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Introduction

Simone M. Miiller, Matthias Schmidt, and
Kirsten Twelbeck

In 2021, the Central American nation of Belize faced state bankruptcy. Yet, just
before foreclosure, the country received a loan from the US-based NGO The
Nature Conservancy in a debt-for-nature swap scheme. Through this transaction,
Belize not only recapitalized its national budget, thus lowering its foreign debt, but
it also committed itself to spend about US$ 4 million a year on marine conserva-
tion until 2041, double its marine-protection parks, and continue conservation after
2040 through an endowment fund of US$ 23.5 million.! Worldwide, the scheme
triggered new discussions and renewed hope on how the coupling of fiscal policy
and nature conservation could be a way forward to respond to two great issues
facing the majority of the world: environmental degradation and debt.? At the same
time, the deal received no univocal praise. Working through the ambivalences of
the scheme, Jonas Gamso, writing for the Standford Social Innovation Review, still
posed the following question: “Debt-for-Climate Swaps Can Save the Planet. Why
Aren’t They?”

Debt-for-nature swaps are the exchange of a debtor country’s external obligations
for the country’s agreement to use that money to support conservationist projects.*
They exist in two formats, either as a three-party swap, where an NGO buys the debt
from a creditor country and then re-sells it at a discount to the debtor country, or as
a two-country swap between a debtor and a creditor country. In a bilateral swap, the
creditor country decides the policy agenda without extensive input from the debtor.
This is also the source of the scheme’s greatest critique. Heralded as a win-win for
proponents, opponents target the scheme as a sell-out of national sovereignty with
actors from the West telling “the rest” how to protect nature. Experiences have
revealed the deals as being slow, cloaked in secrecy, and administratively inher-
ently complicated. In the end, debt-for-nature swaps remain an ambivalent tool
whereby both public and political assessments swing back and forth: is this a way
to achieve both the environmental and fiscal stability of developing countries, or is
it just another form of ecological imperialism?°

Set in motion by climate change, biodiversity loss, or planetary pollution, the
call for socio-political and ecological transformations has become increasingly
audible in political and public discourse, culminating in the persistent demand for
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far-reaching measures to secure the survival of future generations. Initially, a wide
variety of actors seem to agree on the necessity of radical socio-ecological changes
to combat fatal environmental issues. Yet, this consensus crumbles once concrete
measures are put on the table—such as debt-for-nature swaps as well as alternative
schemes relating to energy, resource use, or waste disposal—as any change may
entail unforeseen difficulties or create new contradictions, even among a coalition of
the willing. In some cases, national implementation fails international consensus. In
other cases, local urgency is obscured by the planetary scale or temporal dimension
of environmental problems.® The great complexity of today’s socio-environmental
crises makes it difficult to take actions that are supported by as many people as pos-
sible. Often, serious tensions arise over costs, responsibilities, and accountabilities,
also because their distribution among different stakeholders hinges on centuries of
uneven growth and extraction. The ecological transformation is also a highly polit-
ical endeavor, where not only different worldviews, but also different worlds seem
to clash.” This, in turn, adds to widespread frustration and potentially reinforcing
rhetorical defense tactics, narratives, and attitudes that also help modern societies
circumvent the socio-environmental dilemmas that mark many of their actions.
Ultimately, and particularly in line with the accusations of NGOs such as “Fridays
for Future,” “Extinction Rebellion,” or the “Last Generation,” humanity seems to
achieve too little too late despite trying.?

