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Abstract

Ecological modernization theory (EMT) has emerged as a major theoretical and policy-making 
perspective. Despite its growing influence, EMT has significant limitations both as a descrip-
tive and as a prescriptive theory. Taking the Darwinian revolution’s rejection of essentialism 
and developmentalism as the touchstone for ecological thinking, the author argues that EMT 
is premised on a nonecological foundation. The nonecological underpinnings of EMT preclude 
its elaboration into a descriptive theory capable of conceptualizing the interactions between 
social structures, human agency, and biophysical environments. As a prescriptive theory, these 
same assumptions marginalize people and projects that depart from EMT’s restricted vision 
of modernization. The author concludes by contrasting EMT with an evolutionary perspective 
on social change, premised on the concept of a socially constructed adaptive landscape, which 
combines population thinking with moderate constructionist insights into agency and culture. 
From the latter perspective, EMT’s prescriptive claims can be interpreted as a form of strategic 
essentialism.
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Introduction

Since its formulation in the 1980s, Ecological modernization theory (EMT) has emerged as a 
major theoretical perspective within environmental sociology. EMT’s descriptive and prescrip-
tive claims are being used to legitimate ecological reform programs in a growing list of countries 
(Mol, Sonnenfeld, & Spaargaren, 2009). Created as a counterpoise to Neo-Marxian and dein-
dustrialization theories and to the purported eco-alarmism of the 1970s (Mol, 1997; Mol & 
Spaargaren, 1993), EMT rejects the assumption “that a fundamental reorganization of the core 
institutions of modern society” (Mol & Spaargaren, 2000, p. 19) is necessary to resolve the cur-
rent ecological crisis. Despite its growing influence, ecological modernization theory has sig-
nificant limitations both as a descriptive and as a prescriptive theory.

Taking the Darwinian revolution’s rejection of essentialism and developmentalism as the 
touchstone for ecological thinking (McLaughlin, in press), I argue that EMT is premised on a 
nonecological foundation. The claim that recent iterations of EMT are immune to such criticisms 
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(Mol & Jänicke, 2009) reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the character of developmen-
tal theorizing. Moreover, the essentialist and developmental underpinnings of EMT preclude its 
elaboration into a descriptive theory capable of conceptualizing the dynamic interactions between 
social structures, human agency, and biophysical environments (McLaughlin & Dietz, 2008). As 
a prescriptive theory, these same assumptions serve to legitimate a restricted vision of modern-
ization while marginalizing people and projects that depart from this vision. The tensions between 
the descriptive and prescriptive dimensions of EMT leave ecological modernization theorists 
caught in a dilemma. EMT’s theoretical deficiencies can only be overcome by abandoning essen-
tialism and developmentalism. However, doing so would diminish the force of its normative 
claims and destabilize the political programs underwritten by those claims.

A potential solution to this dilemma, one that could put the search for solutions to the current 
ecological crisis on a more solid theoretical and empirical foundation, requires two steps. First, 
environmental sociologists should follow Darwin’s lead by rejecting essentialism and develop-
mentalism in favor of population thinking. The latter can provide a clear mechanism for linking 
the dynamics of social structures, human agency, and biophysical environments (McLaughlin, in 
press). Second, they should abandon foundationalism and recognize that critical or emancipatory 
projects—such as the ecological restructuring of society—do not require developmentalist justifi-
cations (Antonio, 1989). I explore the possibility of such a shift by contrasting EMT with a mul-
tilinear evolutionary perspective on social change, premised on the concept of a socially 
constructed adaptive landscape, which combines population thinking with moderate construction-
ist insights into agency and culture (McLaughlin, 2011). From the latter perspective, EMT’s pre-
scriptive claims can be interpreted as a form of strategic essentialism (Spivak, 1985/1996).

The Idea of Progress
Any evaluation of ecological modernization (EM) must recognize that this concept is a variant of 
the idea of progress, a term traditionally treated by sociologists as synonymous with develop-
ment, modernization, and “evolution” (Bock, 1956). Ideas of progress have a long history in 
Western thought as cultural frames and ideologies and as formal theories of social change (Peet 
& Hartwick, 2009; Rist, 2002). Both are constructed using an essentialist metatheoretical frame-
work. Essentialists conceptualize change as the joint product of internal natural tendencies and 
secondary obstacles or interfering forces that produce diverse historical outcomes by impeding or 
deflecting those tendencies. Essentialism represents a frame-invariant approach to theory con-
struction. Its goal is to analytically strip away the effects of external forces in order to uncover 
context-independent patterns (McLaughlin, in press).

