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Introduction
Global neoliberalism is implicitly and explicitly based upon a belief in technological
progress and humanity’s ability to develop new ways of overcoming the social and ecological
problems that arise from its economic activities. This perspective is clearly expressed in the
views of ‘economic optimists’, who perceive human potential to be virtually boundless and
strongly reject claims of cognitive, material, or ecological limits upon the human capacity for
problem solving. To the optimists, belief in the ability of the market to generate ‘technological
fixes’ to solve its own social and ecological externalities is a central pillar of an ideology rooted
in Enlightenment conceptions of modernity, progress, and reason. The belief in technological
progress forms one of the cornerstones of contemporary “neoliberal market civilization,”1 and
provides a framework of justification for widespread industrialized resource extraction in
challenging, dangerous, or ecologically uncertain circumstances.
This paper critically interrogates the conceptions of progress and the ‘technological fix’
that exist at the centre of neoliberal market civilization. It employs critical international relations
theory, post-structuralist, and Green approaches to suggest that modern capitalism demonstrates
an imbalance between its capacity to generate profitable extractive technology and its capacity to
generate innovations able to solve the social and ecological problems generated by those
extractive activities. This technology gap results in observable negative human security
outcomes caused when technological ‘safeguards’ fail and extractive activities cause ecological
damage that affects the security and wellbeing of human communities. Indeed, the effectiveness
of industry at using high-technology methods to extract previously inaccessible resources has led
to a growing gap that results in ever worse human security outcomes when technology fails.
This paper makes four related propositions: 1) contemporary market civilization is based
on three foundational logics and a belief in the ‘technological fix’ as the solution to social and
ecological free market externalities; 2) the technological fix is a false promise of market
civilization because the profit motive of private investors results in a ‘gap’ between the
technological capacity for resource extraction and the technological capacity to repair the
damage caused by failures in extractive processes; 3) the security of human communities is
conditioned by the quality of their physical environment; and 4) the interaction of the three
logics of market civilization results in a technological gap causing environmental damage and
worsened human security for affected communities. Environmentally driven human insecurity is
thus a normal product of neoliberal market civilization. These propositions are demonstrated
with respect to the collapse of the Atlantic Canadian fishery, wherein the technological fixes of
managed fisheries, sophisticated fish stock modelling, and ‘sustainable yields’ failed to prevent
the rapid collapse of North Atlantic cod stocks, and led to widespread economic and societal
challenges to community-level human security in Atlantic Canada.
Modernity, Market Civilization, and the Technological Fix
Current global political and economic order is deeply rooted in a particular conception of
Enlightenment modernity. Modernity in this sense is not defined as a particular temporal period,
coherent logic, philosophy, or social or political project. Rather, post-structuralist accounts
consider modernity as “a historical attitude or set of attitudes . . .highly mobile knowledge
practices – interpretive practices and practical dispositions – that are widely circulated across
dispersed and varied locales[,] . . .constitute modern subjects[,] . . .and enable and dispose these
1

Stephen Gill, “Globalisation, Market Civilisation, and Disciplinary Neoliberalism,” Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, Vol. 24, No. 3 (1995).

1

subjects to the further replication of the practices themselves.”2 In simpler terms, modernity is a
particular way of viewing the world, and consequently acting within and towards the world, that
is self-referential and self-reinforcing. Once an agent is socialized into the foundational values,
norms, limitations, exclusions, and practices of modernity, he or she becomes implicated in the
perpetuation of the modern political project through the way in which he or she thinks, acts,
reacts, and conceives the possibility for change within or to politics and society. By noting the
way in which ‘being modern’ extends to all aspects of one’s existence, modernity can be seen as
a totalizing or hegemonic ontological formation; it commands for itself the authority to govern
an individual’s relations in all aspects of the political and social domains.
The global North is dominated by three logics inherent in the ‘attitudes’ of modernity: the
logic of markets; the logic of science and technological progress; and the logic of bureaucracy.3
These logics – the ‘interpretive practices and practical dispositions’ of modernity noted above –
structure many aspects of contemporary global politics. They have, in fact, become increasingly
dominant during the post-Cold War era with the formalization, institutionalization, and
legalization of liberal individualism and market fundamentalism that has occurred globally.4
These logics have spread around the world, in part, through Euro- and Western-centric processes
of colonialism and imperialism, in their classic and modern variants, but find their most radical
expression in contemporary neoliberalism and the neoliberal state. Economic markets, in
particular, are central. Unlike other forms of capitalism, which have varying views of the
appropriate role of the state and its relationship to society and markets, neoliberalism “holds that
the social good will be maximized by maximizing the reach of and frequency of market
transactions, and it seeks to bring all human action into the domain of the market.”5 The role and
scope of the neoliberal state must correspondingly be minimized to the bare requirements for
facilitating market transactions and the enforcement of contracts. The logics of modernity
operate under neoliberalism to form the ideological foundations of what Stephen Gill termed the
‘new constitutionalism’ in global politics, “the political project of attempting to make
transnational liberalism . . .the sole model for future development,”6 thus privileging markets
above society, private goods above public ones, and individual benefit over collective wellbeing.