Instead of despairing about this seemingly locked-in situation, one may look
at it as typically human. Both individuals and groups perceive, experience, and
react to a situation in surprisingly different ways. Social and cultural factors, indi-
vidual experience and family relations, neurological processes, and even genetics’
contribute to the construction of a reality that is, with regard to societies at large,
multiple and selective and therefore intrinsically ambivalent. While awareness
of the multivocality and inner, societal, and even global conflicts that go along
with ecological crisis has made its way into different social science and human-
ities disciplines, the notion of ecological ambivalence has not yet been addressed
systematically from an interdisciplinary viewpoint. Its possibly creative poten-
tial for imagining alternative futures has remained underexplored. This edited
volume, Ecological Ambivalence, Complexity, and Change: Perspectives from the
Environmental Humanities, seeks to fill this gap and inspire conversations, new
approaches, and narratives across disciplines that capture the dilemma in which
conflicting reactions, beliefs, or feelings toward public policies or private practices
for “saving planet Earth” threaten to produce a stalemate. From the entry point of
the critical and interdisciplinary Environmental Humanities paradigm, this book
brings together scholars from a large array of research fields and institutions from
the humanities and social sciences that are diverse in terms of archives, theories, and
methods. Yet, those are joint together in their interest to not only tackle ecological
ambivalences through interdisciplinary conversation and collaboration, but also
propose ambivalence as an approach to being in today’s world. In 13 contributions
and concluding remarks that also survey the individual contributions, authors from
fields ranging from Environmental History to Ecological Economics, and from
Human Geography to Ecocriticism, investigate the dissonances and dilemmas—or,
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as we say, ambivalences—wound up with environmental transformation processes,
both conceptually (Part I) and empirically (Part II).

In the first part of the book, the authors work through ambivalences of socio-
ecological transformation from their respective disciplinary vantage points and so
provide the entry to the larger, more conceptual conversation between different
disciplines of the book as a whole. The empirical studies in the second part of the
book, in turn, tease out different constellations that produce and sustain dissonant
modes of engaging with the planetary crisis and so study ecological ambivalences
at work. Case studies range from wind farms in India through green mineral mines
in Mexico, from chemical contamination in Denmark through Rocky Mountain
Arsenal in Denver, USA, and from labor and environmental activists in Spain and
Portugal through bioplastic in German schoolbooks. In so crisscrossing the globe,
Ecological Ambivalence, Complexity, and Change not only provides a global
perspective, but also teases out how ecological ambivalences are often situated
between power dynamics and inequalities of a Global North-Global South constel-
lation. Additionally, and with a focus on creative environmental communication and
narratives—as in Philippe Squarzoni’s graphic novel Climate Changed or G’Ebinyo
Ogbowei’s poetry—the contributions also extrapolate the particular contributions
of literature and the arts to live with—and possibly overcome—a stagnant status
quo and for imagining alternative futures. Not without critically engaging with
the concept of ambivalence as such, authors are interested in how creating and
experiencing art and literature, and thinking about these forms of human expres-
sion, can contribute to a better understanding of today’s environmental challenges.
In the end, Ecological Ambivalence, Complexity, and Change: Perspectives from
the Environmental Humanities is as much an exercise in studying and living with
dissonances as it is a field guide to engaging with them conceptually and creatively.

Ambivalence—More Than an Expression of Disorder and Difference

Ambivalence, i.e., the possibility of assigning an object or an event to more than
one category, is foremost an expression of unresolved tension. Such tension is a
feature of human communication because despite its classifying function, language
fails to “achieve some sort of commodious filing cabinet that contains all the files
that contain all the items that the world contains—but confines each file and each
item within a separate place of its own.”!* In principle, such tensions accompany
human action and being, and they are the result of conflicting desires, feelings, and
thoughts existing side by side.

While ambivalence is a human reaction to contradictions, and complexity has
always existed, the term itself did not emerge until the Swiss psychiatrist Eugen
Bleuler established it in 1910 to describe behavioral patterns in schizophrenia.!!
A composite of the Latin terms ambo (both) and valere (worth, strong), ambiva-
lence has since served not only to explain the collective psychology leading to
ruptures in history and culture, but also as an approach and method to re-think
potentially problematic, or outdated, societal norms and values. It is hardly sur-
prising, then, that ambivalence has been a key element in the epistemic, ethical,
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and aesthetic response of the humanities and social sciences to techno-economic
modernity. While the natural and technological sciences, in line with a modernist
mindset dominating the public discourse, promise to offer unequivocal concepts
and unambiguous answers, the humanities and social sciences have cultivated
alternative forms of thinking in relational, non-binary, and thus ambivalent ways
that question monopolistic claims to truth and certainty via an awareness of their
implications in pluriversal connectivities and complex power relations. However,
this rich legacy of critical-reflective thinking in ambivalence has so far not been
actively employed, let alone systematically addressed. It has only recently begun
to find attention in view of the problems emerging from translating ecological ideas
into transformative practice.!?

