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As the subtitle of the book suggests, the starting point
of Power in Conservation is in acknowledging that polit-
ical ecology has so far been the most popular approach
in studying power in conservation and, with that, to try
to advance our understanding of power in conservation
by drawing on anthropological insights beyond political
ecology. Carol Carpenter argues that mobilizing Foucault’s
concepts of power together with ethnographic methods from
anthropology promises such a deeper understanding. The
book is written in an accessible textbook style to introduce
Foucault’s key ideas and to show how seminal works in
anthropology of conservation and development have drawn
on these ideas and developed them further since the 1990s.
The book will be particularly of interest to undergraduate
and graduate students in political ecology, geography,
anthropology, development and environmental studies,
and conservation biology and environmental management.
Students who are more generally interested in Foucault’s
governmentality lectures at the Collège de France might
also find parts of the book helpful as a reading aid, although
the book’s coverage and interpretation of these lectures is
fairly short and selective, lacking a systematic and in-depth
engagement with key ideas developed by Foucault.

Throughout the book Carpenter focuses on four key Fou-
cauldian concepts of power: the power of discourse, disci-
pline and governmentality, subject formation, and neoliberal
governmentality. The introduction finishes with a short but
useful overview of different ways in which power is concep-
tualized drawing on Foucault. Carpenter’s intention is to pro-
vide a “tool-box of ideas about power in conservation”. The

first 12 out of 18 chapters are well structured by first intro-
ducing Foucault’s ideas and then illustrating how these ideas
resonate with seminal works in conservation and develop-
ment anthropology. Chapters 13 to 18 abandon this structure,
instead offering a collection of themes in environmental an-
thropology, from the role of the economy and the state, to
assemblages, to global conservation agreements and under-
lying universals (e.g., nature), ending with world-making in
the Anthropocene. Although all these themes in conserva-
tion and development are important in their own right, why
they were selected remains unclear and somewhat arbitrary.
How they relate to power in conservation is also not always
spelled out.

Carpenter begins the book by asserting that a lot of ink on
power in conservation has been spilled to highlight its co-
ercive dimensions while an examination of its more subtle
and benevolent workings is still wanting. The author does
not substantiate this, to me, questionable claim. However,
she seeks to explain this alleged lacuna through two further
claims. First, power in conservation has been predominantly
examined from a political ecology perspective which lacks
an ethnographic approach. Second, the analytical limits of a
political ecology of conservation lie in its overemphasis on a
Marxist macro-structural framework to explain everything –
in deterministic ways – through the lens of capital accumu-
lation.

Carpenter’s first claim suggests that political ecology is
a discipline just like any other, for instance anthropology.
However, this is not the case. Many anthropologists have
advanced political ecological scholarship (e.g., Paige West,
Rob Fletcher, Tania Li, Arturo Escobar), whereas most schol-
ars who are associated with political ecology would not self-
describe as political ecologists but as geographers, anthropol-
ogists, sociologists, or development or environmental studies
scholars. Whereas anthropology is an established field go-
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ing back to the 19th century, worldwide there have only been
a handful of political ecology professorships established to
date. In other words, it makes little sense writing against or
taking issue with political ecology as a discipline.

Carpenter’s second claim leads the author to briefly review
Marx’s and Foucault’s approaches to power. The author sees
a clear opposition between a Marxist base–superstructure
division that to her explains how power follows the econ-
omy and a Foucauldian analytics that conceptualizes power
as profoundly enmeshed in economic relations in endless
ways. This simplification of Marx’s ideas is unnecessary, in
my view. Carpenter could have compared Marx’s dialectics
and historical materialism with Foucault’s genealogy and his
very different approach to history. While these are two fun-
damentally different epistemologies, they also highlight how
both thinkers were concerned with processes of capital ac-
cumulation and held that power and the economy are insep-
arable (Cook, 2018). Although it is true that Foucault posi-
tioned himself against a Marxist concept of power in some
of his lectures (Foucault, 2007:2), what is more interesting, I
think, is to highlight how Foucault’s 1975–1976 lectures can
be read as a dialogue with Marx (see lecture one and 277–
278 pp. in Foucault, 2003). Given the particular relevance for
conservation, Carpenter could have also highlighted the dif-
ferences and similarities between Marx and Foucault as to
how they conceptualize the production of labor power as a
commodity (Mezzadra, 2020), the relationship between labor
and discipline (Foucault reverses Marx here in his “Society
must be defended” lectures), the question of class struggle
(Cook, 2018), the Gramscian concept of hegemony, and the
process of primitive accumulation (Perelman, 2000).