The inscription and entrenchment of free market orthodoxy within the structures and discourse of
global governance has transformed society such that we can now be said to inhabit a “neoliberal
market civilization” that is the philosophical and material descendent of Enlightenment
individualism, monopoly capitalism, and concentration of political and economic power within
an elite class of transnational capitalist actors.7
Some analysts have been described as ‘economic optimists’ because they place their faith
in the combined power of these logics, as embodied in “free markets, science, and liberal
2

Richard Ashley, “Living on Border Lines: Man, Poststructuralism, and War,” in James Der Derian and Michael J.
Shapiro, (eds.), International/Intertextual Relations: Postmodern Readings of World Politics. (Toronto: Lexington
Books, 1989), 260-261.
3
Matthew Taylor, “Twenty-first Century Enlightenment,” Essay 1. (London: The RSA, June 2010): 24. (Accessed
at www.thersa.org on November 17, 2010).
4
For a study of legalization in global politics see Kenneth W. Abbott, Robert O. Keohane, Andrew Moravcsik,
Anne-Marie Slaughter and Duncan Snidal, “The Concept of Legalization,” International Organization, Vol. 54, No.
3 (2000).
5
David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 3.
6
Gill, 412.
7
Ibid, 400. See also Vladimir Ilych Lenin, “Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism,” in Robert C. Tucker,
(ed.), The Lenin Anthology, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1975).

2

democracy,” to solve emerging global problems.8 The optimists assert an indefinite human
capacity for ingenuity and innovation at the same time that they diminish or outright dismiss
suggestions of cognitive, material, or ecological limitations to economic growth and humanity’s
innovative potential.9 Thus they claim that in “every sense except the one that is most literal and
least important, the planet’s resource base is growing larger, not smaller. Every day the planet
becomes less an object and more an idea.”10 Eschewing material limitations on the power of
ideas, economic optimists display indomitable faith in economic and political progress grounded
in the view that just as human ingenuity has overcome so many obstacles to humanity’s
betterment in the past, so shall it continue to do so in the future. This view is perhaps most
deeply embedded within the field of neoliberal economics, in which progress is central because it
enables the “economic growth [that] produces the profits and jobs that in turn provide incomes
and consumption for all classes of economic actors. Hence, the forces behind growth are integral
to the neoliberal economic process.”11 The imperative to ‘free’ markets from government
interference so that economies may continually grow in order to generate excess capital to be
reinvested in that economy to grow it further, a process that must be repeated ad infinitum, thus
forms the hard core of contemporary neoliberal market civilization.
The mechanism for this economic growth – also one of the greatest causal mechanisms
for change within liberal political theory – is specifically technological progress. The product of
human ingenuity, technological progress within the framework of global neoliberalism is the
belief that humanity will generate solutions to social, economic, and environmental problems
faster than those problems will endanger the ultimate goals of national prosperity and security.12
Such progress ideally takes the form of ‘technological fixes’, solutions that do not require
changing the underlying behaviours that caused the problem; according to Amory Lovins,
technological fixes “are advantageous today by conventional economic criteria, and have no
significant effect on life-styles.”13 Technological fixes are thus perfectly suited to market
civilization because they do not challenge the gestes repétés, or normal modes and behaviours of
everyday life, that arise from capitalism and underpin environmental problems.14 Though belief
in technological progress certainly varies, for the most devout economic optimists the ability of
as-yet-undeveloped technologies to deliver humanity from the worst of its problems can refute
the need to mitigate the causes of such problems in the first place.15 Disciples of market
fundamentalism emphasize that ingenuity-cum-technology will proffer a solution as soon as
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market incentives rise sufficiently to motivate human inquiry. Economists Joseph Stiglitz and
Paul Krugman have referred to a related strain of neoliberal optimism as belief in “the
confidence fairy.”16 The problem with such persistent optimism when applied to “the neoliberal
theory of technological change . . .[is] it becomes so deeply embedded in entrepreneurial
common sense, however, that it becomes a fetish belief: that there is a technological fix for each
and every problem.”17 Indeed, in an era of global environmental problems transcending state
boundaries, thus requiring coordinated action to effectively address, the promise of the
technological fix is employed to reassure concerned publics that problems remain within the
power of state and other elites to manage.18
The logic of bureaucracy might seemingly contradicts the logic of markets, which is
premised upon minimizing the role of government. However, bureaucratization in this sense is
not about expanding the role or size of government per se, but about the site of decision-making
and the ability of citizens to engage and democratically interrogate the decision-mechanisms
responsible for public policy. In this context, the neoliberal state stymies democratic
accountability through two mechanisms: institutional delegation and institutional paralysis or
capture. Delegation is a central, and not necessarily negative, feature of the ‘new
constitutionalism’ of neoliberal market civilization; in a globalized world, it may be necessary if
states are to grapple with the range of political and economic issues they face. Such delegation,
however, involves shifting some measure of policy responsibility away from democratically
accountable state actors. While some have suggested that the scope of state power has increased
as a result of globalization and the emergence of transnational problems,19 the institutionalization
of free market principles within the architecture of global governance transfers substantial state
decision-making authority both upwards to international institutions and downwards to private
non-state actors. Thus, “neo-liberalization has entailed, for example, increasing reliance on
public-private partnerships . . . Businesses and corporations not only collaborate intimately with
state actors but even acquire a strong role in writing legislation, determining public policies, and
setting regulatory frameworks.”20 The site of certain decision-making thus moves out of elected
legislatures and into corporate offices or the institutional headquarters of international trade and
financial organizations. Once delegated authority has been established, moreover, it tends to
foster ‘expert’ and ‘scientific’ governance over democratically accountable mechanisms,
including a preference for formalization, arbitration, and judicialization of decision-making and
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dispute resolution consistent with the new constitutionalism.21 This further reinforces the
perceived strength of scientific expertise inherent to technological problem-solutions.
