
 

 

 University of Groningen

Review: Un-making environmental activism
Alt, Suvi

Published in:
Environmental Politics

DOI:
10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2019

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Alt, S. (2019). Review: Un-making environmental activism: Beyond modern/colonial binaries in the GMO
Controversy, by Doerthe Rosenow. Environmental Politics, 28(7), 1314-1316.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 24-05-2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650
https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/4ae18b64-d376-40a1-af46-4dd678518b9b
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fenp20

Environmental Politics

ISSN: 0964-4016 (Print) 1743-8934 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fenp20

Un-making environmental activism: beyond
modern/colonial binaries in the GMO Controversy,
by Doerthe Rosenow

Suvi Alt

To cite this article: Suvi Alt (2019) Un-making environmental activism: beyond modern/colonial
binaries in the GMO Controversy, by Doerthe Rosenow, Environmental Politics, 28:7, 1314-1316,
DOI: 10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650

Published online: 03 Sep 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 77

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fenp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fenp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fenp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fenp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-09-03
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09644016.2019.1657650&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-09-03


must be part of the debate on responsibility and what climate justice
demands.
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Un-making environmental activism: beyond modern/colonial binaries
in the GMO Controversy, by Doerthe Rosenow, London and New York,
Routledge, 2018, ix-122pp., £110 (hardback), £17.70 (eBook), ISBN 978-
1-138-65227-9 (hbk) and ISBN 978-1-315-62439-6 (ebk)

In the context of accelerating climate change and a growing world population,
the issue of genetic modification is set to be at the centre of debates on the
future of food production. While the proponents of genetically modified organ-
isms (GMOs) argue that it will be impossible to feed the growing population of
the planet without it, its critics rely on a variety of counter-claims that draw on
scientific, political, economic, social, spiritual, and environmental reasons for
rejecting the use of GMOs. This book’s empirical remit is the forms of
environmental activism that have been directed against the adoption of
GMOs from the 1990s to the present, particularly in Europe and India.
Beyond the issue of genetic engineering, the book’s main contribution is
located in its critical engagement with contemporary new materialist and
decolonial political thought.

Rosenow identifies three sites where the anti-GMO struggle is played out:
the debates concerning the science of genetic engineering taking place
especially in Europe, the anti-Bt cotton activism in India, and the globalisa-
tion of environmental protest through the Intercontinental Caravan (ICC)
that took place in Europe in 1999. Throughout these chapters, Rosenow is
concerned with unpacking the various modern/colonial binary forms of
thought upon which anti-GMO activism is based. This, however, is
a sympathetic critique as the book finally ends with ‘an anti-GMO activist
manifesto’, the purpose of which is to offer practical proposals on how anti-
GMO activism can move forward in a way that does not reproduce the
binaries the book problematises.

In tackling these modern/colonial binaries, Rosenow identifies several
dichotomies, such as scientific/emotive, Western/traditional, and evidence/
interests, that have their roots in the modern and colonial oppression of
non-Western ways of knowing and being in the world. The main target of
Rosenow’s critique, however, is the natural/unnatural dichotomy that she
finds at the heart of much environmental activism. Although Rosenow
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frequently recognises that anti-GMO activism in the global South tends to
be directed at the corporate control of seed and the neoliberal economic
policies in the context of which biotechnology is implemented, these
issues in themselves do not have a central role in the book. While
Rosenow seems sympathetic to critiques of genetic engineering informed
by political economy, and calls for socio-economic justice, the book takes
issue with the demand for purity and uniformity in resisting neoliberal
globalisation. Overall, Rosenow approaches anti-GMO activism primarily
in terms of its ‘ongoing fixation on the ontological properties of the
GMO’ (p. 84). As such, the book is of particular interest to readers who
are engaging with the so-called ontological turn in social theory. The
book’s central contribution lies in the way in which it problematises and
reworks new materialist renditions of this turn. Relying on ontologies of
‘abundance’ that conceive of reality as open, vibrant, and in constant flux,
new materialist approaches often fail to account for the actual lack of
agency on the side of the oppressed. Yet, instead of rejecting new materi-
alist ontologies, Rosenow puts them in a productive dialogue with post-
colonial and decolonial thought in order to develop an approach to
environmental activism that is not only attuned to nonhuman agency
and the fluid character of reality but also attentive to domination,
inequality, and internal hierarchies.