Nicholas Gamso’s question as to why debt-for-climate swaps are not saving the
planet illustrates how, in recent years, a particular kind of ambivalence, ecological
ambivalence, has come to the fore in public and political discussions. The term
refers to the disorder, ecological grief, global dissonance, and denial we—both
as individuals and as members of society—feel, witness, seek to understand, or
combat in the face of multiple and seemingly unresolvable planetary crises. As
contributions in this volume illustrate, ecological ambivalence works on multiple
scales and in multiple formats. It takes the form of the symbolic tree we plant
when using transportation high on carbon emissions or of the organic grapes we
purchase, delivered from far-flung, water-scarce regions. Ecological ambivalence
travels with scholars engaged in environmental issues who still fly from all over
the world to far-away in-person meetings. More generally, it is the state of inaction
and paralysis in the face of environmental damage despite easily accessible know-
ledge and clear recommendations from the scientific community, alongside the
string of new contradictions and difficulties that well-intended actions can easily
cause given the complexities of both ecological and socio-political systems. On
a systemic level, ecological ambivalence is the unresolved tensions attached to
setting-up wind farms on indigenous territory, thereby destroying sacred sites and
disrupting religious practices or the remediation of contaminated sites without
thinking-through the absence of an “ultimate sink.”" It is the engagement of the
World Economic Forum in Davos with matters of climate change, or the involve-
ment of oil-producing countries at COP28, hosted in Dubai, that have observers
swaying between greenwashing and the green economy. Finally, it also is the neces-
sary transition to alternative means of mobility, such as e-fuels, that represents a
“solution” that opens up just another can of worms.

As we fail to make sense of such complex situations or to choose between
alternatives that each represents a catch-22, ambivalence is often accompanied
by anxiety and discomfort. In recent years, climate anxiety—Klimaangst—has
become a studied mass phenomenon, particularly among the younger generations,
as well as its counter-form, climate denialism.!* The state of angst, inaction, and
paralysis that affects societies while they should instead be taking action has created
a conundrum that the social sciences have set out to solve in their studies on human
behavior. Environmental psychologists, neuro-scientists, economists, scholars of
communication and, to a degree, philosophers, together with sociologists,'® are at
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the forefront of unpacking why individuals and collectives do not attempt to miti-
gate climate change or even resist necessary transformations: after all, information
about the facts is easily accessible, recommendations from the climate sciences are
clear, there is a moral imperative based on knowing what is required, and having
the freedom to change how we do things is a basic promise in democratic soci-
eties.!® As this scholarship suggests, however, many people do not want to follow
what appears to be evidence-based practice. Experimental studies show that those
denying climate action often do so to protect their privileges or to avoid uncomfort-
able emotions, rather than for reasons of ignorance.!” Additionally, scholars suggest,
the human mind rather responds to the challenges of climate change with new
narratives of evasion that help sustain old privileges, rather than with behavioral
change. This deviation in narratology, in turn, some environmental scholars and
activists seek to counter with yet other, perhaps more radically hopeful, narratives,
ultimately creating a ping-pong between seemingly incompatible positions.!®

The notion that transformation measures pose a major challenge to societies has
become particularly obvious since the late 19th century, when technological innov-
ation, secularization, and societal changes challenged cultural norms and the way of
life in industrialized countries. The enthusiasm for the new and untried went along
with deep-rooted anxieties concerning the future. In his elaborations on modernity,
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman attests to European societies and politics yearning
to diminish the ambivalences of modernization. Technological and cultural trans-
formation processes, along with political instability, fueled the desire for clarity
and order, ultimately defining the fight against ambivalence as a characteristic of
that era. At the same time, art and literature, as well as other forms of cultural
creativity, in their response to the challenges of modernity have emphasized the
need to acknowledge ambivalence and ambiguity, not only as an irritable disturb-
ance of logocentric control, but also as an intrinsic part of all human experience,
thought, and action.'® In the field of philosophy, the critique of modernity advanced
in the theory of the “dialectic of enlightenment,” as advocated by Theodor Adorno
and Max Horkheimer, exposed the Janus-faced nature of instrumental reason in its
alienating effects on humans and their relationship with the natural world.?