Delegation can thus contribute to institutional paralysis or capture, which derives from a
critical view of the state as the site for elite competition. Peter Newell notes “there is a tendency
to underplay the role of the state as the centrifugal unit in [non-state governance] networks.
Even when they seemingly bypass the state . . .they often ultimately require forms of state
authority.”22 The state remains crucial, but is hardly autonomous or independent of the influence
of powerful domestic and transnational actors. To the contrary, while state power varies widely
across different contexts and issue areas, one of the central effects of global neoliberalism has
been to increase the power of private non-state actors relative to sovereign polities. The
territoriality of states limits their policy options and leverage over highly mobile transnational
actors; Matthew Paterson observes that, “because of the necessity of growth for capitalism to
survive, those organising such growth, defined generally as capital, gain a great deal of power
with respect to state decision-making.”23 This has been widely observed with respect to the role
of private non-state actors in attempting to sway public and legislative opinion such that it
protects or furthers their interests, perhaps nowhere more than regards environmental
regulation.24 Alternatively, if they must do business in a particular jurisdiction, non-state
corporate actors have routinely subverted the independence of state apparatuses intended to
regulate their activities, wherein “the seemingly autonomous administrative agency is, upon
inspection, captured, and the seemingly constrained industries area liberated and enriched.
Consequently, the industry tail wags the regulatory dog.”25
Finally, a defining characteristic of modernity is that it privileges the authority of a
particular ‘sovereign voice’ to determine the bounds of acceptable social, economic, and political
discourse and praxis. The sovereign is held as the ahistorical adjudicator of claims to truth,
legitimacy, and power, a disposition that Jacques Derrida and subsequent post-structuralist
scholars termed logocentrism:
A practical orientation and a procedure that at once presupposes, invokes,
and effects a normalizing practical expectation. This is the expectation
that all interpretation and practice must secure recognition and power by
appeal to some identical consciousness, principle of interpretation or
necessary subjectivity . . .A logocentric discourse is inclined to impose
21
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closure by resorting to one or another fixed standard of interpretation . . .a
standpoint and standard supposedly occupying a place outside of history
and beyond politics from which it is possible to give voice to a singular
interpretation of the historical and political differences perceived.26
The logics of technology, markets, and bureaucracy are all privileged in modern politics, but it is
scientific and technological development, so integral to progress and economic growth, that is
the logocentric authority of Enlightened ‘Reasoning Man’.27 Technological progress is the
sovereign voice of neoliberal market civilization, and evaluates all political and economic claims
against the promise of human betterment that can supposedly be realized only by exposure to the
generative forces of the marketplace. Technological progress has found expression in some of
the grandest projects ever undertaken to ‘improve’ the human condition, and persists in its
authority despite the abject and repeated failure of many of Reasoning Man’s best efforts.28
The neoliberal sovereign of technological progress is clearly visible within the subdiscipline of global environmental politics (GEP). It is generally accepted that the hegemonic
discursive and practical structure of GEP in the post-Cold War era is that of ‘liberal
environmentalism’, an ontological compromise whose norms “predicate international
environmental protection on the promotion and maintenance of a liberal economic order.”29
Approaches towards the management of environmental problems that contravene the ideological
insistence upon limiting the role of government, minimizing regulation, exogenizing the costs of
social and ecological externalities, and preserving the economic primacy of private actors are
delegitimized by global neoliberalism’s logocentric imperative of market-led technological
progress. Newell observes that within GEP, “while economic orthodoxies are sacrosanct and
protected from scrutiny, environmental measures are always evaluated according to their
potential to negatively affect capital accumulation objectives.”30 Indeed, Steven Bernstein
alludes to this foreclosure of conceptual and policy alternatives when he notes “that the framing
and understanding of appropriate behaviour on environmental issues in global environmental
governance forums stems from these [neoliberal] norms. Moreover, to the degree that practical
measures stray from these norms, agreement or ability to implement practical responses will be
difficult and conflict-laden.”31 One sees that global environmental politics is firmly rooted in
neoliberal market civilization, and takes its meaning, sets its boundaries, and determines its
conditions of possibility within the discursive and practical limitations of faith in technological
progress, the free market, and bureaucratic domestic and transnational organizations that
underpin the neoliberal constitutionalism of contemporary global order.32
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3. Progress, Profit, and the Technology Gap
One of the central contentions of this paper is that the technological fix is a false promise
of neoliberal market civilization. The modern view that progress is linear and technological
innovation will indefinitely solve humanity’s future problems is neither rational nor historically
founded. To the contrary, it relies upon sweeping generalizations about the nature of past
progress and blind optimism about the human capacity to generate ingenious solutions to current
and emerging global challenges that are orders of magnitude greater and more complex than
those we have confronted in the past. Rational scepticism about technological progress, which
has also been called environmental realism,33 is undermined in the global North by the
prevalence of technological solutions to the quotidian inconveniences of daily life, which “give
humans the illusion of dominating the world through high technologies more than at any time in
history.”34 This faith in scientific salvation has been described as ‘techno-hubris’, understood
simply as the view that market-driven technological innovation will indefinitely satisfy human
problem-solving needs, diminishing the need for significant or sustained changes to human
behaviour.35 The result of fusing the sovereign authority of technological progress to the
orthodoxy of the free market, techno-hubris is central to market civilization because “one of the
characteristic features of the [neoliberal] growth ethic is a generally misguided faith in the magic
of the ‘technological fix’.”36
The flaws of techno-hubris include the assumption that progress will occur when and
where it is needed, and that it will do so uniformly across different areas of human endeavour.
