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Zusammenfassung I

Zusammenfassung

Zeitgenossische Umweltgovernance erstreckt sich zunehmend i{iber den Menschen hinaus und
umfasst mehr-als-menschliches Leben sowie 6kologische Systeme. Dennoch bleiben klassische
biopolitische Ansitze weitgehend anthropozentrisch und unzureichend, um zu analysieren, wie
Biodiversitit, Okosysteme und 8kologische Prozesse zu Gegenstinden der Governance werden.
Aufbauend auf Foucaults Konzept der Biopolitik und unter Einbeziehung von Erkenntnissen
der Actor-Network-Theory und der politischen Okologie entwickle ich das Konzept der Oko-
Biopolitik als analytischen Rahmen, um zu verstehen, wie okologisches Leben unter Bed-
ingungen Okologischer Krisen regierbar wird. Meine zentrale These lautet, dass Governance
nicht direkt auf 'Leben’' einwirkt, sondern es durch Prozesse der Quantifizierung, Kategorisier-
ung und Institutionalisierung in Biodiversitdt als regierbaren Stellvertreter iibersetzt. Mein
Konzept ist entlang zweier Dimensionen strukturiert — Ontologien und Rationalitidten — und
identifiziert fiinf zentrale Rationalititen: Sicherheit, Risiko, Optimierung, Nachhaltigkeit und
Resilienz. Dariiber hinaus fiihre ich den Oko-Biopolitischen Kompass als vergleichende Heu-
ristik ein, um Umweltgovernance-Arrangements anhand ihrer zugrunde liegenden Naturontol-
ogien und Grade der Biodiversititsinstitutionalisierung zu verorten. Als empirische Fallstudien
dienen mir das Nature Restoration Law der EU und die ecuadorianische Verfassung, wodurch
kontrastierende 6ko-biopolitische Konfigurationen sichtbar werden. Oko-Biopolitik erweist
sich damit als notwendige analytische Perspektive zum Verstidndnis von Umweltgovernance
unter Bedingungen 6kologischer Krisen, in denen Macht zunehmend durch das Management

okologischer Gegebenheiten ausgeiibt wird.



Abstract II

Abstract

Contemporary environmental governance increasingly extends beyond humans to include
more-than-human life and ecological systems. Yet classical biopolitical approaches remain
largely anthropocentric and insufficient for analyzing how biodiversity, ecosystems, and eco-
logical processes become objects of governance. Building on Foucault’s concept of biopolitics
and integrating insights from Actor-Network Theory and political ecology, I develop the con-
cept of eco-biopolitics as an analytical framework for understanding how ecological life be-
comes governable under conditions of environmental crisis. My argument is that governance
does not act on ‘life’ directly but translates it into biodiversity as a governable proxy through
processes of quantification, categorization, and institutionalization. The framework is struc-
tured along two dimensions — ontologies and rationalities — and identifies five key rationalities:
security, risk, optimization, sustainability, and resilience. In addition, I introduce the Eco-Bio-
political Compass as a comparative heuristic for situating environmental governance arrange-
ments according to their underlying ontologies of nature and degrees of biodiversity institution-
alization. Empirically, the framework is applied to the EU Nature Restoration Law and the
Ecuadorian Constitution, revealing contrasting eco-biopolitical configurations. Eco-biopolitics
thereby emerges as a necessary analytical lens for understanding environmental governance
under ecological crises, in which power increasingly operates through the management of eco-

logical conditions.
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1. Introduction: Toward an Eco-Biopolitical Framework

1.1 From Ecological Crisis to Governance of Life

In the face of the ecological crises of the 21% century — such as climate change, species extinc-
tion, and degradation of nature — political institutions around the world are increasingly re-
sponding to ecological challenges. As a result, environmental regulation is evolving, expanding,
and becoming more influential (F. Biermann, 2021; Hughes & Vadrot, 2023; Latour, 2023).
These forms of environmental governance not only regulate economic processes and human
action but also affect ecosystems, including their inhabitants, whose conditions of survival,
persistence, or extinction are increasingly politically shaped. Ecological management therefore
intervenes directly in conditions of existence. In this sense, environmental governance can also

be understood as governance of human and more-than-human' life.

Biopolitics, as conceptualized by Michel Foucault (1978, 2003a, 2024), provides a highly val-
uable analytical framework for understanding how politics regulates and optimizes life. Fou-
cault (2007) demonstrates in his analysis of governmentality that modern power no longer con-
sists solely of the exercise of law and submission but has shifted toward the control of biological
phenomena such as birth rates, longevity, and public health. The field of biopolitics is centered
on the management of populations as “masses of living beings” that have to be optimized, safe-
guarded, and controlled effectively (Foucault, 2007). In this context, Foucault speaks of bi-
opower as a new form of power that makes biological existence itself the object of political
rationality. This development is evident in the emergence of welfare states, public health pro-
grams, and policies directed at populations, where life is not only governed but systematically

regulated and managed (Foucault, 2003a).

However, while Foucault conceptualizes biopolitics as the governance of life, his analysis re-
mains confined largely to human populations. Therefore, I develop the concept of eco-biopoli-
tics, understood as an extension of biopolitics to the governance of life across more-than-human

domains, including the conditions under which life can be counted, valued, and made governa-

ble.

! As Susan Leigh Star stated in The Emergence of Multispecies Ethnography, saying “non-human” is comparable
to saying “non-white” and implies something lacking (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010). Therefore, I will use the term

“more-than-human” in my thesis.
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1.2 Biopolitics and its Extensions, Critiques, and More-Than-Human

Approaches

Building on this Foucauldian understanding of biopolitics as the governance of human life, an
increasingly rich body of academic work has started to rethink and expand the theory in new
directions. Such research emanates from various directions. First, critical studies of classical
biopolitics reveal its human-centered approach. Second, philosophical and ontological prob-
lems begin to cast doubt on the category of life itself. 7Third, the fields of human geography,
political ecology, and Science and Technology Studies (STS) stress relations with the more-
than-human world and material processes. Fourth, anthropological research highlights multi-
species interactions. Fifth, an increasing number of studies that explicitly or implicitly demand
an eco-biopolitical analysis. These different research streams collectively offer the intellectual

resources to articulate a concept of biopolitics beyond human life.

A first strand of critique addresses precisely this limitation by questioning the anthropocentric
focus of biopolitics. While Foucault conceptualizes modern power as the governance of life,
his analysis remains focused on human populations. Although he refers to life in general terms,
his empirical analyses and historical reconstructions point almost exclusively to the regulation
of human populations (1978, 2003a, 2024). More-than-human life — whether animal, vegetal,
or microbial — appears only marginally, typically as an indirect factor in relation to human
health, productivity, or social order. As a result, biopolitics effectively reduces life to human
life, leaving largely unexplored how political rationalities extend beyond human populations
and operate across more-than-human beings and ecological processes (C. Biermann & Mans-
field, 2014). This limitation has been extensively criticized within political ecology and other
fields of inquiry that examine the growing propensity for contemporary forms of governance to
be concerned with more-than-human beings. For example, in conservation practices, biosecu-
rity regimes, and environmental legislation (Cavanagh, 2018; Hinchliffe et al., 2013; Sriniva-
san, 2013; Youatt, 2015). This points to the importance of power not only as it is exercised over
human populations but also through the differential valuation, protection, and endangerment of

more-than-human life.

The second strand of literature takes the critical examination of the ontology behind the concept
of biopolitics even further. It makes the field of study accessible not only to a larger set of
objects, but also to questions about the notion of life and the differentiations made in it. One
scholar to develop such an approach is Elizabeth Povinelli (2016), whose term geontopower

refers to the exercise of control via the distinction between life and nonlife. Geontopower raises
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critical questions of what a living being is, who determines the conditions of this separation,

and with that, who has power (Povinelli, 2016).

The alternative reading of biopolitics is presented in Homo Sacer through the lens of “bare life”
(Agamben, 2021). While Foucault’s perspective on biopolitics is related to the management
and enhancement of the population, Giorgio Agamben’s emphasis is on the role of sovereign
exceptionalism and the capacity of producing “killable life” in the defining features of contem-
porary politics (Agamben, 2021). Achille Mbembe’s Necropolitics (2019), building on Fou-
cault’s biopolitics and Agamben’s analysis of sovereign exclusion, demonstrates how the gov-
ernance of death operates in colonial and postcolonial contexts where sovereignty manifests
itself in the form of constructing “death-worlds” that intentionally expose particular populations
to death (Mbembe, 2019). Both Agamben and Mbembe ground their analyses in the lethal di-
mensions of political power, thus challenging Foucault’s original life-oriented focus. Together
with Povinelli, they contribute to a growing recognition that the politics of life cannot be un-

derstood without also addressing the politics of death, nonlife, and ontological categorization.

Extending these debates beyond the human, Dinesh Wadiwel (2015) demonstrates that system-
atic violence against animals is not an exception but a constitutive feature of modern political
orders. Similarly, Rafi Youatt (2015) demonstrates how modern political orders increasingly
govern animal life through practices such as classification, conservation, and population man-
agement, while simultaneously excluding animals from conventional understandings of politi-
cal subjecthood. Both authors illustrate how biopolitical and sovereign forms of power increas-
ingly operate across more-than-human domains, thereby extending questions of governance,
exclusion, and killability beyond human populations. Likewise, Audra Mitchell (2024) notes
that present ecological crises are not solely about the annihilation of individual lives but also
about the erasure of specific life forms, relations, and worlds. Her work therefore further ex-
pands political analysis toward questions of extinction, multispecies coexistence, and ecologi-
cal loss beyond the human. While these approaches primarily focus on animals, multispecies
relations, and extinction, the concept of eco-biopolitics developed in this thesis extends the
analysis toward broader environmental governance structures, including the rationalities, insti-

tutions, and ecological conditions through which more-than-human life becomes governable.

A third strand is derived from more-than-human geography, political/decolonial ecology, and
STS, where scholars stress that life is embedded in socio-ecological relations between humans,

more-than-humans, technologies, and environments. This literature, which emphasizes aspects
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such as relationality, interdependence, colonial history, and more-than-human agency in con-
trast with literature that is highly dependent on the ideas of bounded populations, shows us how
the management of our environment is done through socio-ecological assemblages and not just
through a strictly human form of politics (Lorimer, 2015; Lorimer & Hodgetts, 2024; Read,
2024; Searle et al., 2024). These works suggest that there is a necessity for transcending the

separation between society and nature and focusing instead on socio-material relations.

Similar approaches increasingly focus on the metabolic and material conditions necessary for
sustaining and governing life. In this literature, metabolism is understood not merely as a bio-
logical process but also as a site of intervention, regulation, and industrial transformation
(Landecker, 2011, 2024). Building on these insights, Maan Barua (2025a, 2025b) develops the
concepts of metabolic work, metabolic shifts, and metabolic politics to analyze the organiza-
tion, intensification, and governance of the transformative capacities of living bodies and ma-
terial circulations. While Barua’s framework primarily focuses on metabolic transformations
and material circulations, the concept of eco-biopolitics developed in this thesis extends beyond
metabolic governance toward the broader rationalities, institutional arrangements, and ontolog-
ical distinctions through which ecological life becomes governable. Along similar lines, Adam
Searle et al. (2024) demonstrate how climate governance increasingly operates through meta-
bolic interventions in livestock, particularly cattle, where political strategies aim to influence

biological processes such as digestion and emission cycles.

Simultaneously, research on environmental governance has pointed out the dispersed and scalar
character of modern-day ecological governance. For example, Harriet Bulkeley (2019) shows
how climate governance occurs through dispersed networks, sites, and socio-ecological prac-
tices rather than the more traditional political approach rooted in the state. In sum, both sets of
ideas have shown that environmental governance has become a means of intervention not only
within societies but also within ecology, metabolism, and infrastructure and through which life

1s sustained.

A fourth strand of research, from anthropology, in particular multispecies ethnography, is in-
terested in human-other interactions, entanglements, and encounters at the level of practice as
opposed to macro-level systems and flows. This literature considers multispecies relations not
only in terms of how multispecies life is governed but also in terms of how it is co-produced in
everyday practices, knowledge, and care (Haraway, 2016; Hartigan, 2021; Kirksey, 2015;
Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010; Tsing, 2015).
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For instance, Eben Kirksey (2015) asks how these relationships are generated through contin-
gent interactions and shifting ecological assemblages, noting that multispecies worlds are fluid
and continuously produced and configured. The core concern of this body of work is how life
is regulated but also lived, negotiated, and performed across species divides, bringing to the
fore the everyday actions through which socio-ecological relations are constituted. Thus, mul-
tispecies theories emphasize relational ontologies and the interdependencies that shape both
human and more-than-human life. In this way, they bring to light the concrete contexts and
lifeworlds within which political and ecological relationships are inscribed, adding a different

angle to the structural and material emphases of political ecology and human geography.

A fifth strand of literature engages directly with eco-biopolitical dynamics. The term eco-bio-
politics itself appears in earlier works. For instance, Valerie Olson (2010) analyzes space bio-
medicine to show how scientific and technological infrastructures govern human and more-
than-human bodies in extraterrestrial environments, thereby extending biopolitical analysis be-
yond Earth-bound ecologies. Ashley Carse’s (2021) research on environmental mitigation
within the Savannah Harbor Expansion Project analyzes the processes and mechanisms of eco-
logical restoration, emphasizing that the ‘remaking’ of environments involves institutional and
material complexity. Both examples clearly show how eco-biopolitics may help to understand
socio-ecological governance practices in situ. However, these approaches largely remain fo-
cused on specific empirical and micro-level case studies rather than developing eco-biopolitics
as a broader analytical framework for understanding environmental governance across different

socio-ecological contexts.

Taken together, these strands of literature demonstrate the growing need for analytical ap-
proaches capable of connecting situated socio-ecological processes with broader structures of
governance and political rationality. Connor J. Cavanagh’s (2018) work offers an especially
important contribution in this regard through its discussion of the relationship between political
ecology and biopolitics, including their possible integration. Benjamin Biihler (2018), in turn,
adds a historical perspective by demonstrating how environmental governance has been inter-
twined with population management and economic rationality since the 18™ century. Building
on these insights, the concept of eco-biopolitics developed in this thesis seeks to integrate ques-
tions of governance, ecology, power, and more-than-human life within a broader analytical

framework.



1 Introduction: Toward an Eco-Biopolitical Framework 6

Despite these important contributions, existing approaches often remain focused on specific
dimensions of socio-ecological governance, such as metabolism, multispecies relations, extinc-
tion, or ecological restoration. While they provide important empirical and theoretical insights,
no broader analytical framework currently exists that systematically integrates these dimen-
sions into a unified analysis of how human and more-than-human life become governed across
different socio-ecological contexts. This is the gap addressed in my thesis through the theoret-

ical conceptualization of eco-biopolitics.

1.3 Research Gap, Questions, and Objectives

As outlined above, there is a theoretical need to systematically extend the biopolitical approach
to more-than-human life. What is missing is a framework that captures the political technolo-
gies of power directed toward more-than-human life and investigates their integration into po-
litical administrative logics. The expansion of biopolitics into eco-biopolitics seeks to bridge
this gap through the question of how political rationalities can be systematically integrated with
more-than-human actors. Eco-biopolitics is understood in my thesis as an analytical framework
for examining how political rationalities, institutions, and technologies govern human and

more-than-human life across socio-ecological systems.

Figure 1 provides a simplified illustration of the relationship between biopolitics and eco-bio-
politics. On the left side, forms of governance are represented, while the right side illustrates
the scope of life governed. Eco-biopolitics expands the analytical scope of biopolitics beyond

an exclusive focus on human life.

Biopolitics

Figure 1: Governance logics of biopolitics and eco-biopolitics in relation to the spheres of life.
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My thesis seeks to develop an approach that reconfigures the concept of biopolitics in order to
more comprehensively and precisely capture ecological assemblages. I aim to theoretically
elaborate the notion of eco-biopolitics and to demonstrate how biopolitical perspectives can be
analytically extended to include more-than-human life. I will follow an analytical approach to

study how power operates and who is governed in contemporary environmental governance.
My thesis addresses the following research questions:

1. Theoretical Dimension: How can the concept of biopolitics be extended to systemati-

cally analyze the governance of more-than-human life?

2. Analytical Dimension: To what extent can selected environmental policies be consid-

ered expressions of eco-biopolitics?

The underlying assumption here is that, in light of ecological emergencies, eco-biopolitics is
indeed already present in current modes of environmental governance, shaping political insti-

tutions, decision-making processes, and concrete interventions.

1.4 Case Selection and Comparative Design

I analyze the eco-biopolitical logics by using two case studies that reflect distinctive forms of
environmental governance, such as the European Union’s (EU) Nature Restoration Law (Euro-
pean Commission, 2024) and the constitutional recognition of Rights of Nature (RoN) in Ecua-
dor (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008). Instead of looking at these cases from the perspective of
individual policy models, I will treat them as locations where the governmentality of life, both

human and more-than-human, is constituted, institutionalized, and contested.

The Nature Restoration Law exemplifies an instance of technocratic and highly institutionalized
hegemonic environmental governance. The law operates through targets, indicators, and meas-
urement tools for ecosystem restoration in EU member countries (Aragdo & van de Braak,
2026; Cliquet et al., 2024). This example is particularly useful for studying the emergence of

eco-biopolitics in data-rich environments managed by experts on a macro scale.

In contrast, the Ecuadorian Constitution, which recognizes the RoN, represents a fundamentally
different approach. Nature here is no longer conceptualized merely as an object to be managed
but as a legal subject that has its own rights (Akchurin, 2015; Kauffman & Martin, 2017). This
case provides an opportunity to study the intersection between eco-biopolitical rationalities and

other ontological perspectives that subvert hegemonic discourses.
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By comparing these divergent case studies, I examine how eco-biopolitical rationalities emerge
across different institutional, epistemological, and cultural contexts. Instead of presupposing a
coherent and unified eco-biopolitics, the examination reveals the multiple and contested nature
of these rationalities, indicating that different governance practices of life coexist alongside one

another.

1.5 Methodology and Materials

My selection of sources is guided by the research aim to develop eco-biopolitics as an extension
of biopolitical theory applicable to environmental governance. Sources used are both theoretical
and empirical, thus helping to bridge the gap between theoretical considerations and practical

politics.

From a theoretical perspective, key primary works by Foucault include The History of Sexuality
(1978), Security, Territory, Population (2007), and Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison (2024). These books serve as the basis for the reconstruction of biopolitics and govern-
mentality concepts. At the same time, these works should not be viewed as a closed framework;

rather, their content will be expanded, taking into account ecological dimensions.

