclude that “radical 
autonomy is a cultural ideal that does not allow for other forms of growth, 
especially those based on relationship and connection” (p. 113), and “domi 
nation becomes a way to deny dependence” (p. 115) which is seen as a weak, 
feminine quality.

Within the modem capitalist order, male-identified domination is di 
rected at both human others and nature, and it thereby prevents the dominant 
from developing holistic, sustainability-oriented relationships with people 
and nature. According to Gomes and Kanner (1995),

By acknowledging our dependence, we allow gratitude and reciprocity to come 
forth freely and spontaneously. This is especially true when power in a relationship 
IS fairly equal.... When we deny our dependence on another person, we threaten not
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only to engulf them but to feed on their strength and vitality, often until we have 
used them up.... A striking parallel is seen in the physical destruction of ecosys 
tems.... (p. 115)f

# Gomes and Kanner argue that perpetuating systems of gender inequity is 
jerently self-destructive and unsustainable. Within such systems, women 
I socialized as nurturing caregivers while men are socialized to seek 
itcal autonomy, and both men and women may seek social power through 
Itivating'die appearance of radical autonomy from others and nature. Since

*,^cal autonomy is not actually attainable, those who seek to assert their 
(^ttiplete indejiendence may be driven to “dominate the world so thoroughly
* i’the autonomy of all else is wiped out” (Gomes & Kanner, 1995, p. 114).

[(' Gomes and Kanner (1995) contribute an important aspect to the critique 
domination as a foundation for the CST of sustainability. They emphasize

ffiit gender-based discrimination and domination contribute in important 
Ifeys td the unsustainability of modem social systems, and they point to the 
fijpuction and eventual elimination of these forms of discrimination and 
dofnination as important aspects of developing sustainable socio-ecological 
fystems.

Robert Bullard’s “Confronting Environmental Racism” (2008) offers a 
Jtique of domination based on race. Bullard offers an excellent analysis of 

Jsism as an important factor influencing the siting of dirty industries and 
ffiVironmentally damaging activities of all kinds. In his analysis, Bullard 
<itoonstrates that racism operates as a clearly distinguishable factor apart 
ifbm class status.

Racism infused colonialism (Pagden, 1982/1988), and Bullard draws 
important connections between 1) colonialism as an extractive enterprise 
Mthin far ‘flung empires and 2) continuing “internal” colonialism within 
|huntries.'' Colonialism, internal colonialism, and globalization, with their 
ridst foundations, form the foundation for the environmental justice move 
ment. This movement seeks an end to discriminatory placement of hazardous 
Induction and waste facilities near communities whose ethnic and economic 
^Mory and status disadvantage them in terms of social power (First National 
People of Color Summit, 1991/2008).

,4 in his book This Sovereign Land: A New Vision for Governing the West, Daniel Kemmis 
(2001) makes a similar argument about the West within the U.S. serving as an internal colony 

the entire nation. Bullard's argument also closely relates to Alan Miller's article Econom 
ics and the Environment" (1999). Miller's discussion of world-system theory highlights how 
colonialism has never really ended; it has only been transformed into econcftmc colonialism 
that continues to manifest in the dependency of economically peripheral nations on the centers 
of power.
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Critique of racist domination is important to developing the CST of sus 
tainability for similar reasons that critique of gender discrimination is 
important to developing such a theory: sustainability means an end to 
destructive domination and engulfment of the other—^be the other women, 
ethnic/racial groups, or nature.

The critique of domination also extends to language. According to Hork- 
heimer, “The spoken word cannot deny its collective coinage, for language is 
a true reflection of social structure” (as quoted in Tar, 1977, p. 92). In a 
culture of domination and oppression, we tend to speak the language of 
subjugation.

In her article “Keepers of the Earth” (1995), Jeannette Armstrong, a 
member of the Okanagan tribe of British Columbia, discusses linguistic 
foundations of human domination of nature. Throughout her article, she 
discusses differences between Okanagan and English in how each represents 
relationship. Armstrong shows how the subject/object construction of 
English and other Western European languages (which nearly always 
represent humans as the subjects acting upon objects) creates a mental 
construct of humans as separate from environment and thereby fosters an 
orientation toward domination of nature rather than reciprocity. By contrast, 
in Okanagan, human and earth share the same root syllable. Humans are 
conceived of as the “land dreaming capacity” (p. 321); they are the earth. 
Okanagans embody their homeland—and all that shares that homeland with 
the tribe. They are made of and directly related to that which the land 
provides them (p. 323). As Armstrong shows, there are ways of being in the 
world and with nature that are not characterized by domination, though 
globally dominant cultures face serious linguistic challenges to conceptualiz 
ing them.