Economic optimists rest their faith in the technological fix on the exceptional scale and speed of
technological change over the 19th and 20th centuries. Technological and human development
during this period was indeed revolutionary, providing the material means required to support a
global population that grew more than six hundredfold between the years 1800 and 2000. The
high rate of technical innovation fostered a belief in the inevitability of technological and human
development unfettered by cognitive, material, and ecological limits to further ‘progress’. As
Thomas Homer-Dixon has observed, however, actual scientific progress during the 19th and 20th
centuries was wildly uneven across different areas of inquiry, and exceptional progress had no
particular relationship with the most urgent human problems. So, whereas during this period
usable military explosive power increased by a factor of approximately one billion and
performance in communication technology by nearly one trillion, transportation speed increased
by between fifty- and three hundredfold, and agricultural production by a mere fourfold.37 These
figures provide only rough estimates, but they demonstrate that the rates of technological
progress vary substantially across different domains, and that the relative societal importance of
those domains has little bearing upon the rate of progress. Given neoliberalism’s dependence
upon the boundless potential of technological progress, “economic optimists are not keen to
33
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acknowledge that technology solves some problems faster than others,” or that there may be
problems it cannot solve not at all.38
In practice, technological progress is also undermined by the other two logics of
neoliberal market civilization: free markets and bureaucracy. Market civilization delegates
responsibility for driving technological innovation primarily to market forces; the market
incentivizes those technologies expected to be the most profitable.39 This leads to greater
emphasis upon developing technologies that will be profitable for private economic actors, and
devalues technology with less clear or less profitable applications. Crucially, if the societal and
environmental costs of resource extraction are not adequately priced by market mechanisms,
then the technologies needed to address ecological and societal harms are unlikely to be
adequately developed. As Julian Saurin states, “costs under capitalism are explicitly recognised
only in the form of market prices and yet it is also the case that one of the characteristics of
environmental harms is that markets either do not exist, or surrogate markets are weak.”40
Though profit is a clear and legitimate motivator of private innovation, the increasingly profitdriven nature of publicly funded science suggests that market forces will also determine the
direction of public investment in research and technology. The ensuing commercialization of
science suggests that profitable technologies will be developed faster than seemingly
unprofitable ones, if the latter are developed at all.41 Societal need – what Homer-Dixon calls its
“ingenuity requirement,”42 – is not the primary driver of innovation; the market price for a
particular good or service is. The role of markets in driving innovation is relevant across the
sub-discipline of global environmental politics, and the market-society imbalances that result
have been examined in light of issues such as hazardous waste management, consumer culture,
and global climate change.43 Emerging carbon markets demonstrate that market-driven
technological innovation is responsive to profits rather than social purpose; because carbon has
not been effectively priced by the marketplace innovation remains limited and the societal need
to reduce emissions goes unmet.
The myth of technological progress is also stymied by the logic of modern bureaucratic
institutions, which can impede technological solutions to or regulation of environmentally
harmful processes. As Peter Newell notes: “multilateral environmental negotiations are
increasingly conducted in the shadow of world trade rules. This prioritisation of economic over
environmental rule-making reflects . . .the ways in which the rights of capital over states are
being enshrined in international trade and investment agreements.”44 Institutional delegation
empowers international financial institutions such as the WTO, IMF, and World Bank to delimit,
38
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and in some cases dictate, the terms of global environmental protection, and largely frees
powerful corporate actors to determine their own relationship with the environment.45
Meanwhile, efforts to establish or update effective and enforceable regimes to govern highstakes environmental issues that pit private interests against public goods – including the REDD
framework for global deforestation, the UN Biodiversity Convention to address biodiversity loss,
and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change – have encountered, at best, limited
success.46 Instead, neoliberal environmental governance tends towards voluntary corporate
compliance regimes, which remain premised on profit-making, and multilateral financial
institutions that subordinate environmental decisions to economic and trade priorities.47
Multilateral institutionalization tends towards minimalist environmental standards on the
grounds that “it is infinitely better . . .to have an internationally agreed-on approach on
accommodating legitimate environmental concerns in the multilateral trading system than to
allow these concerns to be reflected in inconsistent, unilateral measures,”48 even if unilateral
measures could provide better environmental protection or incentivize technological solutions to
discrete environmental problems.