Bruno Latour’s work is central to this theoretical extension because it fundamentally challenges
the modern separation between nature and society that underlies many conventional approaches
to politics and governance. In particular, Reassembling the Social (2022) develops Actor-Net-
work Theory (ANT), which reconceptualizes the social not as a pre-existing domain but as the
effect of relations among heterogeneous actors, including humans, technologies, infrastruc-
tures, animals, and environments. Rather than treating more-than-human entities as passive ob-
jects, ANT emphasizes their role within socio-material networks and processes of association.
This perspective is particularly relevant for eco-biopolitics because it allows more-than-human

actors to be analyzed as participants in socio-ecological relations and governance processes.

Moreover, Latour’s other work, such as Politics of Nature (2004a) and Facing Gaia (2023),
reveals that the dichotomy between nature and society is artificial within the context of modern
politics since collective action involves both human and more-than-human actors. The above
works, therefore, suggest moving beyond the conventional study of the governance of human
populations and considering the assemblages of socio-ecological relations and the stabilizing
mechanisms at their core. Povinelli’s (2016) concept of geontopower also informs the analysis

by emphasizing how political power operates through distinctions between life and nonlife.
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For the empirical case studies, two key texts will be analyzed in depth: Ecuador’s Constitution
and the Nature Restoration Law (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008; European Commission, 2024).

These texts constitute the primary empirical materials of the thesis.

In terms of methods, I use a Foucauldian-influenced discourse analysis, specifically interpre-
tivist perspectives on governance (Dean, 2010; Hajer, 1995). The approach is concerned with
problem definitions, the dominance of certain epistemologies, and the legitimization of political
actions. This method is suitable because it enables an investigation of the ways through which

environmental governance structures relations between humans and more-than-humans.

This discourse-analytical approach is complemented by insights from ANT, which sensitizes
the analysis to the socio-material relations through which actors, knowledges, and materialities
become connected. As a result, policy documents are not treated as neutral texts but as practices

through which socio-ecological relations are produced, stabilized, and governed.

1.6 Structure of the Thesis

The thesis is structured as a gradual conceptual extension of biopolitics toward the analysis of
environmental governance and more-than-human life. It moves from the reconstruction of Fou-
cauldian theories of power through the development of eco-biopolitics as a theoretical frame-

work to its empirical application in contemporary socio-ecological governance contexts.

Chapter two (From Sovereign to Biopower: The Historical Development of Foucault’s Concept
of Biopolitics) outlines Foucault’s theories of power. It discusses the evolution of power rela-
tions from sovereign power to disciplinary power and then to biopolitics. This chapter also
explains the ideas of biopower and governmentality and their interrelations in contemporary
societies. Further, it elaborates on the theoretical foundation for the later extension toward eco-

biopolitics.

Chapter three (Latour’s Actor-Network Theory) is the second major theoretical pillar of the
thesis. Building on Reassembling the Social (2005), it outlines a relational conception of the
social as a network of relations among humans and more-than-human actants. Through the sys-
tematic presentation of the five sources of uncertainty, which Latour highlights, this chapter
develops an analytical lens through which more-than-human entities can be regarded as actors
in political and social processes. I argue that such an approach is needed to address the anthro-

pocentric bias in classical biopolitics.

Chapter four (Eco-Biopolitics: Theoretical Conceptualization) represents the conceptual core

of the thesis. It begins by defining eco-biopolitics and then develops a concept map of eco-
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biopolitics, organized around questions of ontology and rationalities of governance. Building
on this foundation, it outlines the scope conditions of eco-biopolitics, discusses eco-biopolitics
as a counter-institutional practice, and finally develops a typology of eco-biopolitical modes of

governance.

Chapter five (Eco-Biopolitics in Practice) employs this approach to analyze two very distinct
case studies: the Nature Restoration Law of the EU and the Constitution of Ecuador. Both case
studies are selected because of their contrasting eco-biopolitical configurations. The first case
highlights a very institutionalized, technocratic model of governance that relies heavily on
quantification and indicators as well as institutional coordination. The second case study em-

phasizes a more relational and normative approach to eco-biopolitics.

Chapter six (How Can Eco-Biopolitics Be Applied to Environmental Policies?) explains how
eco-biopolitics can be applied beyond the selected case studies and how it becomes a tool for
different forms of environmental governance, including anthropocentric, technocratic, and re-

lational approaches. Furthermore, it raises some issues and opens questions for further research.

Chapter seven (Conclusion) presents the findings of the thesis as well as theoretical and empir-

ical implications.
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2 From Sovereign to Biopower: The Historical Development of

Foucault’s Concept of Biopolitics

This chapter provides a concise overview of the historical development of biopolitics and in-
troduces the key concepts that inform the theory of eco-biopolitics. It starts with an introduction
to sovereign power and then moves to the shift from sovereign power to disciplinary power.
Finally, it discusses biopolitics. The final part of the chapter examines biopower and the concept

of governmentality and how they connect to each other.?

2.1 The Spectacle of Sovereign Power

According to Foucault, sovereign power dominated from the Middle Ages to the early modern
period. Personified by the monarch, it represented the ultimate authority over life and death
(Foucault, 2024, pp. 44—45). This concept can be traced back to the ancient Roman law of patria
potestas, which granted the male head of the family (pater familias) the right to reclaim the life
he had created. This right applied primarily to his children and slaves, illustrating the vast au-

thority vested in the pater familias (Foucault, 2023, p. 131).

This absolute authority was not merely theoretical but was made tangible through public dis-
plays of power. It was most visibly embodied in the practice of brutal public torture, a punish-
ment staged before the eyes of the people to demonstrate the sovereign’s dominance through
the violent enactment of justice. At the center of this spectacle stood the offender’s body, dom-

inated, mutilated, and disfigured in cruel and diverse ways to reaffirm the ruler’s supremacy

(Foucault, 2024, pp. 44-48).

Sovereign power also encompassed the right to self-defense: when attacked by external forces,
the sovereign could lawfully send his subjects to war, exercising an indirect right over life and
death. Internal violations, however, struck at the very core of sovereign authority. As the ulti-
mate source of legislation, any breach of the sovereign’s order was perceived as a direct assault
on his power and was answered with violent retribution. Through the spectacle of public torture,

the sovereign exercised power over life and death, restoring his authority in the eyes of his

2 1t is important to note that Foucault’s observations were primarily derived from French and European contexts.
His analyses reflect the historical and cultural conditions of these societies at that time (70ties) and must be inter-
preted with this background in mind. Despite this regional focus, his theoretical framework provides valuable
insights for understanding the dynamics of power more broadly, particularly when extended to contemporary de-
bates on governance and the management of life.
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people (Foucault, 1995, pp. 64—65). As Foucault notes, “[t]he right which was formulated as the
‘power of life and death’ was in reality the right to fake life or let live” (Foucault, 1978, p. 136).

During the 18™ and 19™ centuries, an increasing number of critical voices were raised against
this form of sovereign violence. Solidarity grew with the petty offenders who were subjected

to the arbitrariness of the sovereign. Protests against torture took place throughout the country.

It was as if the sovereign power did not see, in this emulation of atrocity, a challenge that it
itself threw down and which might one day be taken up: accustomed as it was to 'seeing
blood flow', the people soon learnt that 'it could be revenged only with blood'. [...] In this
same dangerous and ritual violence, the eighteenth-century reformers denounced, on the
contrary, that which exceeded, on both sides, the legitimate exercise of power: in this vio-
lence, according to them, tyranny confronts rebellion; each calls forth the other. It is a dou-
ble danger. Instead of taking revenge, criminal justice should simply punish. (Foucault,

1995, pp. 73-74)

According to Foucault, to counter this spiral of violence, penal justice began to move away
from vengeance and toward systematic punishment. Also, the economic sphere changed, which
was another driver for the profound changes that were taking place in criminal justice. Crime
increasingly shifted toward property crimes and replaced violent crimes, gangs of robbers be-
came smaller, laws became stricter, and the police apparatus expanded. Wealth was accumulat-
ing in societies as a result of capital accumulation, and with it, the need for security increased

(Foucault, 2024, pp. 96-97).

Therefore, the purpose of punishment evolved: no longer the sovereign’s revenge, it now served
to defend society by counteracting the social consequences of crime (Foucault, 2024, pp. 115—
118). The justice system shifted its focus from physical punishment of the body to control of
the modern soul. The modern soul is defined by the current reference point of a particular tech-
nology of power over the body. The soul is constantly produced through the exercise of power.
It is the element in which the effects of power and the object reference of knowledge intersect

(Foucault, 2024, pp. 41-42).

2.2 Disciplinary Power and the Production of Docile Bodies

These developments prepared the ground for a new form of power, disciplinary power (Fou-
cault, 1995). Foucault describes how disciplinary power emerged as a form of power that took
hold of individual bodies, disciplining and aligning them in order to increase their economic

usefulness and profit from their efficiency. At the same time, however, it also weakens the body
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to make it politically obedient. The power of the body is thus divided into utility and submis-
sion. Disciplinary institutions (like schools, prisons, and armies) define an explicit political and
detailed occupation of the body, representing a new microphysics of power (Foucault, 2024, p.

177).

Power now organizes bodies in detailed ways through spatial division, activity coding, time
management, and force coordination (Foucault, 2024, p. 216). Disciplinary power is not only
imposed from above but also reinforced from below and across social relations, forming a net-
work of mutual surveillance and self-regulation (Foucault, 2024, p. 228). Subjugated individu-
als internalize the power relationship, thereby subjugating themselves. As disciplinary mecha-
nisms became internalized, punishment increasingly shifted away from spectacular bodily vio-

lence toward continuous surveillance and normalization (Foucault, 2024, p. 260).

Building on these transformations, this intricate network of disciplinary mechanisms forms the
micro-level foundation for a broader transformation in power relations. The same logic that
individualized and normalized bodies expands to the collective, paving the way for the emer-

gence of biopower.

2.3 Biopower and the Regulation of the Masses

Foucault introduces biopower as a new political rationality encompassing two interconnected
poles: the disciplinary control of individual bodies and the regulation of populations through
biopolitics (Foucault, 2023, p. 134). This dual structure marks a fundamental change in how

modern societies govern life itself:
Biopower = Disciplinary Power U Biopolitics’

As Foucault notes, the effects of this shift are far-reaching. Since the 19™ century, wars have
no longer been waged in the name of the sovereign but in the name of life itself. Entire popula-
tions are mobilized and sacrificed not for the glory of a ruler but for the survival of the nation,
illustrating the biological stakes at the heart of modern warfare. Foucault summarizes, “[o]ne
might say that the ancient right to fake life or /et live was replaced by a power to foster life or

disallow it to the point of death” (Foucault, 1978, p. 138).

3 Set-theoretical union: for two sets A and B, A U B = {x | x € A V x € B}. In this context: Modern power
encompasses all elements of sovereign power and of biopower, including those that belong to both, while acknowl-
edging that in reality these forms of power overlap, interact, and transform one another.
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For the first time in history, no doubt, biological existence was reflected in political exist-
ence; the fact of living was no longer an inaccessible substrate that only emerged from time
to time, amid the randomness of death and its fatality; part of it passed into knowledge's
field of control and power's sphere of intervention. Power would no longer be dealing
simply with legal subjects over whom the ultimate dominion was death, but with living
beings, and the mastery it would be able to exercise over them would have to be applied at
the level of life itself; it was the taking charge of life, more than the threat of death, that

gave power its access even to the body. (Foucault, 1978, p. 142)

According to Foucault, reproduction, birth rates, mortality rates, health standards, life expec-
tancy, and longevity, along with all their variations, became the target of regulatory controls
and interventions. He states that the disciplines of the body and the regulations of the population
form the two poles around which the power over life is organized. The establishment of this
dual technology — both anatomical and biological, individualizing and specifying, directed at
bodily performance and life processes — characterizes a form of power whose highest function

is no longer to kill but to enforce life in its entirety (Foucault, 2023, p. 135).

However, as Foucault notes, the emergence of biopower did not mean the replacement of sov-
ereign power; rather, it involved the formation of a new mode of regulation, while previous
ones remained intact. Even though biopower creates its own new methods for governing indi-
viduals’ lives and entire populations, sovereign power remains effective by relying on the law,
violence, and sovereignty of life and death (Foucault, 2023, pp. 134-135). Modern states, there-
fore, combine the two: they retain sovereign mechanisms while simultaneously employing bi-
opolitical techniques to optimize and manage life. This coexistence can be expressed as a con-

ceptual formula:
Modern Power = Sovereign Power U Biopower

The persistence of sovereign power is particularly evident in the continued use of legal frame-
works, state violence, and war, where the state still exercises the capacity to decide who may
live and who must die. At the same time, biopower operates through the regulation of bodies
and populations, aiming to foster life and prevent its decline. In this way, modern power is not
a replacement of sovereignty but a hybrid form in which sovereignty and biopower are inter-

woven. To make these differences visible,

Table 1 contrasts the characteristics of sovereign power and the two poles of biopower — disci-

plinary power and biopolitics.
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Table 1: Key elements of sovereign power and biopower in relation to human life.

Biopower

Disciplinary power Biopolitics

|Sie el eiiad | Middle Ages, Early

Modern Era

To kill or let live
Object Individuals/subjects
Instruments Law, command, prohi-

bition, violence
Goal / Function Maintain sovereignty,
obedience
|tebitoinio0liiia e | Preceded and coexists
Forms with biopower

From 17%/18" century,
rise of modern institu-
tions

Disciplining, normaliza-
tion

Bodies of individuals

Surveillance, training,
regulation, norm-setting
Usefulness, obedience,
efficiency

Forms the micro-level
basis for biopower

From 18%/19" century,
welfare state

Management and opti-
mization of human life
Population as biological
mass

Statistics, public health,
hygiene, urban planning
Promotion and regula-
tion of life

Forms the macro-level
basis for biopower

Examples Public executions Prisons, schools, mili- Vaccination programs,
tary drills environmental regula-
tion

Building on this conceptual clarification, Foucault relates the coexistence of these forms of
power to the rationality that unifies them all — governmentality, which is neither an institution
nor a technique but the broader rationality through which modern power operates. Governmen-
tality utilizes knowledge, security apparatuses, and administration to direct the behaviors of
individuals and populations. Instead of supplanting old power relations, governmentality inte-

grates them into broader strategies of governance (Foucault, 2007).

This relationship can be captured as follows:
Modern Governance = Governmentality[Modern Power |

The above equation captures the idea that governmentality is the general rationality within
which modern power works. Sovereign power, discipline, and biopower are organized and co-
ordinated within this rationality to work as part of the processes of governance in modern times.
Through governmentality, the modern state does not just govern through laws and coercive

power but also through managing life itself.
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3 Latour’s Actor-Network Theory

The aim of my thesis is to transform Foucault's concept of biopolitics in a way that allows more-
than-human actors and ecological systems to be systematically captured as well. For moving
toward this turn, I first introduce Latour's ANT, which provides the methodological tools to
overcome the classical separation between nature and society and to include more-than-human

entities as effective actors in political orders.

ANT is a school of thought in the social sciences that began to take shape in the 1980s, partic-
ularly within the field of science and technology studies, through the work of Michel Callon,
John Law, and Latour. One of Latour’s (2022) most influential contributions to ANT is Reas-
sembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. In this book, Latour develops
and defends ANT as a methodological and definitional reorientation of sociology (Latour, 2022,

pp- 10-12).

Latour distinguishes his perspective from a classical sociology of the social, by which he does
not mean an already existing substance or a fixed sphere that floats above things. Rather, the
social refers to relationships, associations, and connections. Society is not a given but arises in
the moment when actors connect and thereby produce a form of order. Therefore, Latour advo-
cates a sociology of associations that traces these processes of assembling and linking instead

of assuming society as a pre-given background (Latour, 2022, pp. 19-23).

To elaborate this methodological shift, Latour points to five sources of uncertainty that sociol-
ogy has to face: the nature of groups, the nature of actions, the role of objects, the status of
facts, and finally, the character of sociological investigations themselves. These five uncertain-
ties serve as the framework for ANT and will structure the following discussion. Furthermore,

they also serve as a lens through which I will analyze the conception of eco-biopolitics.

3.1 First Source of Uncertainty: Groups

In the first source of uncertainty, Latour postulates that there are no such things as groups, only
group formations (Latour, 2022, p. 53). Latour (2005, p. 29) describes the relational and con-

tingent nature of groups as follows:

The word ‘group’ is so empty that it sets neither the size nor the content. It could be applied
to a planet as well as to an individual; to Microsoft as well as to my family; to plants as well

as to baboons.
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What we call a ‘group’ — such as ‘working class’, ‘scientific community’, or even ‘morons’ —
does not exist independently, but only because it is created and stabilized through constant
practices. Groups are the result of ongoing work: they are formed, redefined, defended, or ques-

tioned (Latour, 2022, pp. 54-55).

According to Latour (2022, pp. 55-60), sociology should therefore not pretend that groups exist
as fixed entities but rather make the dynamics of grouping visible. This methodological injunc-
tion directly challenges one of the strongest habits of classical sociology: the tendency to pre-
suppose collective entities as explanatory resources. Latour (2022, pp. 30-32) notes that Emile
Durkheim regarded society as a sui generis reality that exerted causal force on individuals,
while for Marx, class structured political conflict as an objective social position. But Latour
argues that treating collectives as given hides the processes that create them. Rather than asking
what holds a group together, sociology must trace how particular alliances, rhetorical strategies,
institutional devices, and material infrastructures continuously make and remake the contours

of a group.

Latour continues that groups depend on spokespersons who claim to speak in their name, on
statistical devices that count and measure them, and on symbolic practices that render them
visible. Thus, for example, a working class is not simply an economic position but a political
one, constituted through trade unions, party organizations, and discourses that demarcate who
is in and who is out; the scientific community must continually reproduce itself through jour-
nals, conferences, peer review, funding agencies, and laboratories that stabilize its boundaries;
a group of climate change deniers, likewise, is not just a matter of individual skepticism, but
also of media outlets, lobbying networks, and rhetorical strategies that reinforce their collective
identity as morons. The very existence of a group is therefore an achievement. It is the outcome

of the ceaseless work of group formation and reformation (Latour, 2022, pp. 66—69).

One must note that especially the spokesperson’s argument has been severely criticized. Alt-
hough Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2004) did not address Latour directly, her work in Can the
Subaltern speak? clearly dismisses the European thought of speaking for someone. The subal-
tern is a term originally developed by Antonio Gramsci (2020) that describes those who are
marginalized because they lack access to hegemonic discourses and have little or no power.
Spivak accuses Foucault of claiming that the oppressed can speak for themselves, while he
continues to speak on their behalf. A similar critique can be directed at Latour’s concept of
spokespersons. Scholars such as Kirksey (2015) have pointed out that these spokesperson rela-

tions are never politically neutral. The question is not only whether more-than-humans can be



3 Latour’s Actor-Network Theory 18

represented, but also who gains the authority to speak for them, and which forms of life become

politically visible through these processes.

While these critiques raise important questions regarding representation and political authority
within ANT, they will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6. For now, it is sufficient to
note that Latour’s methodological intervention shifts the focus of sociology away from fixed

entities and toward processes of association and group formation.