This is not to say that Marx and Foucault are interchange-
able when it comes to examining power in conservation (and
development). I agree with Carpenter’s claim that in study-
ing power in conservation, Foucault allows us to raise a
set of questions and to examine processes that go beyond a
Marxist analytics. Still, rather than pitting Marx against Fou-
cault and suggesting that this difference is due to the limits
of Marx’s oeuvre, an emphasis on how these thinkers help
us ask different questions about conservation and beyond
would be more warranted (Jessop, 2007; Marsden, 1999;
Hannah, 2011; Tyner, 2015; Bluwstein, 2018; Federici, 2004;
Li, 2007). This point becomes even more important in those
chapters of the book where Carpenter examines how environ-
mental anthropologists have drawn on Marx’s ideas to make
important contributions (e.g., Tania Li’s work in chapter 13).
It is here that the strange omission to thoroughly engage with
Marx’s ideas in the book becomes obvious. While Carpenter
gives Foucault’s original ideas ample space, Marx is reduced
to the base–superstructure caricature.

Given such a simplification of Marx ideas, Carpenter’s ar-
gument that political ecologists tend to simplify Marxist (and
Foucauldian) approaches seems odd, for two reasons. First,
I see an unnecessary dichotomization in pitting anthropol-
ogy against political ecology and Marx against Foucault. For

instance, Carpenter rightfully points out that “capitalism it-
self needs to be broken down and studied in particular places
at particular times”, presumably through a Foucauldian an-
alytics of power that helps us illuminate these micro-scale
processes (15). She makes this point to suggest that a Marx-
ist political ecology usually assumes a global capitalist sys-
tem and is less interested in understanding spatial and tem-
poral particularities and contingencies of capitalism. This, to
me, essentializes and overstates the differences between how
Marxist and Foucauldian scholars study capitalism and re-
lated themes. In another, in my view, unfair characterization
of political ecological engagements with Foucault’s ideas,
Carpenter suggests that “political ecologists” (we are left in
the dark as to who exactly these may be) misread Foucault
by wrongly assuming that discourse and power relations are
separate, instead of being deeply intertwined and by wrongly
assuming that power acts on knowledge instead of seeing it
being exercised through knowledge and truth claims (27).

Second, the book draws heavily on two political scien-
tists, Arun Agrawal and James Scott, to show how power
in conservation can be studied without analytical simplifi-
cations, despite the fact that both authors have received their
fair share of important critiques precisely because they have
simplified their analyses. See for instance, Neumann (1998)
and Mitchell (1990) taking issue with Scott’s conceptual-
ization of hegemony and resistance (important concepts for
a Foucauldian analytics of power) and Cepek (2011) and
Singh (2013) questioning Agrawal’s concept of environmen-
tality (another key concept).

There is another imbalance in the book as to which
thinkers the author draws on to examine power in conser-
vation. While Marx is clearly muted and Foucault is ev-
erywhere, Latour’s ideas permeate much of the book, most
prominently through scholarship by Anna Tsing and Donna
Haraway but also through how Tania Li and Tim Mitchell
have mobilized the concept of assemblage. However, Car-
penter chooses not to explain to the reader some of the key
ideas that underpin how Latour conceptualizes power rela-
tions. Most importantly, I missed a discussion of the signif-
icance of Latour’s ontological flattening and his new mate-
rialism, which have paved the way for a more-than-human
geography that is in many ways at odds with both Marxist
and Foucauldian scholarship on conservation and develop-
ment (Büscher and Fletcher, 2020). Here, a discussion about
analytical gains and limits of combining Foucault with La-
tour would have been welcome.

Throughout the book, the author is motivated by improv-
ing conservation policy-making and practice through the ex-
amination of power, rather than merely subjecting it to a
radical critique. Given that most conservationists are well-
meaning people with good intentions, Carpenter insists that
we should not vilify them but teach them about how power
works in conservation. This sits oddly with the author’s con-
viction that all forms of conservation governmentality – from
violence to surveillance to participatory mechanisms – stand
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in the way of effective conservation and should therefore
be rejected. This leads the author to ask what conservation
would look like without governmentality. While I share the
author’s critique of conservation governmentality and while
I find this question equally captivating, I struggle with the
idea that western conservation can be disassociated from
governmentality and still be called conservation. Suggesting
that conservation could exist as a scientific discipline and a
practice without governmentality is akin to suggesting that
conservation could exist without power, an insight that goes
against a Foucauldian concept of power and power relations.
What matters for a Foucauldian analysis of power in con-
servation is how power relations develop and how they can
develop otherwise. It does not matter how power relations
can be entirely overcome. In other words, there can be no
conservation without governmentality, but there can be dif-
ferent, alternative governmentalities (e.g., feminist, indige-
nous, anarchist) in how we sustain biodiversity and practice
nature–society relations (e.g., see Goldman, 2020; Dempsey,
2016; Dunlap, 2020). This more radical critique of conserva-
tion is missing from the book, even though Foucault’s ideas
about power allow us, if not even force us, to problematize
western conservation in ways that its colonial character can
no longer be denied and its decolonization appears urgent.
Unfortunately, the book chose not to engage the question of
coloniality and decolonization vis-à-vis the exercise of power
in conservation.
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