States have not ceded all responsibility for environmental decision-making, but the
delegation of environmental decisions to international and private actors contributes to limiting
technological progress because it maintains the privileged role of private, profit-driven actors in
driving innovation while dislocating state responsibility for the protection of the public good. If
the central issue here regards the innovative lacunae that emerge when market-based incentives
are relied upon to generate technological solutions to human problems, then institutional
delegation further distances states from democratic decision-making processes that could
generate problem-solutions not currently valorized by the market. Crucially, delegation has also
empowered certain international institutions to override or direct state environmental decisions if
these contravene neoliberal civilization’s market orthodoxy. This has occurred, for example, in
WTO arbitral rulings that have overturned domestic environmental legislation, as in the U.S.
reformulated gasoline ruling and the so-called shrimp-turtle case,49 and in the case of World
Bank/IMF loan conditionality that has forced developing states to pursue resource exploitation in
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order to receive international lending.50 This move also empowers non-state private actors, since
they exert significant influence over international trade and financial institutions as well as
domestic political structures.51 Delegation, so consistent with the neoliberal modes of
minimizing the role of government, maximizing the autonomy of markets, and, protecting the
interests of transnational capital, culminates in a condition whereby “the public realm is left
attempting to resolve the harms generated by [economic processes] . . .whilst the private entities
– businesses and corporations – retain authority over production decisions.”52
The logic of bureaucracy also limits technological progress through the paralysis of state
institutions or the capture of regulatory bodies by private interests. In part, this is facilitated by
the practice of institutional delegation, but is also driven by the interests of private capital.
Widely identified in the public choice literature as ‘regulatory capture’, co-option of regulatory
and oversight bodies in the field of global environmental politics has emerged as a significant
problem in the context of neoliberal constitutionalism. The subordination of environmental
decisions to international trade and financial institutions whose core constituencies consist of the
world’s largest and most significant non-state polluters has been described as putting “foxes in
charge of the chickens.”53 Thus it seems clear that, whether employing the legal instruments of
the new constitutionalism or the more traditional tools of private influence, corporate actors can
paralyze or co-opt state institutions in order to “weaken environmental legislation and generally
to align state policy more closely with the interests of dominant and transnational capital.”54
Partly as a result, technological progress as the panacea for human problems is undone by the
normal operation of the other foundational logics of neoliberal market civilization.
Despite the market-based and bureaucratic limitations upon the production of societal
innovation, even some critical scholars evoke techno-hubris by assuming the global North’s
ability to insulate itself from serious environmental and human insecurity through technological
innovation.55 But as Homer-Dixon warns, “these beliefs and the complacency they produce are
often completely unwarranted; in fact, we often only have superficial control over the complex
systems we’ve made and critically depend upon.”56 Belief in the technological fix as the
definitive mechanism of human progress rests upon an ahistorical assumption of its inalienability
from modern life; since modernity is defined by progress, the modern sovereign cannot consider
a world in which technological progress may be limited, transient, or inadequate to the scale of
human need. The result, it appears, is a world in which the volume of technological supply is
presumed to exceed the scale of technological demand. Maarten Hajer comments that this mode
of thought is “basically a modernist and technocratic approach to the environment that suggests
that there is a techno-institutional fix for the present problems.”57 In practice, the culmination of
the combined logics of technology, markets, and bureaucracy is a technological gap between the
50
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capacity for extraction – a highly profitable undertaking – and the less profitable business of
fixing the problems that arise when extractive technologies fail. Since such technological failure
often involves negative ecological outcomes, this technological gap is implicated in human
insecurity for communities affected by the ensuing environmental changes.
4. Human (In)Security and the Environment
The modern idea of progress is deeply embedded in contemporary discourses of security
and environmentalism, which share a radical conceptual separation of Man and Nature.
Traditional security theory centres upon the protection of state referent objects from military
threats to their survival and national interests.58 Liberal environmentalism, as discussed above,
dominates global environmental politics and premises environmental policy-making upon the
maintenance of a global neoliberal economic order.59 Technological progress is integral as a
means of continually increasing the level of security available to the state under conditions of
anarchy,60 just as it is essential to legitimating the primacy of economic priorities over
environmental ones. The dominant discursive and practical structures of security and
environment thus de-link constructions of the state and the economy, respectively, from broader
interaction with or dependence upon a well functioning physical environment. In doing so, each
valorizes non-human artefacts above human referents, and demonstrates how the ‘state’ and
‘economy’ have become interwoven and co-dependent at the same time that they have been
radically divorced from the environment: “security as a cultural practice that defends the
common ‘liberal’ way of life cannot therefore be separated from [economic] development.”61
Both frameworks situate humanity and its endeavours outside of a dependent relationship upon
Nature, and subordinate human referent objects – be they individuals, communities, societies, or
the species – to the higher interest of some other object of moral concern.