For Latour, this has decisive methodological consequences: sociology must not begin with
groups as stable building blocks of the social but with the practices of grouping as events in
themselves. What matters is not the ontological status of the working class, but the empirical
tracing of how these collectives are invoked, assembled, and maintained in specific situations.
Latour lays the groundwork for a sociology that views collectivity as a process, not a substance,
an ongoing accomplishment rather than a pre-given structure through the claim that there are

no groups, only group formations (Latour, 2022, p. 70).

3.2 Second Source of Uncertainty: Actions

Closely connected to this is the second principle: no action without mediation. Latour makes it
clear that actions are never exclusively human. Rather, every action arises from a network of
mediators — both humans and other-than-humans. A person who writes a letter does not act
alone: paper, pen, language, computer programs, and institutional rules all contribute as consti-
tutive factors (Latour, 2022, pp. 63—70, 105-110). Action is thus always distributed agency,

which is only realized in the chaining of different elements.

Latour (2022, pp. 76-78) differentiates sharply between intermediaries and mediators. An in-
termediary merely transports an action without altering it; a mediator, by contrast, transforms,
translates, and modifies the input it receives. Since most entities encountered in empirical in-
vestigation are mediators rather than intermediaries, action is never linear but constantly redi-
rected through networks of translation. For this reason, Latour defines actors not as originators
of action but as “anything that modifies a state of affairs by making a difference” (Latour, 2022,
p. 75). From this perspective, an actor is not simply an intentional subject but any entity that
changes, extends, or redirects a chain of actions, whether human, animal, technical artifact,

microorganism, or document.
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This understanding of agency is closely related to the concept of material agency, which em-
phasizes that material objects, technologies, infrastructures, and more-than-human entities ac-
tively shape social and political processes rather than merely serving as passive backgrounds

for human action (Knappett & Malafouris, 2008).

Latour deliberately prefers the term “actant,” since “actor” in social science is usually associ-
ated with conscious, intentional human behavior. Actant, on the other hand, places humans and
more-than-humans on the same ontological plane, allowing both to be analyzed as contributors
to collective action (Latour, 2022, pp. 79-82). The methodological consequence is far-reaching:
sociology can no longer assume that agency is located in individuals or groups alone. Instead,
it must empirically trace the chains of mediation through which action is distributed and trans-
formed. To follow the actors is therefore to follow the mediators that make action possible,

visible, and effective (Latour, 2022, p. 110).

3.3 Third Source of Uncertainty: Objects

The third source of uncertainty concerns the role of objects. Latour (2022, p. 109) emphasizes
that one must never decide a priori which entities are relevant to an action. Classical sociology,
with its anthropocentric bias, tends to underestimate the role of things, artifacts, or more-than-

human entities and to treat only humans as actors.

In the case of ANT, it is precisely uncertain which objects, devices, or materials enter into a
given course of action (Latour, 2022, pp. 126—132). A traffic accident, for instance, cannot be
explained by examining only the drivers. Road conditions, brakes, traffic signs, weather pat-
terns, and even insurance protocols are just as much a part of the chain of action as the human
participants. Latour insists that this principle must not be misunderstood as a simple abolition
of the subject/object dichotomy. ANT does not claim that humans and things are ontologically
identical, nor that a perfect symmetry exists between them. What it problematizes is the asym-
metrical attribution inherited from modern social thought: humans are granted intentionality,
reflexivity, and meaning, while the material world is relegated to the sphere of mute causality
and passive background conditions. The so-called principle of symmetry in ANT does not entail
an ontological equation between humans and objects, but rather an analytical decision not to
accept a predetermined separation into intentional and non-intentional entities (Latour, 2022,

pp. 130-131).

In this way, Latour reframes the object as an actant: an entity that, through mediation, can re-

direct, enable, or constrain action. Empirical research must therefore be open to the possibility
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that heterogeneous actants — both human and more-than-human — jointly produce agency in
networks of mediation and translation. Instead of presupposing that only subjects act and ob-
jects merely react, ANT demands that we follow the associations to see how action is generated
and distributed, and through which material arrangements it becomes effective (Latour, 2022,

p. 132).

3.4 Fourth Source of Uncertainty: Facts

In the fourth source of uncertainty, Latour examines matters of fact vs. matters of concern. He
states that the conventional way of thinking about sociology (and science in general) involves
a belief that objective facts can be separated from social processes and that any controversy
arises only at the social construction level. Latour challenges this distinction by arguing that
facts do not exist as isolated entities but emerge through networks of human and more-than-
human actors and become stabilized through practices, instruments, and institutions (Latour,

2022, pp. 154-173).

From Latour’s perspective, facts are not simply discovered, nor are they arbitrarily constructed.
Rather, they are assembled through heterogeneous networks that include scientists, laboratories,
measuring devices, models, funding structures, and institutional arrangements. An indisputable
fact is therefore undisputed not because it exists beyond all social processes but because it has
been successfully stabilized within such networks. Conversely, controversial facts are those
whose networks are not yet sufficiently stabilized or widely accepted. Latour thus shifts the
analytical focus: sociology should not begin with a distinction between ‘natural’ facts and ‘so-
cial constructions’, but instead empirically trace how facts are assembled, stabilized, and some-
times destabilized through networks of humans and more-than-humans (Latour, 2022, pp. 154—

173).
In On the Partial Existence of Existing and Nonexisting Objects, he writes:

How could he [Ramses II] have died of a bacillus discovered in 1882 and of a disease whose
etiology, in its modern form, dates only from 1819 in Laennec's ward? Is it not anachronis-
tic? The attribution of tuberculosis and Koch's bacillus to Ramses II should strike us as an
anachronism of the same caliber as if we had diagnosed his death as having been caused by

a Marxist upheaval, or a machine gun, or a Wall Street crash. (Latour, 2022, p. 248)
In Pandora’s Hope, Latour formulates a similar point:

‘Did the ferments (or the microbes) exist before Pasteur?’ [...] The subject-object dichot-

omy distributed activity and passivity in such a way that whatever was taken by one was
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lost to the other. If Pasteur makes up the microbes, that is, invents them, then the microbes
are passive. If the microbes lead Pasteur in his thinking then it is he who is the passive
observer of their activity. We have begun to understand, however, that the human-nonhu-
man does not involve a tug-of-war between two opposite forces. On the contrary, the more
activity there is from one, the more activity there is from the other. The more Pasteur works

in his laboratory, the more autonomous his ferment becomes. (Latour, 2000, p. 147)

These provocative formulations capture the essence of Latour’s position, but they also raise
significant interpretive challenges. Literally understood, the statements imply, for instance, that
certain things, such as microbes, never existed before they were discovered scientifically. How-
ever, this is not Latour’s claim. Rather than denying the existence of microbes before Pasteur
or Laennec, his argument is that they did not yet exist as stabilized scientific objects within
networks of knowledge, instrumentation, and practice. In other words, Latour distinguishes be-
tween the ontological existence of entities and their epistemic and material stabilization as ob-

jects of scientific knowledge.

This ambiguity led to significant controversy during the so-called Science Wars, where Latour’s
work was frequently interpreted as a form of epistemic relativism. Critics argued that his ap-
proach reduced scientific facts to mere social constructions (Sokal & Bricmont, 1998). Latour
later acknowledged that interpretations in which scientific results were disclaimed, like climate
change deniers do, were politically problematic. In his essay Why Has Critique Run out of
Steam?, he reflects on how arguments about social construction had been appropriated by “dan-
gerous extremists [...] using the very same argument of social construction to destroy hard-won

evidence that could save our lives” (Latour, 2004b).

To address this problem, Latour (2004b) clarifies that construction does not imply arbitrariness.
The moronic use of construction treats the claim that something is constructed as evidence that
it is false or manipulable. On the contrary, Latour notes that since it is through a series of net-
works of experiments, instrumental devices, institutions, and actions that facts are constructed,
they are therefore sturdy and worthy of our attention. Construction, in this sense, is the condi-

tion of durability, not its negation.

This change in perspective results in the call for Latour to shift from matters of fact to matters
of concern. Unlike matters of fact, whose nature is supposed to be isolated and indisputable,
matters of concern draw attention to the complex and fragile arrangements that make facts du-
rable and meaningful. It follows from the above that critique should consist of caring for and

illuminating those networks that make facts possible (Latour, 2004b).
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3.5 Fifth Source of Uncertainty: Writing Risky Accounts

The fifth source of uncertainty, namely writing risky accounts, focuses on the responsibility of
sociologists themselves. Those who follow the actors and empirically reconstruct controversies,
mediations, and translations must do so in the form of descriptions and reports. But such reports
are never neutral. Every sociological representation intervenes in the constellations it claims to
describe. According to Latour, the role of the sociologist lies in the formation of new ties and
the transformation of networks through the writing process. The report may empower some
actors while weakening others; it may increase conflicts or reduce them. The activity of writing
a report is therefore an act of intervention that cannot be viewed as something outside the net-

work (Latour, 2022, pp. 211-212).

This is precisely why Latour (2022, pp. 212-223) says writing is risky: risky because it influ-
ences the stabilization of facts; risky because it — consciously or unconsciously — takes sides in
ongoing negotiations; and risky because the report itself becomes an actor in the network it
discusses. At this point, it is crucial to understand what Latour means by network. He explains
that a network is not a technical structure or spatial map. Rather, it refers to the trail of associ-
ations through which actors are connected to one another. An element does not gain stability

and reality from within itself, but through the multitude and density of its connections.

Networks are therefore dynamic systems, which appear, transform, dissolve, and reform
(Latour, 2022, pp. 223-226). This implies that sociology should not assume abstract structures
like societies but instead trace the real links actors engage in. Latour's point is thus that sociol-
ogy cannot deny its own performativity. It is not a detached observer of events external to it but
itself an active part of the networks it describes. As reports generate new associations, they
themselves become nodes in the network. This is precisely where the fifth source of indetermi-

nacy lies (Latour, 2022, pp. 211-230).

ANT, as developed by Latour, constitutes a paradigm shift that undermines classical dichoto-
mies such as that between humans and other-than-humans, between subjects and objects, and
between facts and concerns. ANT makes it possible to think about ecology in such a way that
living beings and entities — whether these are animals and plants, technologies, or even entire
ecosystems — can become political actants through their process of association, mediation, and
stabilization. Such a paradigmatic move is necessary to lay the conceptual groundwork for
broadening the idea of biopolitics proposed by Foucault in order to transcend its anthropocen-
trism. The following section will address the problem of articulating eco-biopolitics as a con-

cept.
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4 Eco-Biopolitics: Theoretical Conceptualization

This chapter develops the theoretical conceptualization of eco-biopolitics and prepares its ana-
lytical application. My aim is to systematically extend Foucault’s concept of biopolitics to in-
clude more-than-human life and ecological systems as integral objects of political rationality.
For this purpose, I bring together Foucauldian power analysis with Latour’s ANT as described
in the previous chapter. Chapter 4.1 introduces a concept map that organizes the framework
around two dimensions: ontology and rationalities of governance. Chapter 4.2 then specifies
the scope conditions of eco-biopolitics, discusses eco-biopolitical counter-institutions, and de-

velops a typology that clarifies the different forms of eco-biopolitics.
Based on these considerations, I propose the following working definition of eco-biopolitics:

Eco-biopolitics is an analytical framework for studying how political power governs, differen-
tiates, and values life beyond the human, including more-than-human beings and ecological
systems. It examines how different ontological understandings of nature shape who counts as
life, why it is governed, and #ow governance operates. Eco-biopolitics further analyzes how life
is rendered actionable through specific rationalities, institutions, and techniques, and how these
practices distribute protection, optimization, and exposure to harm across multispecies and eco-

logical configurations.

In this sense, eco-biopolitics does not name a separate, additional form of power, but a way of
analyzing how life is translated into governable forms within contemporary regimes of eco-
biopower, and how the politics of this translation is contested. The following section outlines

the internal architecture of this framework.

4.1 Concept Map of Eco-Biopolitics: Dimensions and Key Points

The concept map serves as a schematic overview of eco-biopolitics. It identifies two analytical

dimensions that together explain how life becomes a political and administrative object:

1. Ontology — what counts as life

2. Rationalities — why and how life is governed

Building on each other, ontology establishes the conceptual foundations and rationalities artic-

ulate the guiding logics of intervention.
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4.1.1 Ontological Dimension — What counts as life?

[T]he Anthropocene contrasts the human actor to other biological, meteorological, and ge-
ological actors. The Human emerges as an abstraction on the one side with the Nonhuman

world on the other. (Povinelli, 2016, p. 11)

Povinelli’s observation encapsulates the ontological tension that underlies this thesis: if the pro-
ject proceeds from more-than-human life, it must first ask what counts as life at all and who or

what is thereby excluded.

A conventional working definition in biology typically identifies living beings as cellularly
organized systems that maintain homeostasis, metabolize energy, grow, reproduce, respond to
stimuli, and evolve (Knipe & Howley, 2013). The biological definition may appear reasonable
and clear, but in the following cases, I will elaborate its complexity. In botany, inactive seeds
are considered to be in a state of dormancy (McAninch, 1999). The origin of dormancy is the
Latin word dormire, which means fo sleep. Therefore, those seeds are considered to be ‘sleep-
ing’ life, in some cases with no measurable metabolism. Once the conditions for the seed are

right and it has not been damaged, it can flourish (El-Maarouf-Bouteau, 2022).

Similarly, tardigrades are micro-animals that humans cryptobiosed, a death-like mode with no
measurable metabolism at all, and were exposed in low Earth orbit to the vacuum and radiation
of space (in some samples also to solar UV) before being returned, rehydrated, and revived
(Jonsson et al., 2008). In light of these two cases, I claim that metabolism should not be under-
stood as a permanent, observable activity, but as a capacity: to be alive is to be able to sustain

metabolism and to resume it when conditions allow, not to display it uninterruptedly.

Another considerable case, which can shatter the definition of life, is the virus. It has no cellular
structure, nor independent metabolism, yet it replicates, mutates, evolves, and causes pandem-
ics on a global scale. The virus, therefore, problematizes the assumption that life is a discrete
natural kind (Forterre, 2010; Machery, 2012); instead, livingness appears contextually at-

tributed to the criteria and settings within which it is observed.

Therefore, what counts as life is neither self-evident nor stable. As Edouard Machery (2012)
claims in his paper Why I stopped worrying about the definition of life... And why you should
as well, the recurring failure to provide a single definition of life is not merely a temporary lack
of knowledge, but a conceptual signal: Life does not straightforwardly pick out one unified
natural kind with necessary and sufficient conditions. Rather, it functions as a cluster concept
whose application shifts with explanatory aims and research settings. The borderline cases

above show why a fixed checklist definition breaks down. What appears as life is, in practice,
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attributed through criteria that are selected, weighted, and stabilized within particular epistemic
and institutional contexts. In that sense, searching for a single ‘true’ definition resembles
searching for Nathan’s ring*: Depending on the epistemological premises, one can always priv-

ilege a candidate, yet the privilege itself requires justification.

Povinelli (2016) situates this ontological uncertainty within relations of power. Her concept of
geontopower names a mode of late-liberal governance that operates on and through the dividing
line between Life and Nonlife — a line that is not merely descriptive, but politically productive,
because it organizes what can be extracted, exhausted, protected, or granted standing. Geon-
topower exposes how biopolitical governance has always depended on the management of this

distinction, even when it presented life as its primary object.

Povinelli illustrates this dynamic through heuristic figures such as the Desert, the Animist, and
the Virus. The Desert represents forms of existence understood as nonliving, hence open to
extraction and exploitation. The Animist ontology shows where the difference between Life
and Nonlife evaporates, granting agency to things like rivers, rocks, or ancestral beings. The
Virus, on the other hand, disrupts the distinction altogether, manifesting both as nonliving mat-
ter and living agents with the capacity for reproduction and transformation. Together, these
figures demonstrate that the boundary between Life and Nonlife is neither fixed nor universal,

but historically contingent and politically constituted.

Latour’s ANT, however, does something quite different. ANT shifts the focus away from pre-
conceived categories like that of life to how things act in relation to others within a network of
associations. ANT does not define in advance what qualifies as life; instead, it looks into how
agency is generated through the process of mediation and association. To Latour, an actor or
actant is simply something that makes a difference within a given state of affairs, regardless of

whether they are human or more-than-human (Latour, 2022, p. 129).

In this regard, humans, animals, microorganisms, technologies, as well as atmospheric pro-
cesses, can also serve as actants, provided that they play a role in determining the results of
socio-material assemblages (Latour, 2022). As such, the analysis of life is redirected from its

definition as a biological phenomenon to the ways in which various things become significant

4 “Nathan’s ring” refers to the “Ring Parable” in Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s play Nathan the Wise (Lessing,
1976). In the parable, a father owns a ring said to make its wearer pleasing to God; unable to choose among his
three equally beloved sons, he has made two indistinguishable copies. After his death, the sons fight over which
ring is the ‘true’ one (the rings stand symbolically for the three dominating monotheistic religions: Judaism, Chris-
tianity and Islam). A judge concludes that the genuine ring cannot be demonstrated by proof and urges each son
to live as if his ring were authentic, by practicing love, tolerance, and moral conduct, thereby shifting the question
of ‘true’ religion from demonstrable doctrine to ethical life (Lessing, 1976).
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in the network of activities. From this perspective, the distinction between life and nonlife is
not taken as a given ontological boundary, but as something that is enacted and stabilized within

scientific, political, and social practices.

These ontological instabilities make a purely biological starting point untenable and prepare the
shift toward an eco-biopolitical perspective. I argue that, within technocratic forms of environ-
mental governance, eco-biopolitics operates through the translation of a contested notion of life
into a governable proxy — biodiversity — through constitutive cuts that render ecological com-
plexity decidable and administrable. Mechanisms behind this can be bioindicators, monitoring,
baselines, and many more. However, this logic is not uncontested. Relational approaches, such
as those informed by Indigenous epistemologies, problematize precisely these reductions (Malo
Larrea et al., 2024). Rather than translating life into simplified proxies, they emphasize the
ongoing negotiation and relational Constitution of what counts as life, thereby resisting or de-

stabilizing such constitutive cuts.

In the technocratic approach, for instance, “[n]aturally occurring Bioindicators are used to as-
sess the health of the environment and are also an important tool for detecting changes in the
environment, either positive or negative, and their subsequent effects on human society” (Par-
mar et al., 2016). To illustrate this, Chara vulgaris is an algae that is relatively tolerant to pol-
lution and is commonly described as eutrophication-tolerant, meaning that it can persist under
conditions of high nutrient enrichment (eutrophication). It is therefore often found in shallow
and nutrient-rich water bodies. In contrast, Chara braunii shows pronounced stress responses
under copper (Cu) contamination and has been proposed as a bioindicator for copper-related

water quality (Markovi¢ et al., 2023; Ranawakage et al., 2021).