The critique of domination outlined here lies at the heart of the CST of 
sustainability. This critique builds upon the foundations of Marx’s critique of 
the alienation of labor and Polanyi’s critique of modem industrial society’s 
subservience to the free market economy. It incorporates the insights of 
Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse regarding the extension of eapitalist 
domination into the realm of culture, and it highlights the important role of 
otherization based on gender, race, and ethnicity as contributing factors in 
the sustainability crisis. We now turn to a diseussion of how (re)inventing 
human-to-human and human-to-nature reciprocity can form a foundation for 
sustainability praxis.
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Reciprocity as an Organizing Principle for Sustainability

The critique of domination provides us with useful insights into how and 
why industrial society finds itself on the brink of socio-ecological disaster, 
but it does not provide a roadmap leading us back from the brink. According 
to sociologist Robert J. Antonio (1981), “Critical theory has emphasized 
primarily the negative moment of the dialectic. It has attacked domination, 
rather than describing explicit, determinate possibilities for new social 
formations” (p. 341). Critical theorists effectively point to the sources of the 
human/nature destmction we are currently witnessing provide openings for 
sustainability-oriented social change, but the question remains for us to 
answer as we face the sustainability crisis: how exactly can humans live 
fulfilling lives while also reconciling their activities with natural limits and 
with the health of the natural world?

The character and processes of the collective life of humans lie at the 
center bf questions of sustainable living. Chapters three and four of this text 
will focus on ideas and examples that can usefully inform sustainable 
community life. For now, suffice it to say that two problems of unsustain 
ability must be addressed: the vast scale of capitalist society and the near 
complete lack of human-to-human and human/nature reciprocity as a basis 
for building meaningful relationships. As a number of authors note, individ 
uals adapting their desires and actions to serve community need not result in 
domination of individuals by the collective (Armstrong, 1995; Berkes, 1999; 
Martinez, 1997; Polanyi, 1944/1957). In fact, individuals can grow intellec 
tually and spiritually and develop meaningful relationships with people and 
places through engaging in community building work (Loeb, 1999). The vast 
scale of globalized society interferes with bbilding or even recognizing 
reciprocal relationships, and the capitalist system integrates individuals into 
its logic through instrumental relationships in which people serve as means 
to ends rather than centers of experience and value in their own right.

Even in the face of the momentum of the capitalist system, however, we 
should not assume that meaningful, reciprocal relationships are somehow 
unnatural in human society. As Polanyi aptly demonstrates in his classic 
work The Great Transformation (1944/1957), self-regulating communities, 
founded upon principles of reciprocity, have been the norm for all but the 
most recent human history. It is through the process of creating free markets 
that communities and the lives of individuals have been made secondary and 
subservient to a self-regulating free market. Polanyi states:

The outstanding discovery of recent historical and anthropological research is that
man’s economy, as a rule, is submerged in his social relationships. He does not act
so as to safeguard his individual interest in the possession of material goods; he acts
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so as to safeguard his social standing, his social claims, his social assets. He values 
material goods only in so far as they serve this end. Neither the process of produc 
tion nor that of distribution is linked to specific economic interests attached to the 
possession of goods; but every single step in that process is geared to a number of 
social interests which eventually ensure that the required step be taken. These inter 
ests will be very different in a small hunting or fishing community fi'om those in a 
vast despotic society, but in either case the economic system will be run on noneco 
nomic motives, (p. 46)

According to Polanyi, the free market’s influence on the shape and char 
acter of modem societies marks a radical historical departure that places 
people in service to the economy, rather than the reverse. This development 
is a substantial force behind forms of domination and oppression analyzed by 
critical theorists. Polanyi continues:

The explanation, in terms of survival, is simple. Take the case of a tribal society.
The individual’s economic interest is rarely paramount, for the community keeps all 
its members from starving unless it is itself borne down by catastrophe, in which 
case interests are again threatened collectively, not individually. The maintenance of 
social ties, on the other hand, is crucial. First, because by disregarding the accepted 
code of honor, or generosity, the individual cuts himself off fi'om the community 
and becomes an outcast; second, because, in the long run, all social obligations are 
reciprocal, and their fulfillment serves also the individual’s give-and-take interests 
best. Such a situation must exert a continuous pressure on the individual to eliminate 
economic self-interest fi'om his consciousness to the point of making him unable, in 
many cases..., even to comprehend the implications of his own actions in terms of 
such an interest.... The premium set on generosity is so great when measured in 
terms of social prestige as to make any other behavior than that of utter self- 
forgetfiilness simply not pay. (1944/1957, p. 46)