A literature on environmentally driven human insecurity challenges this separation, and
situates the dependent relationship between humanity and a well functioning physical
environment at the centre of its analysis.62 Drawing on critical and Green insights, including the
maxim that ‘everything is connected to everything else’, these works challenge certain themes in
the fields of GEP and environmental security, including tendencies towards the separation of
Man and Nature, state-centrism, technological logocentrism, and a homogenizing move towards
neoliberal values and institutions. This is done through two principal assertions: first, of the
normative desirability of employing human referent objects as the focus of security analysis, and
second, of the physical, economic, and societal dependence of human security upon a
functioning and relatively unpolluted physical environment. At its root, environmental human
58
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security holds that “the environment, modified by human interference, sets the conditions for
socio-political-economic life. When these conditions are poor, life is poor.”63 The environment,
therefore, is seen to be the essential condition for the maintenance of human security, eclipsing in
ontological importance other oft-used ‘sectors’ of security analysis.64 Given the relatively high
levels of human security enjoyed by most peoples within the global North, environmental
changes are particularly relevant given that they may pose the single greatest source of insecurity
facing the world’s wealthiest and most secure populations.
When considering the core question of security analysis – who should be secured from
what and how? – an ecologically informed approach to human security must inquire into social
and economic processes that degrade or undermine the capacity of physical environments to
support human life and provide the material necessities for human wellbeing. The structural
forms of neoliberal market civilization are thus central to contemporary environmental security
analysis because “it is the broader social and ecological degradation wrought by modernity which
is the overriding context for any discussion of security.”65 It is possible to see how the logics of
neoliberal market civilization, insofar as they result in an imbalance in the technological capacity
to cause and resolve environmental problems, are centrally implicated in the (re)production of
contemporary forms of human insecurity around the globe.66 If, as many scholars have claimed,
environmental damage should not be considered a by-product of modern society or an externality
of economic processes, but rather as “a routine consequence of existing structures of power,”67
then we must interrogate the logics of our current civilization not as neutral or normatively
unproblematic, but as central contributors to ongoing conditions of human insecurity.
5. Modern Logics and the Collapse of the Atlantic Fishery
In 1992, the Canadian government imposed a moratorium on extraction of cod and other
groundfish stocks from the north Atlantic fishery. This policy resulted from the collapse of
reported populations of fish in the region, and ensuing fears about the short and long-term
viability of the fishing industry, which directly and indirectly employed more than 50,000
people, primarily in Newfoundland and Labrador. The causes of the collapse and its ecological,
economic, and social implications have been widely studied, and there is general agreement that
it resulted from the interaction of a variety of phenomena.68 Most observers agree that “the
practice of [fisheries] management, which has led to depletion and dependence, points to the
inability of resource management frameworks to control destructive fishing practices, the
realities of which are connected to economic and technological realities that are present in
63
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modern society generally.”69 There is virtually universal agreement that the primary cause was
commercial overfishing ineffectively managed by government regulation. The collapse of the
Atlantic Canadian fishery is examined here in light of the three logics of modernity and the
context of environmentally driven human insecurity.
The overexploitation and ultimate depletion of the north Atlantic cod fishery was
intimately connected with technological development in the fishing industry. Though fishing
provided Atlantic Canada’s economic base for much of the preceding 400 years, “technological
developments such as radar, sonar, diesel engines, hydraulics, synthetic material for nets, and
refrigeration, transformed the realities that shaped the exploitation of the fish in the Northwest
Atlantic in the 1950s and 1960s.”70 Of particular note is the changing nature of fishing vessels in
the post-war period, with traditional side trawlers giving way first to stern trawlers, whose
extractive potential remained limited by their necessary proximity to port, and later to factoryequipped freezer trawlers capable of spending months at sea and catching and processing
hundreds of tons of fish before returning to shore.71 These ‘turbo trawlers’ were exceedingly
effective at accomplishing their purpose, namely extracting as much fish as possible from coastal
fisheries, and between “between 1960 and 1968, the catches of all groundfish off Canada’s [east]
coast increased by 55%.”72 1968 is the high-water mark of the north Atlantic cod fishery, and in
that year approximately 2,500,000 tonnes of groundfish, including 810,000 tonnes of cod, were
extracted, more than three times as much as any year prior to 1954.73 As a result of such massive
extraction, by 1995 the total biomass of groundfish stocks in the Atlantic Canadian fishery had
declined to 11% of 1982 levels and less than 6% of levels from the 1960s.74 Much is made in the
literature of the initial role of foreign fishers, primarily from Europe, in reducing cod stocks in
the 1970s before the modernization of the Canadian fleet and assertion of sole Canadian fishing
rights to a 200-mile coastal Economic Exclusion Zone (EEZ) enabled domestic extraction to
push the fishery beyond a sustainable threshold in the early 1990s.75 The EEZ was established
“based on the recognition of predatory international fishing practices – which were then only
replicated internally within national boundaries.”76 This suggests that within the context of a
global neoliberal economic system, the distinction between foreign and Canadian fishers is
largely irrelevant; both signify market actors pursuing private profit according to the
accumulative logic of a common-pool resource.