In waters in which both are inhabitants, a rise in Chara vulgaris and a fall of Chara braunii can
indicate that the limnological system is polluted. Bioindicators operationalize biodiversity by
reducing life to a small set of indicator taxa, abundance thresholds, and reference baselines. In
doing so, governance does not act on life as such, but on a quantified biodiversity signal that
stands in for ecosystem integrity and legitimizes intervention. In addition, Austin Read (2024)
links eutrophication to colonial histories of phosphate control and extraction, thereby demon-
strating how seemingly local limnological conditions are entangled with global infrastructures
of resource circulation, agricultural intensification, and socio-ecological metabolism, whose ef-

fects may ultimately boomerang back across the very infrastructures that produced them.

Beyond these operationalizations, the rather vague definition of biodiversity, according to the

Convention on Biological Diversity, is “the variability among living organisms from all sources
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including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological com-
plexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within species, between species and of
ecosystems” (Secretariat for the Convention on Biological Diversity, 1992, p. 4). This concep-

tual ambiguity is also emphasized by Youatt (2015, p. 1), who notes that:

‘Biodiversity’ is difficult to define precisely. As an ecological concept, it refers to the di-
versity of species that make up life on earth. But as it circulates in the world, biodiversity is
at once a natural fact, a species-extinction event, a scientific field of inquiry, a political

referent, a moral discourse, an abstract pattern, and a tool of governance.

Despite its vagueness, or perhaps precisely because of it, the term is found in all kinds of envi-
ronmental texts and has mutated into a buzzword that can be used to describe everything and
nothing at the same time. In this sense, biodiversity can be read as a strategically flexible sig-
nifier, whose vagueness allows it to operate simultaneously as a scientific concept, a political
objective, and a moral imperative (Laclau, 2007). I argue that this is the case because biodiver-
sity is not merely an ecological descriptor; rather, it is the technopolitical operationalization of
life under late modern hegemonic conditions. Whereas life remains a philosophically unstable
term, biodiversity is the category through which governance in the Global North seeks to sta-
bilize, quantify, and protect the living world. The conceptual shift from life to biodiversity thus
mirrors one central logic of eco-biopolitics itself: the transformation of ontological uncertainty

into a field of administrative and technopolitical control.

Throughout my thesis, more-than-human life serves as the theoretical lens through which the
limits of the category of life are examined. In contrast, biodiversity refers to the empirical form
in which life is rendered visible, calculable, and governable within environmental policy and
governance in the Global North. Parallelly, asking what counts as life is also accompanied by
the question of whom to cut: any system that seeks to count life must draw distinctions that

include some forms and exclude others.

Following Markus Schroer’s (2022) reading of geosociology, even Latour’s supposed radical
inclusion — a parliament in which humans and more-than-humans alike must be counted as
actors (Latour, 2024) — inevitably rests on such procedures of exclusion. Schroer emphasizes
Foucault’s question: “Through what system of exclusion, by eliminating whom, by creating
what division, through what game of negation and rejection can society begin to function?”
(Foucault, 1974). Read in this way, exclusion in a Foucauldian sense is not a normative failure

but a constitutive operation that produces subjects, spaces, and regimes of ‘truth’.
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To conclude, this subchapter reveals that life as an ontological category is neither fixed nor
value-neutral but is generated through scientific, political, and social activities. Instead of taking
for granted a pre-defined concept of life, eco-biopolitics takes its ontological ambiguity as a
starting point and considers how it can be governed. Life in modern environmental management
tends to be translated into biodiversity, a concept that reveals, measures, and operationalizes
ecological complexity, although it needs to draw boundaries at the same time. Thus, eco-bio-
politics does not just manage life but manages how life can be known, quantified, and inter-
vened upon. The next section elaborates further on this point by exploring rationalities behind

these processes.

4.1.2 Rationalities of Governance — Why and how is life governed?

If the previous subchapter argued that counting requires cutting, this subchapter asks how those
cuts become necessary, legitimate, and actionable. Modern governance operates as governmen-
tality, described by Foucault as “the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and
reflections, calculations, and tactics” that organize the conduct and management of life (Fou-
cault, 2007, p. 144). Yet it is undeniable that a big portion of the management of life consists
of taking life, no matter whether human life (e.g. through wars), or more-than-human life (e.g.

through intense animal husbandry®). However, the latter is conducted on a much larger scale.

How can a power such as this kill, if it is true that its basic function is to improve life, to
prolong its duration, to improve its chances, to avoid accidents, and to compensate for fail-
ings? How, under these conditions, is it possible for a political power to kill, to call for
deaths, to demand deaths, to give the order to kill, and to expose not only its enemies but
its own citizens to the risk of death? Given that this power's objective is essentially to make
live, how can it let die? How can the power of death, the function of death, be exercised in
a political system centered upon biopower? It is, I think, at this point that racism intervenes.

(Foucault, 2003b, p. 254)

Although racism existed much longer, Foucault claims that its function changed during the 19%
century. Two biopolitical functions entered the room. First, to legitimize that some lives are
valuable and some are not, a break with the continuum of the human species is needed (Lemke

et al., 2020). Therefore, Foucault introduces the term caesuras to represent those breaks. “That

5 Recent work demonstrates how environmental governance increasingly intervenes directly in metabolic pro-
cesses. Adam Searle et al. (2024), for instance, analyze how climate governance targets livestock metabolism,
particularly methane emissions from cattle digestion, thereby illustrating how ecological governance increasingly
operates through biological and metabolic optimization.
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is the first function of racism: to fragment, to create caesuras within the biological continuum

addressed by biopower” (Foucault, 2003b, p. 255).

The second function goes even further by trying to establish a positive relationship of "[t]he
very fact that you let more die will allow you to live more" (Foucault, 2003b, p. 255). According
to Foucault, this relationship follows the logic of war, but in a biological sense. The more the

‘bad’ races die, the ‘healthier’ and “purer’ life will be in general.

And the reason this mechanism can come into play is that the enemies who have to be done
away with are not adversaries in the political sense of the term; they are threats, either ex-
ternal or internal, to the population and for the population. In the biopower system, in other
words, killing or the imperative to kill is acceptable only if it results not in a victory over
political adversaries, but in the elimination of the biological threat to and the improvement
of the species or race. [...] Once the State functions in the biopower mode, racism alone can

justify the murderous function of the State. (Foucault, 2003b, p. 256)

In tandem with Mbembe (2019), there is an equally uneven distribution of exposure to death in
contemporary power arrangements, leading to the formation of death-worlds or zones of aban-
donment, in which selected groups of people are forced to endure their lives by making sacri-
fices in their everyday lives. For instance, this occurs when industries are set up near poor com-
munities, with risk calculations allowing for tolerable levels of pollution. Where sustainability
measures any losses as costs that can be managed within the boundaries of threshold limits, and

resilience calls upon the marginalized to be resilient.

Most of these processes align with the concept of slow violence, in which harm occurs gradually
and does not have to be visible as its violence unfolds across time (Nixon, 2011). In the context
of extractivism, if a company of the Global North decides to exploit a mine next to someone’s
village, it may not look like a form of violence. But across time, due to the environmental
degradation that is caused by the mine diggings, health problems accumulate for the villagers,

leading to severe issues or even death.

Within eco-biopolitics, the logic identified by Foucault does not disappear, but expands. While
racism introduces caesuras in human populations, contemporary forms of governance operate

through additional distinctions that extend beyond the human.

Importantly, these caesuras are not entirely new. Historically, processes of dehumanization
have often relied on the symbolic reduction of certain human groups to the status of animals.
In racist and antisemitic discourses, those constructed as ‘inferior’ are frequently compared to

or portrayed as animals, thereby legitimizing their exclusion, exploitation, or even death. This
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reveals that the boundary between human and animal has long functioned as a political tool: to

be placed closer to ‘animality’ is to be placed outside the sphere of protection.

Building on this, eco-biopolitics introduces an expanded caesura within the continuum of life
that structures how life is governed: The distinction between the human and the more-than-
human. This division encompasses both animals and broader ecological systems and legitimizes
their differential valuation, instrumentalization, and destruction. In this sense, eco-biopolitical
governance extends Foucauldian biopolitics beyond the human, while reproducing similar

mechanisms of differentiation and hierarchization across species and environments.

On the one hand, animals are systematically exploited and killed, even though they remain
indispensable to the functioning of ecosystems. For instance, approximately 80% of angio-
sperms depend on biotic pollinators (Ackerman, 2000), which are essential not only for ecolog-
ical stability but also for global food production (OECD & Nations, 2022; Ray et al., 2013).
Humans thus simultaneously depend on animals and destroy them, revealing a constitutive ten-
sion within eco-biopolitical governance: life is both protected and sacrificed, depending on its

position within this caesura.

On the other hand, this caesura extends to nature more broadly and is institutionalized within
concepts such as Ecosystem Services (ES). This framework translates ecological processes into
economic value and thereby renders nature governable within existing political-economic ra-
tionalities (Biischer, 2012; Diaz et al., 2018). Within this logic, nature is reduced to opportunity
costs: for example, the potential loss of pollinators is evaluated against the costs of artificial
pollination or conservation measures. In the context of the Capitalocene (Moore, 2016), scien-
tific knowledge increasingly adopts this economic language in order to communicate with po-
litical and economic actors. As a result, this mode of valuation has become not only normalized

but hegemonic.

This distinction can be elaborated with help from Judith Butler's (2009) complementary idea of
grievability. According to Butler, not all lives are considered equally in terms of the political
and media representations, because recognition is allocated to people differently. While certain
lives are constructed in ways that allow them to be seen as important, making them ‘grievable’,
other lives may be underrepresented politically. She notes that deaths in places like Iraq, Af-
ghanistan, or Palestine are depersonalized, whereas Western lives, particularly those of U.S.
soldiers, are individualized and publicly mourned. Grievability thus functions as a political

mechanism through which hierarchies of life are stabilized and reproduced (Butler, 2009).
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Within eco-biopolitical governance, this logic can also be applied beyond the human. Certain
forms of more-than-human life become highly visible, emotionally protected, and politically
mobilized, while others remain largely invisible despite their ecological importance or system-
atic destruction. The question is therefore not only which forms of life are protected or sacri-

ficed, but also which forms of life become publicly grievable in the first place.

The uneven distribution of grievability becomes particularly visible in contemporary environ-
mental controversies surrounding charismatic animal species, like Timmy. Occasionally, he is
also called Hope or Fridolin and is a humpback whale that stranded three times on German
coasts in the Baltic Sea in 2026. The media broadly and extensively covered Timmy and his
status. Most marine biologists and whale experts who analyzed the situation concluded that
Timmy is in dire condition and will eventually die regardless of any intervention. Therefore,
they argued that the most humane course of action would be to allow him to die naturally,
without any further rescue efforts (Schmidt, 2026). A very heated discussion occurred among
German citizens and beyond over whether and how to save him.® The situation got so intense
that people not only started to pray for him but also to hold saving ceremonies and send whale-

like sounds to him. Hope died soon after (Gessner, 2026), leaving a nation in devastation.

However, at the very same time in the very same Baltic Sea, critically endangered harbor por-
poises continue to die as bycatch in fishing nets, which remains one of the primary causes of
human-related mortality for the species (HELCOM, 2023). Timmy himself had reportedly al-
ready been caught in a fishing net and released before his first stranding (von Schaper, 2026).
Marine biologist and whale researcher Fabian Ritter further noted that net fragments were found
in Timmy’s mouth and that he may also have ingested parts of the net, which could have con-

tributed to his death (Toter Buckelwal ,, Timmy “, 2026).

Timmy’s case is therefore not an isolated tragedy, but part of a broader regime of extraction
and collateral destruction. Bycatch kills not only harbor porpoises, but also fish (including
sharks), seabirds, turtles, and numerous other marine species. Further, such practices disrupt
marine trophic webs and intensify pressures on already vulnerable ecosystems (Dietz et al.,

2021).

® Two wealthy individuals decided to privately finance a 1.5-million-euro operation designed by radical right in-
fluencer Jens Schulz (Ivits, 2026), who also recruited a ‘whale whisperer’. Additionally, another radical right in-
dividual was brought on board because ‘his voice matched the frequency of the whale’, and they aimed to create
an ‘aura’ that would contribute to ‘saving’ the whale (Kroll & Heinemann, 2026). Almost 1.5 months passed from
the time of the first stranding until he was released in the North Sea, in an area with very heavy ship traffic.
According to the only person with whale experience, the crew of the barge did not want to wait for the whale team
to arrive, so they released Timmy with pure violence, which may have caused serious injuries.
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What is currently taking place in our seas is an exodus that, in terms of the sheer number of
killed and dying animals, can easily rival the whaling era. In fact, the number of victims
exceeds even the peak periods of brutal industrial whaling. Reflecting on this, considering
what causes it, primarily industrial fishing, and determining how to respond to it, is the task

of our time.” (Fabian, 2026, author’s translation)

These developments are especially severe in the Baltic Sea, which is widely regarded as one of
the world’s most polluted and ecologically stressed marine regions due to eutrophication, over-
fishing, hazardous substances, oxygen depletion, and biodiversity loss (Dietz et al., 2021; Eu-
ropean Parliamentary Research Service, 2025; HELCOM, 2021). As Dinesh Wadiwel (2016)
argues in Do Fish Resist?, industrial fishing systems normalize large-scale violence against
marine life while rendering much of this destruction socially and politically invisible. Within
this logic, only selected charismatic animals become objects of public empathy and rescue,

whereas the systematic killing of countless other sea creatures remains largely ungrieved.

Eco-biopolitical caesuras therefore function not only as mechanisms of classification, but also
as mechanisms for distributing grievability across multispecies life. They determine which
forms of life appear as valuable, protectable, and publicly mournable, and which remain polit-
ically invisible despite their systematic destruction. Yet these distinctions are not natural or self-
evident. They are actively produced, stabilized, and reproduced through institutions, discourses,
infrastructures, scientific practices, and material arrangements that shape how life becomes po-

litically visible in the first place.

This dynamic resonates with Latour’s argument that nature and society do not constitute sepa-
rate ontological domains, but are continuously co-produced through networks of relations be-
tween humans and more-than-human actants (Latour, 2012). At the same time, Latour empha-

sizes that power is not a pre-existing resource but must be actively assembled:

Power, like society, is the final result of a process and not a reservoir, a stock, or a capital
that will automatically provide an explanation. Power and domination have to be produced,
made up, composed. Asymmetries exist, yes, but where do they come from and what are

they made out of? (Latour, 2005, p. 72)

7 Original German quote: “Was da stattfindet in unseren Meeren, ist ein Exodus, der es von den getdteten Tieren
oder sterbenden Tieren gesehen von der Anzahl her ganz locker mit der Walfang-Ara aufnehmen kann. Also das
sind groBere Opferzahlen als zu den hochsten Zeiten des brutalen Walfangs. Das zu durchdenken, zu {iberlegen,
was ist da ursdchlich dafiir, ndmlich in erster Linie die Fischerei, und wie damit umzugehen ist, das ist das Gebot
der Zeit.”
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From this perspective, eco-biopolitical caesuras are not given, but are continuously produced
and stabilized through socio-material practices. At the same time, seemingly marginal struggles
over nature have become central to collective survival. As Latour and Schultz (2022, p. 69)

argue:

Struggles that seemed marginal, on the sidelines, have become central to the survival of all.
A surprising reversal that turns every former marginal into the bearer of a struggle that must

now be waged on a large scale and together with many others.

This significant shift highlights how ecological conflicts, once considered peripheral, now re-

organize the terrain of politics itself.

These dynamics become apparent in cases of the extraction of resources under green capitalism.
There is a certain nature that is highly sought after and valued, while other aspects of nature are
simply discarded. Rare metals play an important role in renewable energy sources because even
small amounts of rare metals have very powerful magnetic forces, thus allowing energy gener-
ation with minimal carbon dioxide emission (Pitron, 2024). However, from the perspective of
their whole life cycle, the extraction of such metals poses great ecological and societal prob-
lems. The mining sites suffer from pollution, poisonous waste, contamination of soil and water,
acid rain, and the destruction of entire ecosystems. Such extractivism is evident in many be-
yond-Western countries, including China, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kazakhstan, and

Bolivia (Pitron, 2024).

In the context of global extractivism, these patterns reveal a continuation of imperial relations
between the Global North and the Global South. As Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen (2017)
argue, the ecological and social costs of resource extraction are unevenly distributed, allowing
the Global North to pursue ‘sustainable’ development at the expense of human and more-than-
human life elsewhere. This dynamic aligns with the logics of racism, grievability, and slow
violence described above: the more life is exposed to harm in one part of the world, the more it

can be protected, grieved, and optimized in another.

Extending this argument through the lens of ANT, these caesuras can be understood as effects
of mediating practices that stabilize distinctions between valuable and disposable forms of life.
In this sense, racism is not only a historical phenomenon but also a mediator through which
such divisions are materialized and maintained. The same caesural logic that fragments the
human species in classical biopolitics is thus rearticulated at a broader scale, sorting and sacri-

ficing more-than-human life as well.
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However, identifying these caesuras alone does not yet explain Zow they become governable.
If eco-biopolitics operates by differentiating, valuing, and exposing life to harm, it must do so
through specific logics of intervention that render these distinctions actionable within govern-
ance. In other words, the question is not only what is cut, but sow these cuts are translated into
concrete strategies of regulation, management, and control. It is at this point that the notion of

rationalities becomes crucial.

Five Interlocking Rationalities

On this basis, I identify five interlocking rationalities — security, risk, optimization, sustainabil-
ity, and resilience — through which environmental governance pushes biopolitics toward eco-
biopolitics and discloses where protection yields to abandonment. Those rationalities are not
exhaustive and are oriented toward Global North approaches, which I chose, as the Global
North is hegemonic in contemporary environmental governance. Nevertheless, these rationali-
ties are key channels through which caesural distinctions are operationalized: they specify
which forms of life are problematized, which exposures are rendered acceptable, and which
sacrifices are normalized. Taken together, they form the analytical grid for the following sec-
tions, where I reconstruct how each rationality configures multispecies populations, redistrib-

utes vulnerability, and stabilizes particular patterns of multispecies injustice.

First, security reframes ecological conditions as vulnerabilities to be safeguarded. Security pri-
marily works on uncertainty by organizing uncertainty into a series of probable events (Fou-
cault, 2007). This involves creating boundaries and placing constraints, such as emission limits,
habitat reserves, and fire breaks, to prevent risks from spreading through the system (Dalby,

2020; European Commission, 2020).