Derek Jensen (2000), drawing on the work of anthropologist Ruth Bene 
dict, makes similar points. He explains how many indigenous societies 
“eliminate the polarity between selfishness and altruism by making the two 
identical” (p. 212). According to Jensen, in a society which operates on 
principles of mutualism and reciprocity, to behave selfishly would be 
considered insane (p. 212). Indigenous authors and authors who have studied 
indigenous societies also emphasize the importance of social relationship and 
reciprocity. By contrast to modem industrial societies, many traditional 
indigenous societies are not inherently oppressive but are, instead, governed 
by mutuality and reciprocal relationship within the community and between 
people and nature (Armstrong, 1995; Berkes, 1999; Cajete, 2001; Kropotkin, 
1902/1989; Martinez, 1997; Nelson, 1983; Polanyi, 1944/1957, chap. 4; 
Salmon, 2000; Sveiby, & Skuthorpe, 2006).

The Critical Social Theory of Sustainability 39

Aggressive and conquering, armed with advanced technology in the form 
of weapons, and aided in conquest by disease (Diamond, 1999; Mann, 2002), 
Western society has overwhelmed nearly all precapitalist indigenous socie 
ties. But, 'the sustainability crisis will signal an end to global growth capital 
ism as we have known it (Astyk, 2008; Campbell & Strouts, 2007; 
Guggenheim, 2006; Heinberg, 2005; Homer-Dixon, 2006; Intergovernmental 
Panel on .Climate Change [IPCC], 2007; Li, 2008; Meadows, Randers, & 
Meadojys, *2004; Simmons, 2005), and to live well beyond the crisis, or 
perhaps even survive, we will need to (re)leara life in reciprocating society.

Examples of indigenous lifeways can help us conceptualize the prin 
ciples and processes at work in a reciprocating society. Jeannette Armstrong 
(1995), comments on her life lived in two worlds: the Western world 
dominated by oppressive industrial capitalism and the lifeworld of her 
traditional indigenous culture. She describes her experience of Okanagan 
socio-cultqral and environmental destmction within the dominant society: “I 
have always felt that my Okanagan view is perhaps closer in experience to 
that of an eyewitness and refugee siuTounded by holocaust” (p. 317). 
Through reading “Keepers of the Earth” (1995), we learn that the Okanagan 
people see themselves as one with their land, as incarnations of the land itself 
(p. 324). The land gives the Okanagan people their language—their entire 
system of meaning making (p. 323). As noted above, in Okanagan, people 
are earth, and they have a duty to take care of the earth as source of all life 
(p. 324). We also learn that, Okanagans conceive of the individual as a 
melding of four selves: the physical self, the emotional self, the think 
ing/intellectual self, and the spiritual self. According to Armstrong, all four 
selves are important and must exist in balance- with each other as comple 
mentary parts of a whole person (pp. 320-322). This view differs from 
modem Western thinking in which the rational intellect is more valued and 
tmsted than other parts of the person. In Okanagan culture, a leader is not 
characterized above all else by his/her intellect or by her/his ability to 
dominate others or systematically extract surplus value from others and 
nafiire within rationalized systems of production. Instead, leadership ability 
IS judged by a person’s emotional ability to connect with others (p. 321).

Like Armstrong, Dennis Martinez (1997), of O’odam and Crow tribal 
heritage, emphasizes how indigenous peoples have lived in reciprocating 
relationship with the land. According to Martinez, many indigenous societies 
have not only avoided inflicting long-term damage to ecosystems, they have 
developed cultures of care for the earth that make their presence on the land

ecological benefit. Martinez (1997) explains how Indian burning and 
indigenous harvest of plants and animals benefited the long-term health of
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native homelands. He also explains that, when the U.S. Forest Service 
prohibited Native American use of some lands in an effort to protect the land 
and species harvested by indigenous tribes, the ecosystems declined due to 
the absence of human participation in ecological processes (pp. 116-118). 
Charles Mann, makes similar points in his article “1491” (2002) in which he 
discusses evidence that the Americas were highly populated prior to the 
arrival of Western colonial conquerors. According to Marm, the human 
imprint on the land was everywhere, and human presence was in many cases 
nondestructive, even beneficial. He claims that modem societies, in order to 
live sustainably, will need to “find it within themselves to create the world’s 
largest garden” (p. 53).