Beyond its problematisation of the above-mentioned binaries, the book is
admirable in its aim to explicitly engage with the practical implications of its
critique. The anti-GMO activist manifesto at the end of the book is a refreshing
alternative to the usually rather cautious ways in which those working within
and through the poststructuralist tradition tend to approach the issue of
prescriptive politics. Nevertheless, some of the claims made here could have
been better justified for readers less inclined to accept statements concerning
nonhuman, material agency. For example, what does it mean that we should
recognise ‘the rights of GMOs for ontological self-definition’ (p. 6)? Critics of
GMOs are often concerned about the unexpected, emergent properties that
GMOs may have when they interact with other living organisms. As such,
GMOs may have agency beyond what was intended by their human creators,
but in what sense are we to think that GMOs have ‘rights’ or that they practice
‘self-definition’? For those readers who are either less familiar with or less
convinced by new materialist thought, such claims require more extensive
unpacking.

Finally, the book deserves credit for the explicit way in which it is ‘a
work of transition’ (p. 113). Rosenow admits that her approach to the issue
of environmental activism transformed significantly as a consequence of
her encounter with the work of decolonial thinkers. Nevertheless, the book
does not offer an extensive engagement with non-modern cosmologies vis-
à-vis GMOs or an actual encounter with the experiences of the people with
whose oppression Rosenow is concerned. And yet, instead of trying to hide
these contradictions and omissions that followed from the shift in
approach, Rosenow puts these at the centre of the book in a way that is
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remarkably productive and honest. In fact, the book’s transparency regard-
ing its own incoherence is not a limitation but rather becomes an integral
part of Rosenow’s overall argument. It is the desire and demand for
coherence, consistency, uniformity, and unity that enables domination,
whereas admitting to perplexity, uncertainty, and incoherence can help
to destabilise the logic of oppression. As such, the book both puts forward
a compelling critique of the practice of environmental activism in terms of
the modern/colonial ontological and epistemological assumptions that
underpin it and, in doing so, practices what it preaches by refusing to
conform to the reproduction of the logic of coherence that sustains these
assumptions.
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Managing without growth: slower by design not disaster (2nd
Edition), by Peter A. Victor, Cheltenham, UK, Edward Elgar Publishing,
2019, 432 pp., £35.00 (Paperback), ISBN 978-78536-739-7

Since the Great Crash of 2008, and the ensuing Great Recession, the
previously dominant neoliberal economic paradigm has been on the defen-
sive in the economics profession. Liberal Keynesianism has undergone
a significant revival, as have democratic socialist critiques of capitalism,
and Marxist economic commentators have begun once again to envision
post-capitalist models of political economy. But equally prominent has
been a flourishing of green economic theory – fuelled both by the Crash
and by the manifestations of anthropogenic climate damage – to the extent
that it is now possible to speak in terms of an ecological macroeconomics.

Much of contemporary green economic analysis has been enlisted in
support of the Green New Deal (GND). Inspired by Franklin Roosevelt’s
New Deal of the 1930s, the GND is a government stimulus package
designed to promote environmentally sustainable growth and social justice
through financial re-regulation and the encouragement of green technolo-
gical innovation, especially in the areas of carbon reduction and sequestra-
tion, energy efficiency, and the development of renewables. Its goal is the
creation of a green capitalism.

But there is a rival school of green macroeconomics for which growth is
an integral part of the ecological crisis and therefore cannot be the solu-
tion to it. Green growth, from this perspective, is a contradiction in
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