Through the ANT perspective, the process of creating these zones and setting boundaries be-
comes one of constructing socio-technical arrangements through which particular places, spe-
cies, and forms of exposure become legible as ecological risks. Even seemingly objective eco-
logical monitoring practices rely on situated forms of interpretation and negotiation. During a
long-term ecological monitoring exercise I participated in as part of the University of Vienna’s
Master’s program in Conservation Biology and Biodiversity Management, vegetation plots
were repeatedly relocated through GPS coordinates and historical photographs before being
delineated and assessed in the field. Although GPS devices significantly facilitated the reloca-
tion of monitoring sites, they did not always indicate precisely the same position, leaving a
margin of spatial uncertainty regarding the supposedly identical plots. Working in groups, plant

species were identified directly on-site, while species composition and vegetation cover were
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visually estimated and documented in the form of species lists, for example, Festuca pseudo-
vina with an estimated cover of 5-10%. In practice, disagreements emerged particularly regard-
ing the estimated degree of vegetation cover, but occasionally also concerning species identifi-
cation itself. Smaller or less visible plants could easily remain unnoticed, while repeated move-

ment around the monitoring plots visibly affected the surrounding vegetation.

At the same time, such monitoring practices remain crucial for the management of the Seewin-
kel region and the Neusiedler See—Seewinkel National Park. Long-term ecological monitoring
enables researchers and conservation authorities to detect gradual environmental transfor-
mations such as declining groundwater levels, increasing drought stress, salinization changes,
biodiversity loss, eutrophication, invasive species expansion, and the drying of characteristic
soda lakes, all of which are intensified by climate change and water extraction. Monitoring
therefore not only produces ecological knowledge but also forms an essential basis for environ-
mental governance, conservation planning, and political decision-making under conditions of

ecological uncertainty (Euller et al., 2014; Korner et al., 2008).

In Foucauldian terms, security operates alongside sovereignty and discipline: modern power
not only makes live and lets die but also targets the conditions of existence, including ecological
infrastructures (Foucault, 1978). Importantly, the security rationality can generate significant
protective effects. Conservation measures, early warning systems, and ecological monitoring
can stabilize ecosystems, prevent species loss, and reduce the likelihood of large-scale environ-
mental breakdowns (Hansson, 2012). In this sense, security is not merely restrictive but also

productive: it enables the preservation and continuation of certain forms of life.

However, these benefits are not uniformly distributed. Security logic is not neutral but political
and historical, especially within post-colonial states. In some regions in Kenya, for instance,
conservation is couched in ecological security rhetoric but carried out using surveillance
measures, militarization of anti-poaching patrols, and exclusionary wildlife reserves (C. Bier-
mann & Anderson, 2017; Lunstrum, 2014; Mbaria & Ogada, 2016). Such measures tend to
marginalize local communities and limit their access to natural resources, thereby replicating

the colonial tradition of territorial dispossession.

In such instances, the preservation of biodiversity also implies the regulation of the human
population, specifically that which had been marginalized historically. In this context, security
measures do not merely preserve life but redistribute vulnerability by defining who gets to have
their lives and livelihoods protected and who does not. Conservation becomes a process of

simultaneous ecologizing and exclusion of human communities.
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Second, risk converts uncertainty into a calculable object. Extinction probabilities, scenario
modeling — from climate projections to species distribution modeling (SDM) — and ES valuation
translate contingency into thresholds and priorities (Diaz et al., 2018; Escobar, 1998; Foucault,

2007; IPBES, 2019).

According to Latour (2023, 2024), risk is performative: models and indicators help compose
the very networks in which nature appears as governable. This is not a flaw but the condition
of practical decision-making. The same tools that enable clarity, comparability, and transparent

trade-offs also shape what becomes actionable.

A common critique of modeling is that it relies on imagination rather than ‘real” knowledge.
Yet this misunderstands its epistemic role. Much like complex numbers combine a real and an
imaginary component — and are indispensable for describing electrical circuits, waves, or quan-
tum phenomena — ecological models integrate empirical observations with projected scenarios.
While the imaginary component is not directly observable, it is essential for calculation, pre-
diction, and intervention. In this sense, models do not fabricate reality but extend it by rendering

uncertain futures actionable.

From my applied SDM work in my biology master’s thesis Climatic Niche Dynamics During
the Recovery of Lost Anurans in Costa Rica (Aref-Zahed, 2026), I have observed how seem-
ingly reasonable modeling decisions — such as the selection of predictor variables, spatial reso-
lution, or threshold criteria — can lead to different yet equally defensible distribution maps.
These variations are not arbitrary but reflect underlying assumptions about ecological relation-
ships, data quality, and future developments. This illustrates the double character of modeling:
it produces operational knowledge that enables decision-making, while simultaneously framing

what counts as a relevant risk, a vulnerable species, or a priority area for intervention.

Third, optimization pursues improvement by normalizing reference values and measuring de-
viations (Foucault, 2007). Biodiversity policies steer populations toward favorable conservation
status, engineer ecosystems for functions such as carbon sequestration or pollination, and main-
tain genetic diversity to secure adaptive potential — shifting from preservation to performance

(C. Biermann & Mansfield, 2014).

ES metrics frequently become targets aligning living systems with productivity benchmarks.
Once you quantify a service, that number becomes a target. Management then orients living
systems toward hitting that number — shifting from preservation (keep it as it is) to performance
(make W do X at level Y by temporality Z). As an example, farmland hedgerows are increas-

ingly treated as low-cost biodiversity infrastructure and, therefore, should be planted more often
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(Cocco et al., 2025). Once services such as pollination per hectare, habitat connectivity, or car-

bon storage are quantified, these metrics become benchmarks that guide management.

Fourth, sustainability turns optimization into a permanent balancing act between ecological
integrity and economic development, and locks it in through indicators, budgets, and accounts
(Biihler, 2018). This is where Natural Capital Accounting comes in: ecosystems are entered on
balance sheets as assets and flows (United Nations et al., 2021), merging ecological with fiscal

rationalities, ultimately resulting in a modern paradigm like green growth.

Read with Karl Marx and John B. Foster, this move is ambivalent. For Marx, nature provides
capital with free ‘gifts’, such as soil fertility, energy, and raw materials that production takes
without paying for, while modern industry opens a metabolic rift between human societies and
ecological reproduction (Foster, 1999; Marx, 1956). The mode of production destroys its own
natural foundations instead of regenerating them. This argument has been extended, showing
that today’s natural-capital accounting makes such ‘gifts’ visible and measurable, but at the

same time objectifies them through monetization and trade (Foster & Burkett, 2016).

In this light, the smooth balance promised by sustainability ledgers can hide what Mbembe
(2019) calls a necropolitical logic: the uneven distribution of vulnerability, in which some land-
scapes and communities are protected and grieved while others are sacrificed in the name of
sustainable growth. This logic closely resonates with Nixon’s (2011) concept of slow violence
and Butler’s (2009) notion of grievability, both of which highlight how harm, suffering, and

exposure to death are unevenly distributed and differentially recognized.

Fifth, resilience assumes that disturbance is normal® and focuses on how systems can adapt and
reorganize rather than prevent shocks altogether. It works in a cybernetic way through contin-
uous feedback, monitoring, and adjustment, so that power moves from direct control (stop dis-

ruption) to indirect calibration (keep the system functioning) (Walker et al., 2010).

In practice, climate adaptation, disaster management, and nature-based solutions follow this
logic: they operate through trial and correction, using models, sensors, and dashboards to link
human and more-than-human actors into networks that can track and react to change (Grove,
2014; Latour, 2004a). This flexibility has clear advantages by making societies and ecosystems

more responsive, but it also has a political side. Resilience often shifts the costs of adaptation

8 This understanding partly resonates with ecological theories such as the Intermediate Disturbance Hypothesis,
which suggests that moderate levels of disturbance can stabilize or even enhance biodiversity and ecosystem re-
silience (Dial & Roughgarden, 1998).
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onto those already at risk, turning temporary crises into permanent routines of coping and sur-

vival.

To conclude, these five rationalities — security, risk, optimization, sustainability, and resilience
— indicate how governance nowadays renders the undetermined idea of life calculable, govern-
able, and administrative. They provide means to manage uncertainty, optimize ecological rela-
tions, and adapt to disturbance. However, they also manifest themselves through a politics of

differentiation — of who and of what to protect, optimize, or allow to adapt.

By extending biopolitics beyond the human to ecological relations, this notion of eco-biopoli-
tics highlights the fact that governing life entails governing the conditions of life itself. What
appears as protection or balance often entails selective exposure, delayed harm, or the quiet
normalization of sacrifice. In this sense, environmental governance not only manages the living
world — it decides, quite literally, which forms of life are allowed to thrive and which must
endure. In short, eco-biopolitics names how contemporary power manages life by governing

the conditions of life across human and more-than-human worlds.

4.2 Scope Conditions of Eco-Biopolitics

Eco-biopolitics does not take a singular or uniform form. Rather, it manifests in different con-
figurations depending on how nature is conceptualized and how biodiversity is institutionalized
within governance structures. These variations are shaped by historical conditions, political-
economic contexts, and the specific ways in which ecological crises are addressed. The follow-
ing section first conceptualizes eco-biopolitics as a counter-institutional formation, before de-

veloping a typology that captures its different modes in practice.

4.2.1 Eco-Biopolitics as Counter-Institutional Practice

Eco-biopolitics, on the other hand, is not only a practice of governing more-than-human life but
can also be seen as a counter-response to prevailing modes of modern governance. Whereas
classical biopolitical practices involve institutionalizing, classifying, and managing forms of
life, eco-biopolitics arises as a result of its limits and inadequacies. It is important to note that

counter-responses are contextual.

In the Ecuadorian case, for instance, the long tradition of sumak kawsay (an indigenous ontol-
ogy and epistemology) and the rights of nature became prominent as they can be read against a
history of colonial exploitation, extractivist development, and the marginalization of indigenous

epistemologies (Coral-Guerrero et al., 2021; Hidalgo, 2011; Houtart, 2011; Malo Larrea et al.,
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2024). In contrast, within the EU, eco-biopolitical developments are embedded in highly insti-
tutionalized governance systems and the emergence of technocratic environmental regulation

that tries to cope with the ecological crises.

Indeed, in both instances, eco-biopolitical formations can be said to be reactions not only to
ecological problems but also to the inability of mainstream institutions to adequately address
them. In this way, the notion of eco-biopolitics is never created in isolation from power and

context.

Such responses often take institutional form in what Sergej Seitz (2024) conceptualizes as coun-
ter-institutions. These emerge in response to the perceived failures or blind spots of existing
institutional arrangements. Rather than operating entirely outside the institutional order, they
intervene in its gaps, addressing problems that are insufficiently captured by established gov-
ernance frameworks. A prominent example is the Embassy of the North Sea, which symboli-
cally represents the interests of a more-than-human entity within political processes. Such ini-
tiatives do not merely critique existing institutions but actively experiment with alternative

forms of representation, responsibility, and governance (Seitz, 2024).

From this perspective, eco-biopolitics can be interpreted as a form of heterotopia within biopo-
litical regimes. Drawing on Foucault (1999), heterotopias can be understood as real, situated
spaces that operate according to alternative logics while remaining embedded within the dom-
inant order. Eco-biopolitics, in this sense, does not exist fully outside systems of governance
but constitutes a parallel space in which alternative ontologies and practices are articulated.
These heterotopic spaces make visible that the boundaries of governance are neither fixed nor

complete, but continuously contested and reconfigured.

Central to these developments are prefigurative practices. Rather than waiting for institutional
change, prefigurative approaches seek to enact alternative forms of governance in the present
(Sorensen, 2023). By doing so, they expand political imagination (Castoriadis, 1997) and make
different configurations of human—nature relations thinkable and, to some extent, practicable.
In the context of eco-biopolitics, such practices play a crucial role, as they allow relational and
more-than-human perspectives to be articulated even in the absence of full institutional recog-

nition.

At the same time, these counter-institutional and prefigurative forms remain marked by ten-
sions. While they open up new possibilities, their impact often depends on their translation into
more formalized governance structures. This process of translation may lead to partial imple-

mentation, institutional friction, or even the transformation of the original relational principles.
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Eco-biopolitics thus unfolds across a spectrum ranging from weakly institutionalized, relational
practices to highly formalized and technocratic governance forms. It is precisely these varia-
tions — shaped by different degrees of biodiversity institutionalization and differing conceptu-

alizations of nature — that the following typology of eco-biopolitics seeks to capture.

4.2.2 Types of Eco-Biopolitics

Since there exist different modes of governing more-than-human life, one cannot speak of a
unified form of eco-biopolitics applicable to all contexts. Building on the theoretical consider-
ations above and in order to lay the groundwork for the empirical analysis of the EU and Ecua-
dor (see Chapter 5), this section proposes a typology of eco-biopolitics, as illustrated in Figure

2.

HIGH BIODIVERSITY
INSTITUTIONALIZATION

Technocratic Translational
Eco-Biopolitics Eco-Biopolitics

OBJECTIFIED RELATIONAL
NATURE NATURE

Classical Relational
Biopolitics Eco-Biopolitics

LOW BIODIVERSITY
INSTITUTIONALIZATION

Figure 2: Eco-biopolitical compass.
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The framework distinguishes eco-biopolitical modes along two dimensions: the ontological sta-
tus of nature (objectified vs. relational) and the degree of biodiversity governance institutional-
ization. The latter does not refer to institutionalization in general, but to the extent to which
ecological relations are formalized, translated into legal norms, and embedded in policy instru-
ments. The four quadrants — biopolitical, technocratic, relational, and translational — represent
ideal-typical configurations, while empirical cases may occupy hybrid positions across them.
Although the framework is designed as a non-normative analytical heuristic, the terminology
used — especially distinctions such as objectified versus relational nature — is itself not free from
normative implications. Despite these tensions, the eco-biopolitical compass can nevertheless
serve as a heuristic device for distinguishing different modes of governing human and more-

than-human life.

To start with, the lower-left quadrant captures forms of governance that can be understood as
classical biopolitics. Even though humans are not discrete entities but rather assemblages com-
posed of microorganisms, ecological dependencies, and more-than-human relations, the ration-
ality of classical biopolitics remains firmly oriented toward the human as its primary object of
protection and optimization. Nature is thereby primarily treated as an external factor that affects

human populations.

At the same time, biodiversity remains poorly institutionalized, whereby environmental issues
are regulated to the extent that they influence human life, health, efficiency, or risk. An example
is the regulation of air pollution through air quality directives in the EU, which determine the
level of pollutants like particulate matter or nitrogen dioxide (European Parliament & Council,
2008). Though these policies have become well institutionalized, their principal purpose lies in
safeguarding the human population and not in preserving ecosystems. Here, nature functions as
a risk medium or exposure medium, thus providing an example of a form of governance which

remains firmly entrenched in biopolitics and not yet in eco-biopolitics.

This corresponds to the bottom right-hand corner, which reflects relational eco-biopolitics,
where nature is not an object, but something more relational and co-constitutive, located in
relation to society, ecology, and spirituality. As biodiversity does not have much governance
infrastructure at all, ecological relationships are not highly institutionalized as rules and indica-
tors. This means that the relationships are embedded in community processes and organiza-

tional practice.
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As this approach ensures a holistic and non-objectivistic comprehension of human-nature in-
teractions, however, it is important to realize that it may create problems in terms of its realiza-
tion at the level of governance practices. Specifically, the absence of formalization makes it
difficult for relational principles to be applied and coordinated. In other words, relational eco-
biopolitics may have a solid grounding, yet the implementation of those measures often fails,

leaving them as rather utopian ideas.

One prominent example is the principle of sumak kawsay, within the Ecuadorian framework,
that views humans as an integral part of a larger network of life based on the principles of living
together, mutual exchange, and interdependence. Nevertheless, it faced limitations based on

institutional barriers, knowledge deficiencies, and economic pressure.

The upper-left quadrant represents technocratic eco-biopolitics. Here, nature remains largely
objectified, while biodiversity is highly institutionalized through legal norms, indicators, tar-
gets, monitoring systems, and policy instruments. This mode is characteristic of contemporary
environmental governance in the EU, where biodiversity becomes governable through quanti-
fied objectives, restoration targets, reporting duties, and expert-led administrative procedures.
Unlike classical biopolitics, the object of governance is no longer only the human population
but ecological life itself; however, this life is still primarily rendered visible through techno-

cratic and managerial categories.

In the upper right quadrant, one finds translational eco-biopolitical governance characterized
by the formalization of relational concepts of nature but their translation into the concrete realm
of politics and governance. For such an approach, biodiversity will be highly institutionalized,
while nature will have a relational ontology. Translational eco-biopolitics made the jump pos-
sible from not only being a utopian idea with a relational understanding but also being realized

in governance as a heterotopia.’

? To illustrate this distinction heuristically, I draw a highly simplified analogy to the historical tension between
anarchist and marxist traditions. Anarchist approaches have often emphasized prefigurative politics, meaning that
the methods of political transformation should already embody the emancipatory goals they seek to achieve (Grae-
ber, 2008). This orientation tends to privilege horizontality, anti-authoritarianism, and ethical consistency, but has
historically struggled with questions of large-scale institutionalization and durable political coordination (Bakunin,
1990). Marxist traditions, by contrast, have generally been more successful in building centralized institutions and
scaling political organization, yet have frequently been criticized for reproducing hierarchical and authoritarian
forms of governance in the process (Arendt, 2021). In this simplified analogy, relational eco-biopolitics resembles
the anarchist pole insofar as it emphasizes relationality, decentralization, and co-agency, while technocratic eco-
biopolitics resembles the marxist pole through its reliance on centralized coordination, expertise, and institutional
capacity. Translational eco-biopolitics can then be understood as an attempt to mediate between these poles by
combining institutional effectiveness with relational sensitivity toward human and more-than-human actors.
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One could argue that the case of Ecuador clearly started within the field of relational eco-bio-
politics but over the years it is slowly moving toward translational eco-biopolitics as the level

of knowledge and institutionalization is increasing.

Taken together, the proposed typology makes it clear that eco-biopolitics is not an exclusive
form of governance but rather a series of configurations depending on differing understandings
of nature and levels of institutionalization of biodiversity. As highlighted in the section above,
eco-biopolitics is a response to environmental crises and shortcomings in existing governance
frameworks that lead to the creation of alternative forms and practices which aim to redefine
the connection between humans and nature. Eco-biopolitics thus operates both within and
against prevailing biopolitical frameworks through technocratic, relational, and hybrid ap-

proaches.

They do not signify established categories but rather serve as analytical instruments for under-
standing the articulation, institutionalization, and contestation of particular forms of governing
beyond human life. The applicability of the categories can only be seen in their use in specific
cases, where theoretical differences are translated into situated forms of action within particular
socio-historical conditions. With this analytical framework established, the next chapter exam-

ines how these ideal-typical modes materialize in concrete governance arrangements.
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5 Eco-Biopolitics in Practice

This chapter applies the eco-biopolitics framework to two empirical case studies: the European
Union’s Nature Restoration Law and the Ecuadorian Constitution. Both cases represent forms
of legally binding (hard law) governance, yet they differ significantly in their underlying ontol-
ogies, governance logics, and modes of institutionalization. While the EU regulation constitutes
a highly technocratic and indicator-based governance instrument, the Ecuadorian Constitution
can be understood as a meta-policy that establishes a broader normative and ontological frame-
work, particularly through the recognition of the rights of nature and the concept of sumak

kawsay, which will be elaborated later (see Chapter 5.2.1).