Referring to preindustrial, precapitalist human history, Martinez states:

There had to have been a way for people to have lived sustainably, because these 
populations, smaller than we have at present, were here for a very long time. People 
could have exhausted a resource in any given generation very easily, had they not 
had a fundamental restraint and a fundamental notion of reciprocity—^what to give 
back to that system. (1997, p. 110)

Martinez makes it clear that he is not promoting the m3dh of the noble 
savage (p. 110), a myth that conceptualizes indigenous people as half-human 
creatures, not even intellectually capable of doing harm. For indigenous 
societies past and present, learning to live sustainably on the land and 
developing cultures centered around doing so was and is a practical matter 
for sustaining all aspects of the human being. Living sustainably in the long 
term has not meant absence of mistakes made by individuals and cultures, 
and it has not meant that indigenous cultures are and were devoid of eonflict 
or violence. It has meant that many indigenous societies developed cultures 
that allowed them to carry on for long periods of time in the specific places 
where their cultures served to articulate sustainable connections between 
people and place. Such societies are deseribed by Enrique Salmon (2000) as 
“kincentric.”

The critical theory of sustainability articulated here does not promote the 
notion that the sole aim of environmental activism should be to maintain 
pristine landseapes, untouched by human presence. Instead, it seeks to 
develop ideas and practices that restore health to the interaction between 
humans and environment. What restoration means with regard to particular 
places and human uses of environments must be decided on a case-by-case 
basis, and the decisions themselves must remain eontingent over time as 
changes occur on the land and in human societies. The CST of sustainability 
recognizes that, in the words of Martinez (1997), “There are very few places
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on this globe that one could adequately describe as pristine” and that “the 
anthroptfgenic landscape” has existed for a very long time (p. 109). The CST 
of sustainability subscribes to the view articulated by Martinez that “biologi 
cal diversity and cultural diversity are linked. You cannot have one without 
the other” 109).

Given precapitalist hmnan history as conveyed by Polanyi (1944/1957), 
Mann (2002), and others, and given that indigenous societies offer examples 
of living in healthy relationship with nature (Armstrong, 1995; Berkes, 1999; 
Cajete, 2001; Martinez, 1997, Nelson, 1983; Salmon, 2000; Sveiby & 
Skuthorpe, 2006), a central focus for the critical social theory of sustainabil 
ity should be restoring systems of reciprocity and mutuality within contem 
porary lifeways. In the words of Dennis Martinez, “Do you think you can go 
on and on, decade after decade, taking and taking and taking and not expect 
something bad to happen? It’s impossible. It’s a complete violation of 
Natural Law” (1997, p. 119).

Gramsci’s Concepts of Cultural Hegemony and Passive Revolution as 
Bases for Analysis and Action

Like the critique of domination and the notion of reciprocity, the concept of 
cultural hegemony deeply informs the critical social theory of sustainability. 
The concept of hegemony discussed here is articulated by twentieth century 
political theorist Antonio Gramsci (1971/1999, pp. 57-58).*^ Gramcsi’s 
conceptualization of bourgeois cultural hegemony highlights cultural barriers 
to acting in opposition to entrenched systems of social power that damage 
the environment and reduce quality of life for many. Gramscian Marxism is 
concerned with why revolutionary movements have failed in Western 
countries (Salamini, 1974, p. 363) and why fascism arose in Europe— 
concerns Gramsci shared with the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School.'^

According to Gramsci (1971/1999), “Hegemony designates a system of 
social cpntrol, and specifically the control of the subaltern classes and 
groups, without the preponderant use of force/coercion.” It is a system

This section deals with modem hegemony as an expression of bourgeois social control. It is 
important to recognize that Gramsci advocates a form of hegemony of the masses within 
which the contradictions of society would be eliminated and the necessity for Marxist praxis 
Would cease to exist (Salamini, 1974, p. 372).