The technological fixes promised by government and industry came in the form of
69
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authoritative fish stock modelling, the surety that a sustainable yield, or Total Allowable Catch
(TAC), existed and could be scientifically determined, and ultimately the moratorium itself.
According to Ransom Myers, former scientist with the Canadian Department of Fisheries and
Oceans (DFO) and pre-eminent scholar of the cod fishery collapse, the problem with modelling
fish stock populations is that “the basic idea is, once you’ve eaten all the fish, you know how
many there used to be.”77 The scientific solutions proffered by government to show that it could
manage extraction from the fishery are illustrative of the desire for technological solutions even
in their effective absence. Like all modelling, virtual population analysis (VPA) of fish stocks
relies upon numerous assumptions, such as the view that “the commercial catch-per-unit effort is
proportional to the abundance, and that this provides some protection for the stock as the
population declines. This assumption has been shown to be false . . .The commercial catch-perunit effort remained relatively high as the stocks declined because of the ability of modern
fishing vessels to find and catch fish.”78 In other words, the extractive technology was too
effective for a technological fix to easily curtail.
Official efforts to model and manage extraction from the north Atlantic fishery
encountered unexpected economic limitations upon the utility of their scientific tools, and
“scientific investigation consistently lagged behind economic realities of depleted stocks and
inexorable exploitation of more-distant fishing grounds.”79 The profit incentive to develop
extractive technology greatly exceeded efforts to manage the level of resource extraction, namely
the development of methods to ameliorate the social, economic, and ecological damage caused
by the fishery’s collapse. The maintenance of the fishery as a functioning resource was not
priced by the market, even though its collapse has cost the regional economy between $500
million and $1 billion in annual revenue for the past 18 years, in addition to more than $4 billion
spent by the federal government in the form of vehicle and license retirement, social assistance,
and re-training for Atlantic Canadian fishers.80 Following the collapse, the regional economy,
particularly that of Newfoundland and Labrador, was only saved from greater loss “to the extent
that public funds substitute for cash inputs from the fishing industry,”81 illustrating Saurin’s
claim that under neoliberalism profits from production accrue to private actors while costs and
risk are borne by the state.82 The promise of the technological fix persisted even after the
collapse, with the moratorium itself being presented by the government as a short-term measure
needed to restore the fishery to health, expected to end within two years of its imposition.83 The
moratorium has been in place ever since, and to date there has not been significant regeneration
of cod stocks in the northwest Atlantic fishery.
In the wake of the technologically-induced collapse and the federal fishing moratorium,
bureaucratic actors at all levels engaged in denial, obfuscation, and finger-pointing to avoid
bearing responsibility for the devastating social, economic, and ecological impacts. To avoid
accepting responsibility for insufficiently protecting the public interest, bureaucrats and their
77
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political superiors engaged in three sets of tactics: 1) they claimed that decision-making power,
and thus responsibility, actually rested with some other authority – delegation; 2) they initially
refused to accept the scale of the problem, denying the need to alter existing regulatory
mechanisms or management schemes – institutional paralysis; and 3) they claimed that causes
besides overfishing were responsible, despite the scientific agreement that overfishing by private
actors was the definitive cause – regulatory capture. Each can be illustrated in turn.
Arriving in Newfoundland on July 1, 1992, then federal Minister of Fisheries and Oceans
John Crosbie was confronted by a group of residents protesting the federal government’s
imposition of a moratorium on the fishery. Amid shouts and argument, one woman said to the
minister: “This situation is not our fault, Mr. Crosbie, this situation is not our fault. It’s the
government’s fault . . .it’s the government’s mismanagement . . .It’s not my fault, it’s not my
husband’s fault, who’s a fisherman. It’s not our fault, and we shouldn’t have to take the dirty
end of the stick for it. It’s not our fault.” Shortly thereafter, addressing the crowd of angry
Newfoundlanders, Crosbie responded, “Why are you yelling at me? I didn't take the fish from the
God damn water, so don't go abusing me.”84 These comments by individuals who represent two
key parties in the exploitation of the cod fishery speak of the absence of responsibility taken in
the aftermath of the fishery’s collapse. Though neither government nor the fishing industry was
entirely to blame, neither could they reasonably deny their partial culpability in the unsustainable
exploitation of the fishery: the government had clearly failed to manage the fishery, and the
fishers and other fish-workers comprised a domestic industry that had been the primary extractor
of cod since the establishment of the EEZ in 1977. Fishers blamed government and foreign
vessels, government denied its responsibility and vacillated about the cause, so “rather than
analyze the relationships and procedures which have caused the collapse of the fishery, most
relevant fishery discussions have demonized the foreigner, the seal, and changing climatic
conditions which allegedly caused the cod to freeze to death off the coast of Labrador.”85
The delegation of responsibility by government and industry following the collapse was
largely premised upon denial that overfishing was the fundamental cause of the problem. This
involved two distinct phases: preceding the collapse, policymakers at DFO ignored the advice of
their own scientists and set limits for the Total Allowable Catch that exceeded what the data
suggested was the sustainable yield of cod. By the mid-1980s, it was apparent that DFO’s
projections of fish stocks had been wildly optimistic, but in 1989 the minister declined to follow
his scientists’ advice and reduce the TAC by half, reducing it by one tenth instead. As a result,
in 1991 more than half of the total volume of all remaining fish in the waters off Newfoundland
was extracted, and, just seven months before the imposition of the moratorium, the DFO set the
same quota for the following year.86 The capacity of government to take action had been
compromised by the political and economic imperative of keeping the fishery open. This phase
of denial was followed by a second round after the collapse, in which officials ignored,
challenged, or lied about the scientific findings that overfishing had caused the collapse.