The selection of these cases is deliberate. They allow for a comparative analysis of contrasting
eco-biopolitical configurations: on the one hand, a highly institutionalized, technocratic, and
objectifying mode of environmental governance from a supranational scale to a national scale
of the member states; on the other hand, a relational and normative framework that seeks to
reconfigure the relationship between humans and nature at a national level. By analyzing these
cases side by side, the chapter explores how different eco-biopolitical modes are articulated,
institutionalized, and contested in practice. I will first start with the European Union and then

move on to Ecuador.

5.1 European Union — Nature Restoration Law

The first case examines the European Union’s Nature Restoration Law as an example of tech-
nocratic and highly institutionalized environmental governance. The analysis proceeds in two
steps. First, it outlines the EU’s multi-level governance structure and the political contestation
surrounding the Nature Restoration Law. Second, it analyzes the regulation itself as a techno-
cratic governance framework that renders ecosystems measurable and governable through

quantified targets.

5.1.1 Multi-Level Governance and Political Contestation

The EU constitutes a system of multi-level governance in which competences are distributed
across supranational, national, and subnational levels (Hooghe & Marks, 2003). The current 27
member states remain central political units, yet they are embedded within a broader institu-
tional framework that shapes and constrains their policy-making (Hix & Heyland, 2022).
Within the EU system, governance operates through the interaction of key EU institutions —

such as the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the Council of the European
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Union — as well as national administrations responsible for implementation (Hix & Heyland,
2022). This institutional configuration enables the coordination and standardization of ecolog-
ical governance across territories, rendering biodiversity measurable and governable at a supra-
national scale. This reflects the rationalities of optimization and security identified in Chapter
4, through which ecological complexity becomes standardized, measurable, and governable

across political scales.

In the field of environmental governance, multi-level polity provides the institutional structure
through which strategic objectives can be translated into binding legal instruments (Jordan &
Gravey, 2021). While member states retain responsibility for implementation, policy goals and
regulatory frameworks are largely defined at the EU level, reflecting a polity in which authority
is distributed yet hierarchically structured, allowing supranational institutions to define regula-
tions while delegating implementation to member states. This structure is particularly evident
in biodiversity governance, where supranational strategies are operationalized through regula-
tions that require national adaptation and enforcement (European Commission, 2020, 2024;
Jordan et al., 2021a; Jordan & Gravey, 2021). Therefore, I would argue that the EU governance

operates on a macro scale and is highly institutionalized.

Furthermore, environmental politics within the EU is characterized by complex negotiations
between supranational institutions, member states, and competing interest groups. Biodiversity-
related governance is shaped by tensions between ecological objectives and economic interests
(Jordan et al., 2021b). These conflicts are typically mediated through institutionalized proce-
dures and expert-driven processes, which facilitate compromise while simultaneously obscur-
ing underlying power asymmetries (Vadrot, 2014). As a result, environmental outcomes often

reflect negotiated trade-offs rather than purely ecological considerations.

This can be exemplified by the Nature Restoration Law, whose development was shaped by
intense political contestation. While the proposal initially received strong support from scien-
tists, environmental organizations, and parts of the private sector, opposition quickly emerged
from actors in primary sectors such as agriculture, forestry, and fisheries, who raised concerns
about economic impacts and regulatory burdens (Cliquet et al., 2024). Much of this opposition
was accompanied by the circulation of claims, for instance, that restoration measures would
threaten food security or undermine climate mitigation efforts. These claims were contested by
scientific actors and assessments, which emphasized the ecological and long-term socio-eco-
nomic benefits of restoration, yet the claims nevertheless gained traction in public and political

debates and contributed to the politicization of the proposal. As a result, the final compromise
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reflects not only ecological objectives but also political bargaining, lobbying pressures, and
competing economic interests, ultimately producing a less ambitious policy outcome than ini-
tially envisioned (Cliquet et al., 2024; Pe’er et al., 2023). Importantly, these antagonisms did
not end with the formal adoption of the law. Political contestation persisted throughout the final
approval stages and is likely to continue during implementation, particularly as member states

respond to domestic pressures, including protests from agricultural actors (Cliquet et al., 2024).

The underlying critique behind many protests is that the EU works as a top-down institution
with very centralized power structures (Jordan 2000; Peters & Pierre 2004). To answer these
critiques, some of the governance principles that operate within the EU have tried to counteract
this phenomenon and partially decentralize the process of decision-making. One such key prin-
ciple is that of subsidiarity, which postulates that political decisions should be made as close to
the people as possible. There have been various efforts to incorporate the idea of bottom-up
multi-level governance into the environmental policy sphere, including regional and local stake-

holders (Jordan 2000; Hooghe & Marks 2003).

To exemplify this in greater detail, in my work at the Austrian Institute of Economic Research,
I have contributed to the EU project Land Management for Sustainability (LAMASUS). “LA-
MASUS develops an innovative governance model based on collaborative work by policy mak-
ers, land users, and researchers.” (LAMASUS - Land Management for Sustainability, 2022).
Although not directly part of the Nature Restoration Law, it still is highly related and gave me

valuable insight into EU processes.

Next to the scientific aspect of the project, LAMASUS also involved people from different
member states in the form of stakeholder workshops in Spain, Germany, Greece, Belgium,
France, Austria, the Netherlands, and Norway. Four regional workshops were held. Addition-
ally, scientists and stakeholders were also flown in for four international workshops. During
those workshops, the results of the scientists were presented and intensively discussed with and
among the stakeholders. I documented the stakeholder statements in reports, which influenced
ongoing research within the project and created feedback loops between science and the people

affected by policies.

Although this approach gave us extremely valuable insights into realities that scientists could
not easily access from ivory towers, it also faced issues. First, who decides which stakeholder
is invited? Why are some groups of stakeholders more prominent than other groups? For in-
stance, if one invites many more people working for the executive than people from NGOs, it

is highly probable that executive actors will dominate, which was indeed the case. Second, why
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are countries from Western and Northern Europe more represented than countries from Eastern
and Southern Europe? Attempts to increase participation from Eastern European countries re-
vealed that differing cultural understandings of environmental governance and EU projects also
shaped levels of participation. Third, which may also contribute to the previous point, structural
problems hindered the stakeholder recruitment process. For example, because women still carry
the largest share of care responsibilities, many of the already small number of women in the

agricultural sector often were unable to participate in the workshops in other countries.

Nevertheless — despite the epistemic, cultural, and structural problems — this approach is an
important step toward decentralizing knowledge and power and should therefore continue,
while at the same time being continuously improved. The tensions observed within projects
such as LAMASUS demonstrate that contemporary ecological governance oscillates between
decentralization and technocratic centralization. While participatory mechanisms seek to in-
clude local actors and situated forms of knowledge, supranational institutions continue to shape
the overall regulatory frameworks, indicators, and objectives through which biodiversity be-
comes governable. The Nature Restoration Law provides a particularly revealing example of

how these eco-biopolitical rationalities are translated into binding environmental governance.

5.1.2 The Nature Restoration Law as Technocratic Environmental Governance

In 2024, the EU enacted the Nature Restoration Law. However, the regulation is not a sponta-
neous or isolated development. Rather, it builds on decades of environmental governance and
treaties at both EU and international levels, including directives, strategies, and global biodi-
versity commitments that have shaped and catalyzed its emergence (Convention on Biological
Diversity, 2022; European Commission, 2020; Secretariat for the Convention on Biological
Diversity, 1992, 2020). In this sense, the Nature Restoration Law can be understood as a con-

glomerate of multiple policy trajectories and governance instruments.

Its main objective is the “restoration of ecosystems to ensure the recovery of biodiverse and
resilient nature across the Union territory” (European Commission, 2024, p. 1). Article 1 further
specifies its scope, including the long-term recovery of degraded ecosystems across both land
and sea areas, while simultaneously contributing to climate change mitigation and adaptation,
land degradation neutrality, food security, and the fulfilment of international commitments (Eu-

ropean Commission, 2024, p. 18).

A central element of the regulation is the requirement for member states to implement restora-

tion measures covering “at least 20 % of land areas and at least 20 % of sea areas by 2030, and
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all ecosystems in need of restoration by 2050 (European Commission, 2024, p. 18). Notably,
the regulation repeatedly follows a formulaic logic: Y % of W should reach X by year Z. For
instance, “Member States shall put in place measures which shall aim to restore organic soils
in agricultural use constituting drained peatlands. Those measures shall be in place on at least:
(a) 30% of such areas by 2030, of which at least a quarter shall be rewetted; [...]” (European
Commission, 2024, pp. 27-28). This illustrates how ecosystems are rendered governable
through optimization rationalities that translate ecological processes into measurable perfor-
mance targets. At the same time, the temporal structure of these targets reflects resilience-ori-

ented governance, in which ecosystems are continuously monitored and recalibrated over time.

Other named targets include the renaturation of rivers, reforestation and the removal of invasive
species, as well as the reintroduction of ecological structures such as hedgerows and fallow
areas in agricultural landscapes to increase biodiversity. In addition, restoration measures ex-
tend to urban environments, including greening and the reduction of sealed surfaces (European

Commission, 2024).

Central to this approach is the regulation’s definition of ecosystem as a “dynamic complex of
plant, animal, fungi and microorganism communities and their non-living environment, inter-
acting as a functional unit” (European Commission, 2024, p. 18). While this definition explic-
itly includes both living and non-living components, it nevertheless maintains a distinction be-
tween them and organizes their interaction within a functional framework. In this sense, the
regulation exemplifies Povinelli’s (2016) argument that the categories of life and nonlife are

politically stabilized through governance practices.

However, I claim that this stabilization should not be understood merely as a reduction, but as
a precondition for environmental governance in a European context. Governing complex eco-
logical processes requires their translation into analytically distinguishable and operationaliza-
ble entities. Without defining ecosystems as functional units, it would be difficult to establish
measurable targets, compare ecological conditions across member states, or implement resto-
ration measures in a systematic way across the EU. In terms of the Eco-Biopolitical Compass,
this reflects a technocratic mode of eco-biopolitics, in which nature is primarily approached

through objectified and functional categories that enable large-scale governance interventions.

The ecosystem concept employed in the regulation therefore treats living and non-living com-
ponents as distinguishable yet functionally integrated, rendering ecological processes measur-
able and governable. In this sense, the regulation does not simply reflect a particular ontology

of nature, but actively produces the conditions under which ecosystems can be governed and
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transformed. Rather than contradicting relational or process-oriented understandings of nature,
this functional definition constitutes a strategic simplification that enables coordinated inter-
vention across large spatial and political scales. However, this does not imply that such stabili-
zation constitutes the only possible mode of large-scale environmental governance. Rather, it
highlights the specific epistemic and operational conditions under which this particular regula-

tory framework becomes actionable.

Furthermore, the EU Nature Restoration Law does not primarily refer to the designation of
protected areas, but to the implementation of active restoration measures across ecosystems.
These measures can also take place outside existing conservation zones, including in agricul-
tural landscapes, forests, and urban areas. This does not imply the absence of protection-based
approaches in EU environmental governance. On the contrary, earlier legal frameworks — most
notably the EU Habitats Directive and the EU Birds Directive — established a system of territo-
rial conservation through the Natura 2000 network (European Commission, 2009, 2019,

2025).10

These conservation infrastructures also reflect security rationalities, insofar as ecological gov-
ernance seeks to stabilize vulnerable ecosystems through territorial protection, ecological
boundaries, and preventive intervention. Rather than replacing these approaches, the regulation
complements and extends them. At the same time, it reinforces obligations within already pro-
tected areas by requiring the improvement of ecological conditions and the prevention of further
degradation. This shift illustrates how eco-biopolitical governance increasingly operates
through optimization and resilience rationalities, moving beyond the passive protection of eco-

systems toward their active restoration and adaptive management.

This shift toward more interventionist forms of environmental governance is closely linked to
the increasing role of indicators and monitoring requirements within the regulation. In order to
render restoration processes measurable and comparable across member states, the law relies
on a set of quantified indicators that translate ecological complexity into standardized metrics.
These indicators form a key component of the governance framework, enabling the coordina-

tion of restoration efforts across different spatial and political contexts.

We should admit rather that power produces knowledge, that power and knowledge directly

imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative Constitution of a

19 The Natura 2000 network constitutes the core of EU conservation policy, based on the designation of protected
areas aimed at maintaining or restoring a favorable conservation status of species and habitats (European Com-
mission, 2019).
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field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same

time power relations. (Foucault, 1995, p. 27)

Techniques and instruments are thus not neutral tools, but sites where specific power relations

and specific fields of environmental knowledge are co-constituted.

In eco-biopolitics, this takes the form of an institutionalization of environmental knowledge, in
which scientific expertise, environmental agencies, and global assessment bodies define what
counts as relevant data, thresholds, and indicators. These arrangements underpin technocratic
environmental interventions that present decisions about multispecies life as matters of tech-
nical optimization rather than political contestation. From an actor-network perspective, such
interventions can be seen as networks of heterogeneous actants: quantification devices, maps,
models, and indicators operate as mediators that transform, translate, and reorder relations be-

tween humans, more-than-humans, and institutions.

Quantification is central here, especially in biodiversity conservation. Biodiversity indicators,
population models, habitat suitability indices, and ES valuations do not simply describe eco-
logical realities; they enact a particular political anatomy of life. Originally coined to analyze
the disciplining of individual bodies, Foucault’s (1995) notion of a political anatomy can be
extended to the ways in which species, habitats, and ecological processes are decomposed into
units that can be counted, ranked, targeted, and optimized. This corresponds closely to the
optimization rationality outlined in Chapter 4, where multispecies life becomes governable

through quantification, benchmarking, and performance-based intervention.

In this sense, quantification operates as a microphysical technique: it organizes more-than-hu-
man bodies and relations through minute classifications, thresholds, and performance indica-
tors. These inscription devices translate messy ecological relations into comparable numbers,
graphs, and maps, stabilizing certain versions of reality while excluding others. At the same
time, they contribute to a political economy of the body, in which living beings and ecosystems
are assessed in terms of productivity, resilience, and their contribution to growth, ‘natural cap-
ital” or offset markets. This corresponds to sustainability rationalities in which ecological sys-
tems are increasingly integrated into logics of economic management, long-term resource sta-
bility, and green growth. As discussed in the previous section, such calculative practices help
draw ecological caesuras, sorting species and territories into those that merit investment and

those that can be exposed to degradation or loss.

Spatial instruments such as zoning plans, protected area designations, land-use regulations, and

restoration programs further materialize these distinctions. They draw lines between spaces of
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protection, spaces of optimization, and spaces of sacrifice, translating ecological caesuras into
cartographic form. Furthermore, monitoring technologies and predictive models add a temporal
dimension. Remote sensing devices, sensors, databases, and climate or population models ena-
ble anticipatory interventions that seek to prevent threshold crossings or manage future risks.
This reflects the risk rationality outlined in Chapter 4, in which ecological uncertainty is trans-

lated into calculable scenarios, thresholds, and anticipatory governance interventions.

Just as disciplinary microphysics organizes individual bodies through spatial division, activity
coding, and time management (Foucault, 1995), eco-biopolitical microphysics organizes mul-
tispecies collectives through sampling grids, monitoring intervals, reporting cycles, and mod-
elled futures. Here, eco-biopolitics operates through distributed, capillary mechanisms — data
standards, field protocols, software interfaces, indicators, and reporting formats — that quietly

shape how multispecies life is governed.

For instance, Article 12 on forest ecosystems requires member states to achieve an increasing
trend at national level in the common forest bird index, as well as in at least six out of seven
additional indicators, including standing and lying deadwood, forest connectivity, stock of or-
ganic carbon, the share of forests dominated by native tree species, and tree species diversity
(European Commission, 2024, pp. 28-29). Such indicators not only measure ecological condi-
tions but also define what counts as restoration success, thereby shaping both the objectives and

the implementation of policy.

To illustrate a case more deeply, I will take a closer look at deadwood. For context, deadwood
has long been assumed to be waste and the presence of it even a form of mismanagement and
a potential infection risk for healthy trees (Radu, 2006). Therefore, it has been removed exten-
sively for decades. At the end of the 20 century, a growing number of scholars studied dead-
wood and came to different conclusions. In particular, deadwood has been identified as a key
component for maintaining biodiversity and ecosystem functioning (Albrecht, 1991; Blanco &
Lo, 2012; Hansson, 2012; Kirby & Drake, 1993; Radu, 2006). As Stelian Radu (2006, p. 137)
argues, deadwood is “maintaining biodiversity because they provide food and shelter for mam-
mals (particularly bats), birds, and less visible forest-dwelling biota such as invertebrates (es-
pecially beetles), fungi and lichens. Deadwood is a constant and critical subsystem component
in natural forests, playing a key role in sustaining forest productivity and environmental func-
tions such as carbon storage”. This knowledge was strengthened in the science networks, taken

up by the EU, and became an objective in the Nature Restoration Law.
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Deadwood is now considered an indicator of ecological quality and biodiversity. From a Fou-
cauldian perspective, this shift reflects a process of objectification, in which deadwood is ren-
dered visible, measurable, and governable through its incorporation into indicator frameworks.
As such, it becomes an object of governance that can be monitored, compared, and regulated.
At the same time, a Latourian perspective allows us to move beyond this objectification by
analyzing how deadwood participates in governance processes. Through its stabilization as a
measurable variable, it can be understood as an actant within a network of environmental gov-
ernance, as it contributes to shaping monitoring, reporting, and intervention. Rather than pre-
supposing a distinction between passive objects and active subjects, this dual perspective high-
lights how ecological elements are both constituted as objects of governance and, through their

integration into socio-technical networks, participate in the distribution of material agency.
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Figure 3: Actant mapping of the EU Nature Restoration Law with focus on Article 12.

To further illustrate the complexity of environmental governance, Figure 3 constitutes a sim-
plified and partial representation, focusing on a specific empirical example, namely the govern-

ance of forest ecosystems as outlined in Article 12 of the Nature Restoration Law. Rather than
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aiming to capture the full complexity of the policy framework, it highlights central relations

that are particularly relevant for this case.

The mapping includes a wide range of human and more-than-human entities that jointly shape
governance processes. This approach follows ANT, which emphasizes that agency emerges
through networks of heterogeneous actants. Notable is the central role of knowledge and scien-
tific expertise, which is also explicitly reflected in the regulation itself, as it requires member
states to “taking into account the latest scientific evidence” (European Commission, 2024, p.
29). From a Foucauldian perspective, this illustrates how governance operates through
knowledge, as scientific expertise becomes a key basis for defining, measuring, and managing

ecological processes.