Both the German theorists and the Italian theorist were intellectually active during the rise 
of European fascism. While imprisoned by Mussolini’s fascist regime, Gramsci wrote perhaps 
his most famous work. The Prison Notebooks (1926-1934/1996).
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characterized by domination whereby the oppressed assume the values and 
worldview of their oppressors and, thereby, engage in their own oppression 
(pp. 57-58; see also Persaud, 2001, p. 37). Hegemony has cultural and 
political components. Political hegemony, the control of decisions of society, 
may occur through force, as in political dictatorship, or it may result from 
deep social penetration of cultural hegemony. Gramscian analysis focuses on 
the latter form of hegemony, in particular how hegemony serves as a plat 
form for bourgeois capitalist domination in modem societies. According to 
Salamini (1974), “Gramsci conceives of hegemony as an ideological phe 
nomenon first, and only secondly as political fact” (p. 368). Ideological 
hegemony is the social “leadership” Gramsci sees as a precondition to 
achieving political leadership in modem capitalist societies and a require 
ment for maintaining it:

A social group can, and indeed must, already exercise “leadership” before winning 
governmental power (this is indeed one of the principal conditions for the winning 
of such power); it subsequently becomes dominant when it exercises power, but 
even if it holds it firmly in its grasp, it must continue to “lead” as well. (Gramsei, 
1971/1999, pp. 57-58)

Gramscian cultural hegemony functions as an internalized colonization 
in which subaltern classes actively participate in their own oppression in 
cultural, economic, and political life. Freire eloquently describes this system 
in action:

At a eertain point in their existential experience the oppressed feel an irresistible 
attraction towards the oppressors and their way of life. Sharing this way of life be 
comes an overpowering aspiration. In their alienation, the oppressed want at any 
cost to resemble the oppressors, to imitate them, to follow them. This phenomenon 
is espeeially prevalent in the middle-class oppressed, who yearn to be equal to the 
“eminent” men and women of the upper class. (1970/2000, p. 62)

In a Western world replete with racism, sexism, and classism, conceptual 
divisions wherein the myth of meritocracy is largely assumed truth, many of 
those oppressed by dominant groups internalize belief in their own inferiority 
along with belief in the corresponding superiority of the dominant. Modem 
capitalist society is a hegemonic society, and cultural hegemony is a power 
ful elixir that unites people—even those whose interests are not well 
served—^in reinforcing the trajectory of history led by dominant groups and 
institutions. Accordingly, we can speak of the oppressed who believe they 
choose to participate in capitalist, consumerist societies.
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Gramsci’s concept of passive revolution (1971/1999, pp. 105-120) is 
also important to understanding how cultural hegemony is perpetuated and 
vioieht revolution averted by hegemonic blocs. Passive revolution becomes 
necessary when subaltern groups recognize that their interests differ from 
those of dominant groups and when this recognition and the social turmoil it 
engenders threaten to rupture the hegemonic order. In order to maintain 
hegemonic control, pohtical leaders may undertake passive revolution in 
which they act in opposition to their own short-term interests by engaging in 
alliances.and pursuing top-down reforms that mitigate the sources of dissatis- 
factiop among the subaltern classes. Passive revolution, by avoiding a 
mpture m the overarching socio-economic and political order, serves the 
long-term interests of the powerful. It also deepens cultural hegemony by 
creating the illusion that-dominant and subaltern groups share important 
common interests.

The concept of cultural hegemony is highly compatible with critical the 
ory whose, proponents contend that dominant culture serves to entrench the 
powerful "and to reproduce and extend the capitalist sphere while also 
undercutting impetus toward socialist revolution. As already noted, Marcu 
se’s One-Dimensional Man (1964) is a prime example of CST in this vein. In 
One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse develops a far-reaching and sophisticated 
analysis of repressive desublimation as a form of hegemony he observes in 
American society. Although Marcuse never cites Gramsci in this work, his 
arguments build a bridge for uniting CST with Gramscian analysis of 
hegemony. In One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse compellingly and clearly 
analyzes the interests and mechanisms that create, perpetuate, and deepen 
social, economic, and political hegemony. Marcuse’s work articulates 
directly with that of Gramsci regarding cultural hegemony and passive 
revolution as social phenomena central to defusing the potential for revolu 
tion in capitalist societies.

However, it is important to recognize that a fairly high level of material 
comfort .must be enjoyed by many people as a precondition for widespread 
repressive desublimation (Marcuse, 1964). By contrast, cultural hegemony 
can pervade all social classes. Therefore, Gramsci’s concept of cultural 
hegemony is more effective than Marcuse’s notion of repressive desublima 
tion/fort developing a CST of sustainability applicable to socio-economic 
contexts of extreme poverty and to societies existing on the periphery of the 
globalized world. ■

The hegemony spawned within colonized populations persists today and 
supports global capitalism as a world-system. Citizens of poor and indebted 
“developing” nations are led to believe that they will one day enjoy the
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material comforts of their former conquerors, and many internalize this 
myth. Idealized images of Westerners and Western lifestyles portrayed in 
media such as Hollywood films (Henzell & Rhone 2002), magazines,- and 
advertisements contribute to the seduction of the oppressed worldwide into 
the hegemonic system. Hegemonic belief systems operate to further entrench 
the powerful within the world-system as well as within individual nations.

