
PLS 341 
Politics of Development

Week 9, Lecture 2: 
‘Seeing like a state’ and ordering of nature



Recap

•Developmental pitfalls of state capacity
•Pernicious effects of social engineering in development 

interventions



Plan for today

•Seeing nature like a state:
•Effects of ordering of nature in the service of development
•Sustainability and sustainable development
•Future prospects



Ordering of forests

•18th-century Prussia and Saxony:
•Invention of scientific forestry —> 
•Introduction of Norway spruce  

monocultures —>
•Disruption of the complex processes in  

forests —>
•Waldsterben



Ordering of forests



Ordering of forests

Sources: Hansen, M C et al. 2013. “High-Resolution Global Maps of 21st-Century Forest Cover Change.” Science 342(6160): 850 LP – 853.
https://earthenginepartners.appspot.com/science-2013-global-forest



Ordering of air

Source of emission plots: Boden, T.A., Marland, G., and Andres, R.J. 2017. "Global, Regional,  
and National Fossil-Fuel CO2 Emissions." Oak Ridge: Oak Ridge National Laboratory.



Ordering of air



Ordering of climate

https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-temperature



Ordering of climate

Sources:
https://www.euronews.com/2021/02/23/climate-change-are-europe-s-winter-weather-extremes-linked-to-global-warming
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-55416013



Effects of the ordering of nature

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2012/06/01/opinion/sunday/are-we-in-the-midst-of-a-sixth-mass-extinction.html



Effects of the ordering of nature

Sources: Beyer, Robert M., Andrea Manica, and Camilo Mora. 2021. “Shifts in Global Bat Diversity Suggest a Possible  
Role of Climate Change in the Emergence of SARS-CoV-1 and SARS-CoV-2.” Science of The Total Environment 767: 145413.
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-53584936



Effects of the ordering of nature

•Stern Review:
•Climate  

change as  
the gravest  
market  
failure in  
history



Effects of the ordering of nature

Sources: 
Burke, Marshall, Solomon M Hsiang, and Edward Miguel. 2015. “Global Non-Linear Effect of Temperature on Economic Production.” Nature 527(7577): 235–39.
Diffenbaugh, Noah S, and Marshall Burke. 2019. “Global Warming Has Increased Global Economic Inequality.” PNAS 116(20): 9808 LP – 9813.



Effects of the ordering of nature

•“Scandinavians have it all. […] They have  
some of the highest levels of happiness on  
the planet, and top virtually every ranking  
of human development.”

•“This kind of overconsumption is driving  
a global crisis of habitat destruction, species  
extinction and climate change. [But] the bulk  
of their ecological impact has been  
outsourced to the global South.”



Sustainable Development Index

Sources: 
Hickel, Jason. 2020. “The Sustainable Development Index: Measuring the Ecological  
Efficiency of Human Development in the Anthropocene.” Ecological Economics 167 
(November 2019): 106331.
https://www.sustainabledevelopmentindex.org/



Sustainable Development Index



Sustainable Development Index



Sustainable development

•Brundtland Report, 1987:
•“Sustainable development is development  

that meets the needs of the present without  
compromising the ability of future  
generations to meet their own needs.”

•“[The problems of poverty and under- 
development cannot be solved unless we  
have a new era of growth in which  
developing countries play a large role…”



Sustainable Development Goals

Barbier, Edward B., and Joanne C. Burgess. 2019. “Sustainable Development Goal Indicators: Analyzing Trade-Offs and Complementarities.” World Development 122: 295–305.



Path to sustainability

Source: Staffell, I. et al. 2018. “Energy Revolution: A Global Outlook.” London: Drax.



Path to sustainability

https://www.vox.com/2018/10/8/17948832/climate-change-global-warming-un-ipcc-report



Path to sustainability

•Hickel & Kallis:
•Impossibility of reducing emissions while economic growth 

continues with current emissions reduction technologies
•“It seems likely that the insistence on green growth is politically 

motivated. The assumption is that it is not politically acceptable 
to question economic growth and that no nation would 
voluntary limit growth in the name of the climate or 
environment; therefore green growth must be true, since the 
alternative is disaster.”

• Hickel, Jason, and Giorgos Kallis. 2020. “Is Green Growth Possible?” New Political Economy 25(4): 469–86.



Development within planetary boundaries

Sources: O’Neill, Daniel W, Andrew L Fanning, William F Lamb, and Julia K Steinberger. 2018.  
“A Good Life for All within Planetary Boundaries.” Nature Sustainability 1(2): 88–95.
https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/



Development within planetary boundaries

•Clockwise:
•Vietnam
•Kazakhstan
•Norway
•Denmark



Development within planetary boundaries



Degrowth?

•Hickel:
•Necessity of reduction of biophysical footprints in developed 

countries —>
•Degrowth

• Hickel, Jason. 2018. “Is It Possible to Achieve a Good Life for All within Planetary Boundaries?” Third World Quarterly 0(0): 1–17.

•Milanović:
•Impossible to implement, but not necessarily factually wrong

• https://glineq.blogspot.com/search?q=degrowth

• https://www.jasonhickel.org/blog/2017/11/19/why-branko-milanovic-is-wrong-about-de-growth

• https://www.jasonhickel.org/blog/2017/11/22/why-branko-milanovic-is-wrong-about-degrowth-ii



Seeing nature and society like a state

•“The invention of scientific forestry, freehold tenure, planned 
cities, collective farms, ujamaa villages, and industrial agriculture, 
for all their ingeniousness, represented fairly simple interventions 
into enormously complex natural and social systems. After being 
abstracted from systems whose interactions defied a total 
accounting, a few elements were then made the basis for an 
imposed order. At best, the new order was fragile and vulnerable, 
sustained by improvisations not foreseen by its originators. At 
worst, it wreaked untold damage in shattered lives, a damaged 
ecosystem, and fractured or impoverished societies.”



Takeaways

•Necessity of state capacity for development
•Detrimental effects of the use of state capacity to effect 

development