Furthermore, Figure 3 makes visible how ecological elements such as deadwood are not only
objects of governance, but also participate as actants within socio-technical networks that pro-
duce and stabilize environmental knowledge and intervention. In this sense, environmental gov-
ernance appears as materially and technocratically mediated, relying on infrastructures of meas-

urement, monitoring, and expertise that render ecological processes visible and actionable.

Building on this mapping, the role of indicators and monitoring practices becomes particularly
central for understanding how environmental governance is operationalized in practice. While
the actant map illustrates the heterogeneous network of actors and entities involved, it is through
indicators and monitoring systems that these relations are stabilized and translated into concrete
governance outcomes. Monitoring thus functions as a key mechanism through which ecological
processes are continuously assessed and aligned with the targets set out in the regulation. There-
fore, monitoring can be understood as a central technique of governance that ensures visibility,
comparability, and control. Here, resilience rationalities become particularly visible, as govern-
ance operates through continuous monitoring, feedback loops, and adaptive recalibration rather
than through static conservation alone. At the same time, a Latourian perspective highlights
how monitoring infrastructures themselves become part of the network of actants that sustain

and reproduce governance processes over time.

This process also transforms the meaning and value of ecological entities themselves. For ex-
ample, deadwood, which was long regarded primarily as waste, disorder, or a sign of misman-
agement in forestry practices, increasingly becomes redefined as an ecological indicator and
conservation resource associated with biodiversity, habitat provision, nutrient cycling, and eco-

system resilience. Through monitoring and indicator systems, ecological elements are thus not
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merely observed but resignified and integrated into new governance rationalities and regimes

of value.

In addition, the regulation requires member states to prepare and submit national restoration
plans by September 2026 (European Commission, 2024, p. 34). These plans are subject to pe-
riodic review and revision, with EU countries being obliged to update them and include sup-
plementary measures by 2032 and again in 2042. This introduces a temporal structure to envi-
ronmental governance, in which planning, implementation, and evaluation are organized in it-
erative cycles. Rather than constituting a one-time intervention, restoration is thus framed as an
ongoing and adaptive process, continuously reassessed in light of monitoring data and policy
objectives. From this perspective, temporality becomes a key dimension of governance, struc-
turing not only when action takes place, but how it is continuously recalibrated through cycles

of knowledge production and review.

While these timelines structure governance as an iterative and forward-looking process, the
Nature Restoration Law has only recently entered into force, and its effectiveness therefore
remains difficult to evaluate. However, analyses of related EU policy frameworks, such as Na-
tional Energy and Climate Plans and Common Agricultural Policy Strategic Plans, point to
inconsistencies and challenges in their practical implementation (Perissi, 2025). In particular,
limited coordination across policy domains and the lack of detailed, actionable measures may
complicate their alignment with the objectives of the Nature Restoration Law. In some cases,
these coordination gaps may even result in competing priorities, for instance between renewable
energy expansion on the one hand and biodiversity or land-use objectives on the other. (Perissi,

2025).

5.2 Ecuador’s Constitution, Sumak Kawsay and the Rights of Nature

This subchapter examines the Ecuadorian case as an alternative configuration of environmental
governance, focusing on the relationship between sumak kawsay, the constitution, and the in-
stitutionalization of the RoN. It proceeds in three steps. First, it outlines sumak kawsay as a
distinct epistemological framework that reconfigures knowledge, nature, and human—environ-
ment relations. Second, it analyzes how these principles are translated into the legal and insti-
tutional framework of the Ecuadorian Constitution, particularly through the recognition of the
RoN. Third, it investigates the practical implementation of these principles and the tensions that

arise in the context of extractive development and global economic structures.
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5.2.1 Sumak Kawsay and the Reconfiguration of Knowledge and Nature

Sumak kawsay is an alternative epistemology, in comparison to those dominant in the Global
North, of the Indigenous Kichwa people on which the Ecuadorian Constitution is based (Acosta
& Martinez, 2009; Coral-Guerrero et al., 2021; Gudynas, 2011). It is often translated in Spanish
as buen vivir (good living), which has been contested as the true meaning cannot be translated
without reducing its philosophical and cultural notions of the Andean cosmovision (Coral-
Guerrero et al., 2021; Hidalgo, 2011). Therefore, I will continue with the original term sumak

kawsay.

This worldview flourished through the Kichwa community in the Global South and predates
capitalism as well as communism or socialism. Therefore, even if it is diametrically opposed to
Western capitalist thought, sumak kawsay should not be understood as a derivative of hege-
monic development paradigms (Hidalgo, 2011). Rather than prioritizing economic growth or
individual accumulation, it emphasizes relational coexistence, collective well-being, and eco-
logical balance (Acosta & Abarca, 2018; Acosta & Martinez, 2009; Gudynas, 2011). Although
there are clearly some similarities between sumak kawsay and eco-socialist imaginaries, it is
nevertheless distinct in its temporality. While classical socialist thoughts follow a trajectory of
a European understanding of linear time, sumak kawsay is grounded in cyclical and relational
temporalities. (Coral-Guerrero et al., 2021). In this sense, sumak kawsay not only challenges
dominant development paradigms but also reorients how life and continuity are understood

across time.

Building on this, Coral-Guerrero et al. (2021) identify four theoretical foundations of sumak
kawsay. First, it is grounded in an Indigenous worldview that rejects linear conceptions of de-
velopment and instead emphasizes non-linear and relational processes. This perspective avoids
rigid dichotomies and adopts a holistic understanding in which social, ecological, and spiritual

dimensions are inseparably intertwined (Acosta, 2011; Houtart, 2011).

Second, nature plays an ontologically important role, being described as Pachamama (Mother
Earth). It is seen as a living being that embraces the lives of human beings. In this regard, the
distinction between humans and nature is erased, since they both belong to the same undiffer-
entiated whole (Gudynas, 2009). This biocentric perspective assigns intrinsic value to nature,
independent of its instrumental use (Gudynas, 2016). Within the eco-biopolitical compass, this
reflects a relational mode of eco-biopolitics in which nature is not approached as an object of
governance external to society, but as part of a co-constitutive network of human and more-

than-human relations.
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Third, community forms an important organizing principle. Social interactions are marked by
mutual interdependency, interrelation, and strong ties of belonging, both materially and affec-
tively in nature. As highlighted by Choquencagua (2010, as cited in Coral-Guerrero et al., 2021,
p. 37), “[w]e are part of the community, as the leaf is part of the plant”. This metaphor illustrates
the idea that people are part of collectives and their environments rather than being independent

individuals.

Fourth, the economic element of sumak kawsay is governed by principles of solidarity and
reciprocity. The economy is less concerned with accumulation and expansion, and more fo-
cused on redistribution and exchange for collective benefit. In this view, poverty is not a con-

dition of material deprivation, but one of societal and ecological imbalance (Acosta, 2011).

Eco-biopolitical theories would see sumak kawsay as an alternative epistemological paradigm
that allows the articulation of life and nature into knowable concepts. Instead of generating
knowledge based on abstraction, categorization, and quantification, it provides an epistemology
wherein the production of knowledge arises from a relational perspective that sees humans,
nature, and community as intertwined with each other. Unlike scientific methods that generate
knowledge external to the subjects under consideration, sumak kawsay generates knowledge
that is inseparable from its subject. The latter creates tensions with technocratic eco-biopolitical
systems because of its inherent relationality that foregrounds knowledge as non-objective and

situational.

Another element of this perspective that is consonant with ANT is the rejection of a priori
distinctions between subject and object. Instead, it emphasizes relationality and the co-produc-
tion of agency. Through the lens of ANT, sumak kawsay expands the range of actants involved
in knowledge formation beyond humans and organizations to include more-than-human entities
such as ecosystems, spiritualities, and communities. Knowledge thus emerges through engage-
ment within networks rather than through detached observation. Sumak kawsay can therefore
be understood as a relational ontology rooted in Indigenous epistemologies. Building on this
perspective, the following mapping visualizes the heterogeneous network of actants involved

in the Ecuadorian case.
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Figure 4: Actant mapping of Ecuador’s rights of nature framework.

Figure 4 illustrates key human and more-than-human actants shaping the Ecuadorian case, in-
cluding Indigenous epistemologies, legal institutions, extractive industries, and ecological en-
tities. It highlights how these elements are relationally configured and anticipates the tensions
between relational ontologies and extractive political-economic structures that will be exam-
ined in Chapter 5.2.3. While this mapping provides an overview of the relational configuration
of the Ecuadorian case, the following subchapter examines how these epistemological princi-
ples are translated into the legal and institutional framework of the Ecuadorian Constitution,

particularly through the recognition of the RoN.

5.2.2 The Ecuadorian Constitution and its Rights of Nature

“Nature shall be the subject of those rights that the Constitution recognizes for it” (Ecuador’s
Constitution, 2008, p. 11). The Ecuadorian Constitution, adopted in 2008, marks a profound
shift in environmental governance by recognizing nature not merely as an object of protection,
but as a subject of rights. It was the first country to include the RoN (Kauffman & Martin,
2017). Notably, this meta-policy precedes the EU Nature Restoration Law by sixteen years, a

temporal difference that is significant when considering the evolution of environmental dis-
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courses and governance frameworks. While ecological crises were already widely acknowl-
edged at the global level in 2008, the corresponding governance networks, policy instruments,

and scientific infrastructures have expanded considerably in the years leading up to 2024.

Despite an earlier stage of the recognition of the crises, the Ecuadorian Constitution already
recognizes the importance of “[a] new form of public coexistence, in diversity and in harmony
with nature, to achieve the good way of living, the sumak kawsay” (Ecuador’s Constitution,

2008, p. 8).

This vision is further articulated in the preamble of the Constitution, which provides an explicit

account of its human—nature relationship.

CELEBRATING nature, the Pacha Mama (Mother Earth), of which we are a part and which

is vital to our existence. (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 8)

The use of the term “celebrating” is of utmost importance, as it conveys not merely recognition,
but an explicit normative and affective valuation of nature. What is striking here is the decen-
tering of a classical human—nature dichotomy. Rather than positioning humans as separate from
or external to nature, the Constitution explicitly situates them as part of it, while simultaneously

emphasizing their dependence on ecological systems.

This relational and value-laden understanding of humans and nature also has important impli-
cations for how responsibility for environmental harm is conceptualized. The Ecuadorian Con-
stitution establishes a precautionary approach, requiring the state to adopt timely policies and
measures to avoid environmental harm where there is a risk of damage. Importantly, it extends
this obligation to situations of uncertainty, mandating protective action even in the absence of
full scientific evidence (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 136). This reflects security rationali-
ties insofar as environmental governance seeks to prevent ecological harm through anticipatory

and precautionary intervention.

Beyond prevention, the Constitution states that “[r]esponsibility for environmental damage is
objective. All damage to the environment, in addition to the respective penalties, shall also
entail the obligation of integrally restoring the ecosystems and compensating the affected per-
sons and communities” (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 136). In recent debates on criminal
justice, similar logics have been discussed under the concept of restorative justice, which em-
phasizes repairing harm and restoring relationships rather than focusing solely on punishment
(Zehr, 2010). While the Ecuadorian framework is not directly derived from this concept, it re-
flects a comparable orientation, in which environmental harm entails not only sanctions but also

obligations of prevention, restoration, and compensation.
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Responsibility for environmental protection is further decentralized and embedded within com-
munity-based structures. It is, for instance, assigned in part to local governance bodies such as
rural parish governments (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 98). In addition, the constitution
requires that “[a]ll state decision or authorization that could affect the environment shall be
consulted with the community, which shall be informed fully and in a timely manner” (Ecua-
dor’s Constitution, 2008, p. 137). Even the process of creating the Constitution itself was par-
ticipatory. Civil society contributed to the drafting of the Ecuadorian Constitution by submitting
over 3,000 proposals, which were acknowledged by the governmental body, and the final draft
of the Constitution was approved by Ecuadorian voters (Kauffman & Martin, 2017).

This participatory dimension is reinforced by the establishment of a decentralized national en-
vironmental management system, which is tasked with safeguarding the environment and na-
ture, while articulating the shared responsibility between the state and the citizenry (Ecuador’s
Constitution, 2008, p. 137). Environmental governance is thus not only a matter of state regu-
lation, but is distributed across multiple levels and actors, integrating local communities into

decision-making and responsibility structures.

The central role of knowledge in environmental governance is also conceptualized differently
in the Ecuadorian Constitution. It explicitly recognizes not only scientific knowledge, but also
“collective knowledge,” including ancestral wisdom, traditional practices, and knowledge

about biodiversity and ecosystems (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 27).

The national system of science, technology, innovation and ancestral wisdom, in the frame-
work of respect for the environment, nature, life, cultures and sovereignty, shall have as its
end purpose the following:

1. To generate, adapt, and disseminate scientific and technological knowledge.

2. To restore, strengthen and upgrade ancestral wisdom.

3. To develop technologies and innovations that promote national production, raise effi-
ciency and productivity, improve the quality of life and contribution to the achievement of

the good way of living. (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 132)

These provisions indicate that knowledge in the Ecuadorian Constitution is not treated as a
singular, technocratic resource, but as a plural and relational domain that integrates scientific
expertise with ancestral and collective forms of knowing. This connection becomes particularly
visible in the Constitution’s reference to environmental monitoring, which is framed not merely
as a technical practice, but as part of broader structures of accountability. Responsibility for

environmental protection extends to public officials tasked with carrying out environmental
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monitoring (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 136), thereby embedding knowledge practices
within institutional arrangements of oversight and responsibility. While monitoring does not
occupy as central or technically elaborate a role as in the EU case, its inclusion nevertheless
points to emerging resilience rationalities oriented toward adaptive governance, environmental

responsiveness, and institutional accountability.

At the same time, the Constitution situates environmental governance within a distinct temporal
framework. Rather than relying on linear notions of progress, it refers to the “life cycles of the
planet and biosphere” (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 141) and emphasizes intergenerational
responsibility, stating that biodiversity shall be managed “on the basis of responsibility between

generations” (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 137).

This relational and intergenerational understanding of governance also extends to the economic
sphere. The Ecuadorian Constitution recognizes “the right to develop economic activities indi-
vidually or collectively, in line with the principles of solidarity, social and environmental re-
sponsibility” (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p. 32). Economic activity is thus not framed as an
autonomous domain driven solely by growth or efficiency, but is explicitly embedded within

social and ecological relations.

Rather than positioning the economy in opposition to environmental protection, the Constitu-
tion integrates economic practices into a broader normative framework that emphasizes respon-
sibility, solidarity, and sustainability. Unlike technocratic sustainability rationalities centered
on optimization and green growth, the Ecuadorian framework embeds economic activity within
broader ethical and ecological relations. This reflects a departure from conventional models that
treat economic development and environmental protection as competing objectives, instead

conceptualizing them as mutually constitutive.

The Ecuadorian Constitution also addresses the question of extractivism, revealing inherent
tensions within its environmental governance framework. On the one hand, it establishes strong
protective measures, prohibiting the extraction of non-renewable natural resources in protected
and intangible areas, including a ban on metal mining in such zones (Ecuador’s Constitution,
2008, p. 138). On the other hand, it affirms state ownership over non-renewable natural re-
sources and allows their exploitation under strict environmental conditions, while ensuring that
the State captures a significant share of the resulting profits (Ecuador’s Constitution, 2008, p.

139).

This dual approach reflects the broader structural position of Ecuador within the global econ-

omy, where dependence on resource extraction persists despite constitutional commitments to
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environmental protection and sumak kawsay. Extractive activities are thus not simply prohib-
ited, but re-regulated and embedded within a framework that seeks to reconcile economic ne-
cessity with ecological limits. This tension illustrates how sustainability and risk rationalities
remain deeply entangled with global economic dependencies, even within relational eco-bio-

political frameworks.

This tension cannot be understood in isolation from global dynamics. Resource extraction in
countries such as Ecuador is closely linked to international demand, including demand origi-
nating from industrialized economies in the Global North, such as the EU. In this sense, envi-
ronmental governance is shaped not only by national constitutional frameworks, but also by
transnational economic relations that generate pressures for extraction. This places countries
like Ecuador in a structurally constrained position, where commitments to ecological protection

coexist with the economic imperatives of participating in global markets.

The Ecuadorian case therefore does not represent a complete departure from dominant forms
of environmental governance, but rather illustrates a hybrid model in which alternative ontolo-
gies and governance logics are institutionalized, while remaining entangled with global eco-
nomic structures. Rather than replacing technocratic governance rationalities entirely, the Ec-
uadorian case demonstrates how different eco-biopolitical rationalities coexist and overlap
within historically and economically constrained governance arrangements. As such, it pro-
vides a critical lens through which to rethink the possibilities and limitations of eco-biopolitical

governance beyond technocratic and objectifying approaches.

5.2.3 The Aftermath: Rights of Nature under Extractive Pressure

What appears on paper as a utopian dream in which humans and more-than-humans finally live
in harmony again turned out to be a nightmare for those who understood sumak kawsay from

an environmental and Indigenous perspective.

Shortly after the Constitution was adopted, a mining law was passed, which stated that it would
ensure social development as well as improve the energy sector through its profits, while sim-
ultaneously ensuring socially and environmentally responsible mining. Paradoxically, accord-
ing to the Ecuadorian politicians who created the mining law, its legitimization followed the
principles of sumak kawsay, as its profits would allow a better life for the people. This displays

the discursive element of sumak kawsay, especially when it is read as buen vivir. Through this
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translation, the concept could be mobilized not only to justify ecological protection and Indig-
enous relational ontologies, but also developmental and extractivist state projects aimed at im-

proving social welfare through resource revenues.

An incredible number of environmental and community-rights activists and Indigenous com-
munities started protesting as they saw the law as a direct violation of their own Constitution
and accused the state of twisting the concept of sumak kawsay (Coral-Guerrero et al., 2021).
These violations can also be understood as attacks on Ecuadorian identity itself. If Ecuadorians
see themselves as entangled with nature, then destroying nature also means destroying Ecuado-

rians.

In a Derridean sense, constitutional declarations do not merely describe an already existing
political reality, but also actively participate in producing the political subjects and collective
identities they invoke (Derrida & Kittler, 2000). Such dynamics also resonate with Latour’s
(2005) notion of the uncertainty of groups, insofar as Ecuadorians, through the perceived vio-
lation of their Constitution and environment, are compelled to continuously reaffirm and defend

both — and thereby themselves and their collective identity.

This led to increasing tensions when a water law was proposed in 2009 with similar conditions
as the mining law. Craig M. Kauffman and Pamela L. Martin (2017) report that by 2011, 189
Indigenous leaders were arrested and charged with terrorism for sabotaging mining activities.

Furthermore, the government closed many protest-led environmental organizations.

