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This paper examines new environmental movements focused on what I call a sustainable materialism. Many food and energy movements, for example, are based in a conception of sustainability that acknowledges human immersion in nonhuman natural systems, and include an interest in changing the material relationship between humans, other beings, and the nonhuman realm. Interviews illustrate that movement participants reflect on the realization, similar to Bennett, that the matter of the nonhuman realm has some sort of agency, both in itself and on us; human material practice around things like food, energy, and clothing is increasingly understood as networked with complex and dynamic agentic systems. Bennett has offered an ontology about the vitality of the nonhuman – one that encourages us to enhance our own receptivity. For Meyer, a politics of new materialism should “begin by engaging materiality as it is already manifest in practice.” The argument of this paper is that we already see movements engaging with such practice. The focus is on the very flow of food, matter, energy from the natural world, through our productive processes, into and through our bodies, and back into the nonhuman realm. New institutions and systems are being built in ways that direct the material flows of everyday life in vitalizing, resilient, and sustainable ways, with specific attention to the relationship between the provision of human needs and the environment in which those needs are met.
Sustainable materialist movements are actively trying to replace a politics of separation with one of immersion, a politics of the domination of nature with one that recognizes human beings as animals in embedded material relationships with ecosystems and the nonhuman realm. This is the essence of a new environmentalism of everyday life.
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David Schlosberg is Professor of Environmental Politics and co-Director of the Sydney Environment Institute at the University of Sydney. He works in environmental politics, environmental movements, and political theory – and the intersection of the three with his work on environmental justice. Current applied work includes adaptation/resilience and food security policies with the City of Sydney, and the impacts of climate change as part of the University of Sydney’s Research Hub on Health and Social Impacts of Climate Change for the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage. This presentation comes from a project on ‘sustainable materialism’, or environmental movements and everyday life.