Adjusting this dialectic to the era of the Anthropocene, the era when humanity’s
impact on the planet exceeds that of the sun, Ulrich Beck’s concept of reflexive mod-
ernity thematized the severe repercussions of accelerated modernization. Beck’s
world risk society is faced with historically unprecedented risks accompanying its
techno-economic advances, such as the threat of nuclear destruction, pollution, or
unmanageable global waste.?! As of the 1960s, and with increasing fervor, influen-
tial post-structural theorists such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Judith
Butler exposed difference and ambiguity (which refers to something that can be
understood in two or more ways or is open to interpretation, like Derrida’s neolo-
gism “différance”) as new ways of reading texts, history, or gender as fluid rather
than as fixed entities. The destabilization of established binaries was equally the
concern of postcolonial critic Homi K. Bhabha, whose notion of colonial mim-
icry undid the hierarchization between colonizer and colonized and established the
“third space” concept as a site of creative tensions and the negotiation of cultural
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hybridities.?? Since the 2000s, an ongoing ontological turn has emphasized how
both unity and diversity must be considered simultaneously if we are to understand
how not only different worldviews, but also different worlds come into being.?

Ecological ambivalence is thus more than an expression of disorder and diffe-
rence, or merely a critique of binary conceptual thinking. In an era of climate
change, biodiversity loss, and planetary contamination, it is an intrinsic part of
all human experience, thought, and action—an expression of the current Zeitgeist
and logic. It works structurally on the individual as well as the societal level and
ranges from cognitive dissonance to the seemingly incommensurateness of even
institutions, ideologies, or worlds. To study the complexity of these variants of
ambivalences that emerge whenever humans try to define and implement con-
crete measures to improve the environmental status quo, this volume, Ecological
Ambivalence, Complexity, and Change: Perspectives from the Environmental
Humanities, draws on a rich legacy of critical-reflective thinking in ambivalence.
As its two-part structure illustrates, however, it does so, as a confluence of simul-
taneous developments in different disciplines, employing an interdisciplinary lens
that brings contributions from many different disciplines into conversation.

Ambivalence as an Approach of Lived Interdisciplinarity

Many disciplines in the humanities and social sciences rely on sociological and
philosophical conceptualizations of ambivalence, ranging from Adorno to Beck,
to expose the problematic dualisms that reside in much contemporary thinking
and action. With their focus on and consideration of different social groups, pol-
itical perspectives, economic interests, and spatial dimensions, for instance, the
social sciences, including Human Geography, inevitably encounter ambivalences.
Individual interests and needs conflict with social necessities, and what is
considered necessary at a global level can cause considerable damage at the local.
Protecting the rainforest to safeguard biodiversity and mitigate climate change for
the benefit of humanity often leads to violence and the displacement of local com-
munities. The call for decarbonization, the use of remote areas as carbon sinks, or
safeguarding the global gene pool are loudly articulated by the affluent societies
of the Global North, but they are seen by the majority of the world as a form of
encroachment on their sovereignty, or even as neo-colonialism.?* Yet, so far, the
scholarly discussion rarely explicitly focuses on ambivalence as a theoretical term
that can open up new ways of thinking and instead attempts to explore conflicts
that emerge in environmental transformation contexts. Ecological Ambivalence,
Complexity, and Change: Perspectives from the Environmental Humanities seeks
to propose ambivalence not only as a descriptive mode or a tool of analysis, but
also as a perspective and an approach of lived interdisciplinarity and of engaging
with the world.

Caspar Battegay’s remark about the difference between ambiguity and ambiva-
lence sets the tone for this lived interdisciplinarity and engagement: “[...] the
observation that our world can be confusingly ambiguous and exhausting is banal.
The fact that it is ambivalent, on the other hand, seems somehow interesting.”?
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Battegay is hardly the first to celebrate the invigorating potential of ambivalence.
A century before the Swiss psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler coined the term ambiva-
lence, poet John Keats admired William Shakespeare’s “negative capability” and
cast it as a creative method of “being in uncertainties [...] without any irritable
searching for fact and reason.”?® In literature, linguistics, and literary studies, the
creative potential of ambivalence is actually commonplace—poetry in particular,
but also straightforward forms of prose rely on the multilayered nature and ambi-
guity of language to defy the familiar and convey the idea that there is some-
thing other than what we have learned to accept as a given. Ambivalence as an
approach, we argue in this book, puts this creative potential to use by highlighting
contradictions without smoothing them out, by putting the dilemmas out there as
something equally invigorating and disturbing. Only by fully recognizing ambiva-
lence can it become a useful tool in the search for possible pathways that lead the
way out of an impossible situation.