Consequently, efforts to apply RoN in Ecuador occurred in a highly politicized context,
with relatively little institutional structure beyond general constitutional principles. Yet,
while some efforts failed, others succeeded in developing RoN jurisprudence. (Kauffman

& Martin, 2017)

Kauffman and Martin (2017) analyzed thirteen Ecuadorian cases from 2008 to 2016 in which
legal tools were contested to protect the RoN. Ten out of the thirteen cases succeeded in court,
and two main obstacles were identified. First, these cases had to navigate politicized contexts,
and second, judges often lacked knowledge not only of sumak kawsay, but also of environmen-
tal issues and the RoN. This knowledge gap became particularly significant, as secondary laws
and institutions intended to support the Constitution were never fully established. As Kauffman
and Martin (2017, p. 139) note, “the government ignored this process as it focused on expand-
ing mining”.

Nevertheless, the discourse on the RoN has become a fundamental part of national debates, and

extractive activities increasingly require justification. The growing number of precedent-setting
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cases has strengthened RoN norms, and their discursive dimension has contributed to increasing

judicial awareness over time.

As judges become aware of RoN laws, they become agents in the development of RoN
norms and jurisprudence, not because they are norm entrepreneurs, but because of their
professional requirements to interpret and apply RoN according to the law. The fact that
Ecuadorian judges are beginning to apply RoN to cases that were not initially about RoN is
evidence that RoN norms are strengthening in the judicial system. This is another way that
Ecuador’s allegedly ‘weak® (i.e., not fully implemented) RoN laws matter. (Kauffman &
Martin, 2017, p. 139)

Furthermore, as Tilo Wesche (2023) argues, although Ecuador’s RoN are embedded in a spe-
cific context of Indigenous cultures and the concept of Pachamama, they cannot be universal-
ized or simply transferred to other governance frameworks in the Global North, which follow
different logics of validity (Geltungslogiken). As a consequence, RoN can only be established
if they emerge on their own normative basis (Wesche, 2023, pp. 15-16). Nevertheless, through
Ecuador’s Constitution, RoN have also become part of an international discourse, and an in-
creasing number of countries have adopted similar notions, including Romania, India, Bolivia,

the United States, Brazil, and New Zealand (Kauffman & Martin, 2017).

Such contradictions of constitutional principles versus extractive actions are also expressed in
political initiatives. According to Gudynas (2011) and Kauffman and Martin (2017), an exam-
ple of such a political initiative is the Yasuni-ITT Initiative, introduced in 2007, with the goal
of leaving huge amounts of oil underground and receiving international financial compensation.
There were three main reasons behind this initiative. Firstly, the idea of not extracting resources
would contribute to avoiding greenhouse gas emissions and helping to mitigate climate change
effects. Secondly, such an initiative was expected to protect one of the most biodiverse territo-
ries of the Earth, as well as the areas where indigenous communities live. Finally, the most
important point from the political standpoint is that this initiative is based on the idea of global
environmental justice. Namely, the Yasuni-ITT Initiative contests the idea that the countries of
the Global South must suffer economically because of their conservation actions, while devel-
oped countries benefit from extractivism. This idea of global environmental justice implies that
the countries that benefit from the exploitation of natural resources must provide some form of

compensation for it.

Yet, the project turned out to be unsuccessful in 2013 as a result of a lack of international back-

ing, and oil extraction went on (Kauffman & Martin, 2017). The case reveals that environmental
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politics in Ecuador is characterized by both internal disagreements and broader global power
relations. Namely, ongoing consumption of fossil fuels in the Global North stimulates the con-
tinuation of extractive development models, preventing alternative solutions from being imple-

mented politically (Gudynas, 2011).

Such issues can be contextualized through a larger discussion of extractivism, an ongoing pro-
cess that impacts Ecuador’s political economy. In spite of constitutional recognition of RoN
and sumak kawsay, state-directed development continues to be characterized by extensive re-
source extraction. As such, the tension between ecology and economics is further highlighted
within the context of efforts to re-envision environmental governance under a system still de-

pendent upon resource extraction.

To sum up, the Ecuadorian case can be considered an example of relational eco-biopolitics
within the proposed eco-biopolitics framework. The principles of sumak kawsay and the con-
cept of the Rights of Nature lay the groundwork for an ontologically relational understanding
of the environment, while their institutionalization initially remained limited. Nevertheless, this
level of institutionalization increased over time through legal development and jurisprudence,
moving the Ecuadorian case more toward translational eco-biopolitics. At the same time, it
should be noted that the developments described above indicate that eco-biopolitics does not
exist as an isolated phenomenon, but rather in interaction with other eco-biopolitical modes.
For instance, the tensions surrounding extractivism demonstrate how technocratic eco-biopoli-

tics continues to shape and constrain relational eco-biopolitical projects.



6 How Can Eco-Biopolitics Be Applied to Environmental Policies? 65

6 How Can Eco-Biopolitics Be Applied to Environmental
Policies?

The preceding case studies demonstrate that environmental governance cannot be reduced to a
singular logic of conservation, sustainability, or ecological management. Instead, environmen-
tal policies operate through multiple and often competing rationalities that shape how nature,

risk, responsibility, and ecological futures are governed.

The concept of eco-biopolitics developed in this thesis provides an analytical perspective for
examining these dynamics. Rather than focusing solely on institutions or policy outcomes, it
draws attention to how environmental governance renders ecosystems knowable, measurable,
and governable through specific forms of knowledge, infrastructures, and intervention. The fol-
lowing sections therefore outline how the proposed framework can be applied analytically
through the five interlocking rationalities and the Eco-Biopolitical Compass developed in Chap-

ter 4.

6.1 The Five Interlocking Rationalities as Analytical Categories

The five interlocking rationalities developed in Chapter 4 — security, risk, optimization, sustain-
ability, and resilience — provide a heuristic framework for analyzing how environmental poli-
cies govern ecological life. Rather than functioning as isolated categories, these rationalities
frequently overlap and reinforce one another within concrete governance arrangements. Envi-
ronmental governance therefore does not operate through a singular logic, but through multiple

rationalities that interact, compete, and stabilize one another.
As set out in Table 2, the framework can be applied analytically by applying different analyti-

cal questions to environmental policies and governance arrangements.

Table 2: Analytical Questions for Applying the Eco-Biopolitical Framework.

Which forms of life are to be protected? Which ecological boundaries are drawn?
Which threats are to be prevented? Which lives are publicly grieved when lost?

Which ecological futures are anticipated? Which uncertainties are calculated,

modeled, or monitored? Which risks justify intervention?

What becomes measurable, quantifiable, and improvable? Which indicators, tar-

gets, and benchmarks define ecological success?
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How are ecological protection and economic activity reconciled? Which forms of
development are considered sustainable? Which ecological and social trade-offs
are normalized?

How are adaptation, recovery, and flexibility organized? Which monitoring,
feedback, and recalibration mechanisms sustain system functionality under dis-

turbance?

The case studies demonstrated that these rationalities rarely appear independently. The EU Na-
ture Restoration Law, for instance, combines security rationalities through conservation infra-
structures, optimization rationalities through quantified restoration targets, sustainability ration-
alities through the integration of ecological and economic objectives, and resilience rationalities
through adaptive monitoring systems. Similarly, the Ecuadorian case illustrates how relational
and decentralized forms of governance nevertheless remain entangled with security, sustaina-
bility, and risk rationalities, particularly in relation to extractivism and global economic de-

pendencies.

The framework therefore enables environmental policies to be analyzed not simply according
to their stated objectives, but according to the underlying rationalities through which ecological
life becomes governable. In this sense, eco-biopolitics shifts analytical attention from environ-
mental policy as a purely institutional or legal phenomenon toward the epistemic, material, and

political conditions through which environmental governance is organized in practice.

6.2 The Eco-Biopolitical Compass and Hybrid Governance Configurations

The Eco-Biopolitical Compass developed in Chapter 4 provides a comparative heuristic for
situating environmental governance arrangements according to their underlying ontology of
nature and their degree of biodiversity institutionalization. Rather than functioning as fixed cat-
egories, the compass allows governance configurations to be analyzed as dynamic and hybrid

formations in which different rationalities and governance modes overlap.

The comparison between the EU Nature Restoration Law and Ecuador’s constitutional frame-
work illustrates these differences particularly clearly. The EU case primarily reflects a techno-
cratic configuration of eco-biopolitics characterized by highly institutionalized governance
structures, standardized indicators, monitoring systems, and an objectified-functional under-
standing of nature. Ecuador, by contrast, moves closer to relational eco-biopolitics through the
principles of sumak kawsay, the recognition of the rights of nature, and the integration of plural

and situated forms of knowledge.
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At the same time, neither case exists in a pure form. The EU framework incorporates certain
participatory elements through multi-level governance arrangements, while the Ecuadorian
framework remains entangled with extractivist economic structures, environmental monitoring
practices, and institutional governance mechanisms. The compass therefore highlights that en-
vironmental governance rarely operates through fully isolated modes, but instead through hy-

brid and contested configurations shaped by historical, political, and economic conditions.

Importantly, governance configurations may also shift over time. Increasing institutionaliza-
tion, legal codification, and the expansion of environmental governance infrastructures can
gradually transform relational forms of eco-biopolitics into more translational configurations.
In the Ecuadorian case, for example, the growing institutionalization of the rights of nature
through courts, legal procedures, environmental monitoring, and administrative structures in-
creasingly translates relational ontologies into formal governance arrangements. The compass
therefore not only enables comparison between governance configurations, but also helps to

analyze their historical transformation and internal tensions.

6.3 Limitations and Future Research

Although my developed concept of eco-biopolitics offers a heuristic for examining current pol-
icies and shaping future ones, there are also limitations. Since this is a theoretical work and a
practical component would go beyond the scope of this thesis, a practical exploration would be
useful for future projects. The insights gained from practical work could then feed back into the

theory, refining, improving, and expanding it where necessary.

In particular, the question of the exact mechanisms and techniques behind eco-biopolitics re-
mains open. Future research could explore more systematically the relationship between eco-
biopolitics and eco-biopower. Although this thesis has mainly worked with eco-biopolitics as a
conceptual frame for understanding how environmental governance produces and organizes
more-than-human life, future studies could draw on empirical work to explore the material and
institutional mechanisms through which these arrangements are made effective. Adapting Fou-
cauldian notions of biopower (Foucault, 1978, 2020), this would allow for a detailed analysis
of how environmental governance operates through protocols, databases, indicators, modeling
practices, thresholds, monitoring infrastructures, and institutional categories that make ecolog-

ical life governable and intervention-ready.

In this context, future research could also more directly engage with STS notions such as Cal-

lon’s (1986) notion of interessement (inter-esse, to be in between) in order to analyze how
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environmental governance attempts to bring actors, species, technologies, environments, met-
rics, and responsibilities into relatively stable intervention arrangements. More precisely, con-
servation interventions might seek to enroll species, sites, monitoring practices, and ecological
indicators into workable governance assemblages, while organisms, pathogens, ecological dy-
namics, and local environmental conditions might simultaneously redirect, resist, or exceed

these enrollments (Kirksey, 2015; Wadiwel, 2016).

From this perspective, representation is not treated as a fixed act of speaking for passive entities,
but as a contingent and ongoing process of negotiation, mediation, and stabilization across mul-
tispecies relations. Interessement therefore offers one possible way of rethinking the spokes-
person problem discussed in Chapter 3.1 by shifting analytical attention from the legitimacy of
individual spokespersons toward the socio-material practices through which representation it-
self becomes assembled, contested, and maintained (Kirksey, 2015). Such approaches would
enable us to move beyond broad governance rationalities to a more fine-grained analysis of the
evidentiary, infrastructural, and material-semiotic mechanisms through which environmental

governance stabilizes, validates, and operationalizes claims about ecological life.

Future research could also engage more systematically with emerging work in political ecology,
decolonial ecology, metabolic politics, more-than-human geography, democratic environmen-
tal governance, and pluralist political theory that examines how ecological governance operates
through infrastructures, material flows, colonial inheritances, multispecies relations, competing
worlds, and contested forms of participation and representation (Callon, 1986; Kirksey &
Helmreich, 2010; Mitchell, 2016). Of particular relevance are approaches that analyze how en-
vironments become measurable, governable, and intervention-ready through documentary in-
frastructures, environmental metrics, natural capital accounting, and monitoring systems. From
this point of view, eco-biopolitics could increasingly be understood not only as the governance
of life, but also as the governance of socio-ecological metabolism through the regulation, cir-
culation, optimization, and monitoring of ecological matter, species, nutrients, energy, and en-

vironmental information across socio-technical infrastructures.

Beyond these theoretical limitations, the empirical scope of this thesis also remains limited. The
analysis was mainly based on document analysis, policy frameworks, and discourse analysis,
which was appropriate for the development of the conceptual framework, but future research
should aim to include more extensive empirical and ethnographic engagement with environ-
mental governance practices. In particular, multispecies ethnography and fieldwork could give

further insights into the concrete mechanisms of enactment of eco-biopolitical governance in
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everyday practices, how ecological knowledge is negotiated between different actors and how

more-than-human entities themselves shape governance processes.

Such approaches would allow for the analysis of the translation, contestation, and material en-
actment of environmental policies across local contexts, institutions, and ecological relations.
Future research could thus combine policy analysis with participant observation, interviews,
multispecies ethnography, and the study of monitoring and modeling practices in order to ex-
amine environmental governance beyond formal policy frameworks alone. Finally, the frame-
work itself should be considered open and provisional rather than definitive. Environmental
governance configurations are historically contingent, internally contradictory, and subject to
constant transformation. The Eco-Biopolitical Compass and the five interlocking rationalities
thus do not seek to provide a stable typology of environmental governance, but rather a flexible
analytical vocabulary for exploring how ecological life becomes governable under alternative

political, epistemic, and institutional conditions.
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7 Conclusion

My thesis argues that classical biopolitical theory no longer sufficiently captures governance
under conditions of ecological crisis. The main aim was thus to develop a theoretical framework
to enable a systematic extension of biopolitical analysis to more-than-human life. More specif-
ically, I addressed two interrelated research questions: first, how the concept of biopolitics can
be extended to capture the governance of more-than-human life forms and ecological systems,
and second, to what extent current environmental governance can be understood as expressions

of eco-biopolitical rationalities.

To address these questions, my thesis engaged Foucault’s analytics of biopower and govern-
mentality in dialogue with Latour’s ANT, political ecology, and Povinelli’s concept of geon-
topower. This theoretical synthesis enabled a conceptual shift from the anthropocentric assump-
tions of classical biopolitics. Rather than viewing nature as a passive background condition for
human politics, the framework conceptualized humans, more-than-humans, technologies, in-

frastructures, and ecological processes as relationally entangled in networks of governance.

Building on this, I developed eco-biopolitics as an analytical framework that examines how
political rationalities govern, regulate, optimize, and make calculable life across human and
more-than-human domains. Eco-biopolitics was not conceptualized as a replacement for clas-
sical biopolitics, but rather as its ecological expansion. The framework showed that contempo-
rary hegemonic environmental governance increasingly operates through forms of power that
focus on ecosystems as functional units, species relations, ecological resilience, biodiversity

infrastructures, and environmental futures as objects of intervention.

To make this framework operational in an analytical sense, I developed a number of conceptual
tools. First, | identified five interlocking rationalities — security, risk, optimization, sustainabil-
ity, and resilience — through which hegemonic environmental governance renders ecological
life governable. Rather than functioning independently, these rationalities overlap and stabilize
one another through environmental policies, ecological indicators, restoration targets, monitor-
ing systems, and adaptive governance mechanisms. The framework therefore shifted analytical
attention away from environmental policy as merely a legal or institutional phenomenon toward
the epistemic and material conditions through which ecological governance becomes opera-

tional.

Second, the thesis developed the Eco-Biopolitical Compass as a comparative heuristic to ana-
lyze different governance configurations according to their ontology of nature and degree of

biodiversity institutionalization. The compass showed that eco-biopolitics does not exist as a
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singular governance form, but through hybrid and contested arrangements combining techno-
cratic, relational, translational, and classical biopolitical elements. Environmental governance
thus does not appear as a coherent regime, but as a constantly shifting field where different

ontologies, rationalities, and infrastructures compete and overlap.

The empirical analysis revealed these dynamics through the comparison of the EU Nature Res-
toration Law and Ecuador’s constitutional recognition of the Rights of Nature. The EU case
demonstrated a predominantly technocratic form of eco-biopolitics, characterized by highly in-
stitutionalized environmental governance through quantified restoration targets, ecological in-
dicators, monitoring infrastructures, and adaptive management systems that render ecosystems
measurable and intervention-ready. Ecuador, by contrast, exemplified a more relational form
of eco-biopolitics grounded in an ontology that conceptualizes ecosystems not only as objects

of governance but also as legal and political subjects.

Nonetheless, both cases also revealed significant tensions and contradictions. In the EU case,
conflicts emerged around the perceived top-down character of environmental governance and
fears that restoration measures could undermine food security and agricultural production. In
Ecuador, by contrast, tensions emerged through the translation of the Indigenous concept of
sumak kawsay into the more anthropocentric framework of buen vivir, leading to severe mis-
understandings and protests. At the same time, this politicization contributed to increasing in-
stitutionalization. Ecuador can therefore be understood as moving from a predominantly rela-

tional form of eco-biopolitics toward a more translational eco-biopolitical configuration.

Broadly speaking, I showed that eco-biopolitics should not be simply understood as an exten-
sion of environmental protection. Rather, eco-biopolitical governance produces new modalities
of inclusion, exclusion, protection, optimization, sacrifice, and abandonment, all at once, across
human and more-than-human life. The same rationalities that seek to secure ecosystems may
also create new ecological caesuras, unevenly redistribute vulnerability, and legitimate forms
of extractivism and disposability elsewhere. Eco-biopolitics is thus profoundly ambivalent: it
manages ecological crises and simultaneously reproduces many of the asymmetries and ine-

qualities inscribed within existing political-economic systems.

The contribution of my thesis is mainly in its theoretical synthesis. By connecting Foucauldian
biopolitics with ANT and political ecology, I produced a conceptual vocabulary to analyze how
contemporary power increasingly governs life beyond the human. In doing so, I contribute to

debates on the transformation of political power under conditions of ecological crisis. At the
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same time, the framework developed here should be seen as open and provisional rather than

definitive.

Eco-biopolitics is not proposed as a universal theory able to explain all forms of environmental
governance. Rather, it is offered as a flexible analytical heuristic that exposes how environmen-
tal governance organizes, differentiates, and governs life across socio-ecological assemblages.
The framework therefore does not attempt to resolve the tensions between technocratic govern-
ance, relational ontologies, ecological protection, and political economy. Instead, it provides
tools for analyzing how these tensions are continuously negotiated, stabilized, and challenged

within contemporary environmental governance.

I ultimately argue that the recent ecological crises call for not only new environmental policies
but also new analytical frameworks that can understand how power is exercised through eco-
logical relations. Eco-biopolitics is proposed as one such framework: an effort to rethink the
politics of life under conditions in which the boundaries between humans, more-than-humans,

nature, and governance become increasingly unstable and politically consequential.
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