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P R E F A C E
...................................

I write this as the Himalayas become visible from India for the first time in 
three decades and most of the world’s major cities report huge improvements 
in air quality (Boyle 2020). These changes reflect dramatic reductions in air pol-
lutant concentrations from traffic and factory emissions. But none of this im-
provement is the result of some sudden environmentalist awakening. It stems, 
rather, from restrictive public health measures imposed in response to a global 
pandemic. It’s frustratingly commonplace, therefore, to read of such changes 
described as “temporary,” even by parties such as the United Nations Confer-
ence on Trade and Development who appear otherwise optimistic about the 
possibility of making substantive improvements (Hamwey 2020). For all the 
talk of “building back better” (Institute for Public Policy Research 2020, 14), 
optimism among experts that this is the beginning of some global sea change 
toward environmentally responsible attitudes and behaviors is in short supply.

Even setting aside the pandemic’s own unwelcome results (e.g., huge in-
creases in unrecyclable waste and greenhouse gas emissions), the global pic-
ture is worse than ever. Limiting ourselves to climate change, for instance, 
scientists estimate that human activities have now caused a mean global tem-
perature increase of 1 degree Celsius over preindustrial levels. The rapid ac-
celeration of anthropogenic emissions over the past ten years, which ensures 
rising temperatures to come, shows little sign of slowing. Even in the now 
increasingly unlikely event that we act to limit mean global temperature rises 
to 1.5 degrees Celsius (as per the Paris Agreement’s more ambitious goal), 
over the next few decades, 350 million people will suffer water scarcity, 80–90 
percent of coral reefs will disappear, 69 million people will experience sea 
flooding, and 14 percent of the world’s population will be exposed to ex-
treme heat. Much of this is already well underway (Hamwey 2020; Steffen, 
Crutzen, and McNeill 2007; Steffen et al. 2018; Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change 2018).
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Worse, scientists like Will Steffen now warn that a rise of even 1.5 degrees 
Celsius may constitute a “tipping point,” where “self-reinforcing [biogeo-
physical] feedbacks” will ensure continued warming, even if we dramatically 
slash emissions (Steffen et al. 2018, 8252–54). The “Hothouse Earth” trajec-
tory established would likely cause an even more horrifying and “uncontrolla-
ble” domino effect, resulting in global economic collapse and unprecedented 
fatalities due to further ocean acidification, terrestrial biodiversity loss, and 
land becoming too arid to support agriculture, especially in Africa (Steffen 
et al. 2018, 8256).

In a cruel twist, research suggests that zoonotic infections like those asso-
ciated with the present pandemic will now increase in frequency and severity 
due to changes in migratory patterns and increasing (and increasingly risky) 
“human-animal” interactions linked to deforestation, food insecurity, and 
extreme weather all associated with human-induced climate change (Zhang 
2020). Each of the above is, and will continue to be, experienced dispropor-
tionately severely by the world’s poorest and most insecure populations.

This sounds shocking. Except it isn’t; we aren’t obviously much shocked 
by it at all. Scientific consensus about climate change is now more or less 
unanimous, and its headlines frequent our televisions, newspapers, and social 
media feeds (Powell 2019). However, for most of us, not only do terrifying 
factoids and the commission of ever more damning reports not translate into 
the behavioral and attitudinal changes apparently required, we seem to be 
bored of hearing about them. In the United States, for example, stories about 
climate change are a “palpable ratings killer” (Chris Hayes, quoted in Pope 
and Hertsgaard 2019), which explains why few major newspapers covered the 
landmark 2018 UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report warn-
ing that we have only ten years to “slash” carbon emissions before “hundreds 
of millions of people worldwide [will] go hungry or homeless or worse” (Pope 
and Hertsgaard 2019).

It may be that some are resistant to accepting climate change (and, there-
fore, uninterested in it), whether because of ignorance (willful or otherwise) 
or the influence of “cultural cognition,” whereby beliefs about scientific mat-
ters reflect our political and cultural identities more than our reasoned con-
clusions (Kahan 2016). Likewise, as Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the 
Paris Agreement suggests, some may perceive climate “issues” to be less im-
portant or pressing than concerns pertaining to employment, the economy, 
housing, food, or health care, each of which may be in tension with what cri-
sis mitigation or aversion demands (BBC 2017). The situation might equally 
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be attributed to uninspiring media coverage, climate change fatigue, or a gen-
eral feeling of hopelessness.

I’m not convinced, however, that, individually or collectively, the foregoing 
is the whole story. My hunch might be supported with reference to the huge 
number of people who are formally committed to doing their bit to turn the 
present tide but do remarkably little about it at the level of everyday habit, de-
spite having reasonable (e.g., economic) means of doing so. For every Greta 
Thunberg, there are thousands of others whose commitment extends to little 
more than switching to a renewable energy supplier or buying organic veg-
etables. This strange disconnect between thought and action motivates the 
present work.

I don’t mean to imply that what follows is a treatise on the moral purity 
or seriousness with which one, as a reflective and self-directed agent, chooses 
to commit to environmental activism. I suspect, rather, that our unhelpful 
attitudes and behaviors largely reflect the ways that we, as situated, embod-
ied beings, habitually (and, perhaps, unwittingly) encounter the more-than-
human world at a relatively unreflective level. In this book, with the help of 
ecofeminists, new materialists, and, particularly, the phenomenologist Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, I investigate this suspicion. I also explore how reconceiving 
the environmental crisis as a more fundamental matter of praxis (rather than 
a piecemeal ensemble of individual problems) might inform our attempts to 
overcome the aforementioned disconnect and foster more positive means of 
engagement with the world at large. In doing so, I aim to contribute important 
insights that should direct and imbue the habits of thought and action that 
we rightly concerned parties develop in our everyday lives. This book should 
be read in the spirit of optimism about the potential for impactful change to 
which we, as individual actors, can contribute. We surely need it.