Elizabeth Brubaker has detailed how, well into the mid-1990s, DFO officials, including the
Minister and his deputies, attempted to dismiss their own scientists’ findings about the cause of
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the collapse, and eventually censured those scientists who spoke openly about overfishing.87
Attempting to lay the blame on environmental factors such as changing ocean climate and
voracious harp seals, “DFO routinely suppressed politically inconvenient research into the causes
of the cod decline,” ultimately suppressing, reprimanding, suing, and firing Ransom Myers for
his public insistence on overfishing as the cause, contrary to the DFO’s official position.88 The
primary tool that government used was an attempt to establish the validity of alternative
environmental explanations, despite a paucity of scientific evidence. Questioned in the House of
Commons about a 1995 report co-authored by Myers that affirmed the role of overfishing and
downplayed the importance of environmental factors, Fisheries Minister Brian Tobin denied
such a report existed. When challenged about this denial, Tobin “replied that scientists could be
petulant, pompous prima donnas and suggested firing them.”89 According to Myers, the DFO
“seemed to have notion that you could sit in Ottawa and make up reality. If you could enforce a
scientific consensus, that would become reality.”90 Scientific logocentrism and bureaucratic
paralysis are evident in the struggle to define the terms and assign responsibility for the cod
fishery collapse.
Finally, the north Atlantic fishery shows signs of regulatory capture, insofar as the
decisions and actions of government were taken primarily with industry’s interests in mind. The
data collected by DFO scientists in order to determine estimates of fish populations were
gathered partly from the logs of commercial fishing trawlers.91 Providing industry with the
ability to influence scientific estimates of fish stocks that are then used to determine the Total
Allowable Catch clearly gave private actors the opportunity to affect the stringency of their own
regulation. Even the post-collapse financial assistance provided to the fishing industry served
the interests of private capital more than it helped manage the structural problems of the industry
and region. The Atlantic Groundfish Strategy (TAGS) was intended to help the fishing industry
transition following the collapse and moratorium by reducing fishing capacity. In a report on
federal spending to help Atlantic Canada ‘adjust’ to the moratorium, the Auditor General
concluded that despite the intention that TAGS and other federal subsidies would help reduce the
chronic over-capacity and over-capitalization of the East Coast fishery, five years later “effective
fishing capacity was 160% of what it had been in the early 1990s.”92 That the collapse of
groundfish stocks as a result of commercial overfishing should result in government programs
whose end result is the further subsidization and modernization of those private commercial
interests such that the physical capacity to exploit the now-exhausted resource actually increases
is simply stunning. In retrospect, the DFO “was cheerleading rather than regulating,”93 but the
overall decision-making and response of government to management of the fisheries strongly
suggests the satisfaction of commercial over public needs.
The technological gap that arises from the three logics of neoliberal market civilization is
demonstrated by the collapse of the north Atlantic cod fishery and ensuing Canadian moratorium
on commercial cod fishing in 1992. Arguments that the collapse of the fishery is primarily
87
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attributable to excessive volumes of extraction enabled by high technology methods are by
themselves unsurprising. Understanding the collapse of fisheries as resulting from the
interaction of technological, commercial, and bureaucratic forces is the received wisdom within
the literature. Essential, however, is understanding that fishery collapse, like other forms of
resource depletion and exhaustion, is not an aberration or market failure per se, but the normal
outcome of the interactions of these logics within market civilization. Though the fishery could
be understood as a common pool resource whose benefits could be accessed immediately or
distributed over time, the maintenance of a functional social economy, in this case that of
Atlantic Canada, was not in itself valued by the marketplace, whereas a supply of codfish clearly
was. The market incentives to develop high technology methods to extract these fish were
clearly successful, scientific modelling and ‘sustainable yields’ categorically failed to provide
technological fixes to the practice of overexploitation, and institutional failure acted as an
enabler for privately driven resource exhaustion.
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