Helena Norberg-Hodge describes hegemony in action in Ladakh in the 
film Ancient Futures (International Society for Ecology and Culture [ISEC], 
1993) where she documents the social dislocation and environmental damage 
that occur when Western culture and global capitalism descend upon a 
subsistence culture. She attributes the Ladakhi people’s willingness to 
participate in these changes that damage the local environment and dismpt 
behef systems and practices of reciprocity to a “psychological pressure to 
modernize. According to Norberg-Hodge, much of this pressure stems from 
Western media and advertising as well as contact with Western tourists.

Cultural hegemony as a critical lens shares much with CST critiques. In 
questioning hegemonic cultural reinforcement and perpetuation of oppressive 
capitalist society, CST admits that we have been lied to—^and that we lie to 
ourselves and others about deeply important things. CST argues tliat many of 
our fropes and beliefs about our culture, our politics, and the workings of the 
world are in fact built upon lies. Some of the lies give rise to alluring and 
comforting fables in the form of official stories about our institutions and 
societies: that we and our modem culture are on a linear and upward path to 
ever-growing and 'improved knowledge and material well-being (and the 
corollary belief that all pre-modem and non-modem societies were/are 
lesser, backward, ignorant), that we as free people collectively chose our 
current reality because it was the best choice possible, that-we modems are 
freer than any other people has ever been, that we live in a meritocracy rather 
than a class-based society, that everyone in the world wants to (and should 
want to) be like us (and the corollary that those who are not like us are 
somehow inherently defective) (Bennet, 2007; Clark, 2005; Jarecki, 2006; 
Spretnak, 1997). Social systems that effectively perpetuate hegemony 
successfully create such illusions of freedom and choice along with ideologi 
cal myths that become so deeply interwoven in the social fabric of a nation, a 
people, a culture that to unravel the rotten threads would threaten the very 
integrity of the social fabric. Successfully hegemonic systems also impercep 
tibly require people to weave the threads of official lies into their own 
identities so that a threat to hegemony is perceived by individuals as a threat 
to personal integrity. Therefore, if taken seriously, a CST-based critique calls 
for a rather painful assessment of what lurks behind the fafade of modem
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culture as well as an assessment of the shadow parts of ourselves that 
articulate with oppression.

Cultural hegemony is also present in critiques about the utility of CST as 
a lens for analysis and praxis toward sustainability. For members of domi 
nant cultures, it is quite natural that the kind of deeply probing analysis 
generated by a CST-based inquiry informed by notions of Gramscian cultural 
hegemony would lead to deeply disquieting emotions: a sense of betrayal, 
guilt, sadness, rage (Bennet, 2007; Clark, 2005; Jarecki, 2006; Jensen, 2004). 
Such emotional awakenings can prompt us to ask: isn’t CST too depressing, 
incapable of inspiring and motivating for change, and just too uncomfortable 
to be worth it? Even those who are comfortable with many forms of deep 
cultural critique represented by such schools of thought as deep ecology and 
ecopsychology may feel repulsed by the notion that we are pawns and tools 
of powerful interests. It is natural in a hegemonic culture to sense that there 
must be something wrong with ideas that question the very foundations of 
society. Such critique, after all, is—and explicitly aims to be—destabilizing 
in that its ultimate goal is the remaking of society itself

Because they shed light on processes of domination and exploitation ac 
tive within unsustainable hegemonic societies, Gramscian notions of hegem 
ony and passive revolution create points of departure for critical pedagogy 
based on the CST of sustainability. Recognizing that these processes are 
entrenched in modem societies clarifies that engaging in counter-hegemonic 
critical' pedagogy is a very challenging prospect. Still, because the sustaina 
bility crises will increasingly compel us to critically examine our social 
forms'and practices in an effort to develop sustainable lifeways, opportum- 
ties may increase for counter-hegemonic thinking and education to piny 
increasingly prominent roles in creating a sustainable future.

In chapter two, I will develop a theory of sustainabihty praxis that de 
rives from the critique of domination developed in this chapter. Together, 
these two chapters articulate my overarching CST of sustainability. The 
theory of praxis developed in chapter two informs my critical pedagogy of 
sustainability and can also inform hopeful, sustainability-oriented social 
engagement that addresses the sustainability crisis and its causes.