The Environmental Humanities as a critical and interdisciplinary field, fur-
thermore, provide a particularly suitable framework to undertake such an intel-
lectual endeavor. With its many different scholarly and institutional points of
departure, accompanied by journals, conference, and research initiatives (such as
the International Doctoral Program Um(Welt)Denken. Rethinking Environment, in
the context of which this book emerged), the field took off as a global phenomenon
around the turn of this millennium. Those who have since joined the experiment
share a critique of the limited focus of earlier environmental histories, its essen-
tialism toward nature and declensionist narratology, and challenge the persistent
anthropocentric bias of dominant ethical and political theories. A key and ongoing
conceptual point of critique is the nature-culture divide that puts humans outside of
and in control of “nature.””” Importantly, however, Environmental Humanities did
not emerge proposing a new object of study, a new humanistic perspective on not-
humanistic fields, or a particular set of methods. It emphasized the need to work
collaboratively from the humanities and social sciences to adequately respond to
the complexity of ecological crises with constructive knowledge and criticism.?®

As an interdisciplinary field committed to complex modes of analysis, we argue,
Environmental Humanities are hence perfectly placed to embrace ambivalence as
an approach that recognizes the simultaneity of difference and unity, without lev-
eling global inequality. It can do so in two important ways: first, by fully playing
out the field’s mindfulness of different methods, approaches, theories, and archives
and, second, by placing particular emphasis on its critical ontological approach that
seeks to move beyond an understanding of differences to facilitate collaboration
and nourish compromise. Everyday practice in the interdisciplinary Environmental
Humanities involves not merely describing difference, but also engaging in the
ongoing practice of listening to and connecting with the other and finding a joint
or compatible methodology, approach, or even solution. The contributions in Part
I of this book are living testimony to this process of interdisciplinary collaboration
where disciplinary entry points—ranging from vocabulary to citation practices—
are introduced and discussed. Contributions in Part II of this book, then demon-
strate how scholars from the Environmental Humanities are particularly prone to
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identifying the inter-connectivity between mental states, economic developments,
and socio-ecological transformation processes and the powerful role of ambiva-
lence as both a risk and an opportunity for finding solutions in the face of global
ecological threats, collective ignorance, and individual depression. Chapters exem-
plify how conflicts and perspectives clash between the Global North and the Global
South, or how powerful actors engage in greenwashing or condone environmental
damage in the pursuit of profit while ignoring the interests of marginalized groups.
What comes to the fore are the seemingly irresolvable contradictions between the
need for decarbonization and the desire for security and prosperity, along with
the question of solidarity and impossible alliances between labor rights and envir-
onmental protection. Lived experiences collide with business strategies and the
dark sides of taken-for-granted consumerism. What all authors bring to this book
helps in maintaining its disciplinary specificity and distinct methodological borders
while hoping to cross-pollinize ideas, inspire conversations and new collaborations
across the boundaries that exist between academic fields, and secure their respective
scholarly standards. This claim positions this book as a contribution to a field that
envisions itself as always “in the making” while creating and maintaining a space
for scholarly controversy, interdisciplinary encounters, and fruitful ambivalence.

Conceptually grounded in the Environmental Humanities, and contributing to
the self-understanding and the definition of the field, Ecological Ambivalence,
Complexity, and Change is a multifaceted, highly informed conversation between
experts from the humanities, including the humanities-minded social sciences,
and economics. The book asks how the humanities and the social sciences can
work together to help humanity develop and cultivate the individual, collective,
and organizational skills that our societies need to overcome paralysis and engage
in practical action—all of which needs to be done in a prudent and responsible
manner. Each author engages in “writing across the border” of their discipline,
thus illustrating a special awareness vis-a-vis related, and less related, fields. This
makes this book an exercise in building intellectual pathways between theoret-
ical approaches and case studies, thereby connecting knowledge and insights from
anthropology, cultural studies, economics and management research, environ-
mental ethics, history, Human Geography, literary studies, political science, post-
colonial studies, and sociology.?
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