Properly understood, theories of development are not deterministic but probabilistic 
(McLaughlin, 2001). Developmental theories privilege one path of social change as natural. 
However, its realization is in no sense inevitable. It is simply the path followed in the absence of 
other forces. Moreover, essentialist theories are perfectly compatible with permanent obstacles or 
interfering forces, for example, Malthus’s (1963) theory of population. Nevertheless, theories of 
progress or development invariably equate the natural with the good. This built-in tension between 
description and prescription makes such theories prone to conscious and unconscious political 
manipulation (McLaughlin, 1998). The desire to lend rhetorical force to the prescriptive claims of 
developmental theories creates a tendency—reinforced by the filtering of ideas of progress 
through Christianity (Rist, 2002)—to misinterpret their descriptive claims as entailing necessity. 
Misconstruing developmental theories in this way makes them more potent in the political sphere 
as cultural frames or ideologies by delegitimating alternative historical trajectories. In its initial 
formulation, EMT exhibited precisely these tendencies, a mistake that was then compounded by 
a failure to understand the actual character and limitations of developmental theorizing.
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Ecological Modernization as Progress

The concept of EM emerged in Germany in the early 1980s as a cultural frame put forward to 
justify a political program of environmental reform (Mol & Jänicke, 2009). Jänicke (1993/2009) 
underscores the continuity between EM and earlier ideas of progress, arguing that the former 
was “stimulated by a search for a consensual formula that would enable a redefinition and 
reorientation of established modernization ideas” (p. 30). EM theory was subsequently elabo-
rated to provide a scientific scaffolding to support this political program. Thus, EMT “can be 
regarded as the social scientific elaboration and formalization of the underlying philosophy 
concerning environmental change articulated in the Brundtland Report” (Mol, Spaargaren, & 
Sonnenfeld, 2009, p. 6). Joseph Huber played a leading role in translating EM from a cultural 
frame into a social scientific theory. Huber (1991/2009) explicitly formulated EMT as a theory 
of development that starts “from the distinctions among primitive, traditional and modern soci-
eties” (p. 45). Like all theorists of development beginning with Aristotle (Rist, 2002), Huber 
compares social change to the growth of an organism, claiming that under EM “the dirty and 
ugly industrial caterpillar will transform into an ecological butterfly” (as quoted in Mol, 1995, 
p. 37). Huber (1991/2009) extends this organismic metaphor by describing society as a series 
of tightly integrated functional subsystems that undergo a continuous process of elaboration 
and differentiation. Specifically, he posits three stages of societal growth: (a) industrial takeoff, 
(b) the construction of industrial societies, and (c) an ecological transition to a new phase of 
superindustrialization (Spaagaren & Mol, 1992/2009). Science, itself conceptualized as inher-
ently progressive, plays a critical role in these transformations.

Thus, contrary to Buttel’s (2000) assertion that “ecological modernization did not develop 
from a preexisting body of social-theoretical thought” (p. 132), Huber’s formulation demon-
strates that EMT is firmly grounded in structural functionalism. Mol, Spaargaren, et al. (2009) 
acknowledge these roots when they argue that EM theorists have attempted to move beyond 
“EMT’s initially Eurocentric formulation” to avoid “the problems that undermined (structural 
functionalist) modernization theories of the 1960s and 1970s” (pp. 8-9). However, EM theorists 
have mistakenly concluded that the latter’s difficulties can be sidestepped simply by elaborating 
nondeterministic interpretations of EMT.

In his pioneering analysis of the Dutch chemical industry, for instance, Mol (1995) criticizes 
Huber’s “evolutionary—and in some respects deterministic—model of technology-induced 
socio-ecological change” (p. 43). Paradoxically, he states on the preceding page that EM is 
“irreversible” and that “the only possible way out of the ecological crisis is by going further into 
the process of modernization” (p. 42), which, like Huber, he conceptualizes as a process of 
social differentiation. In later works, Mol (2001) attempts to resolve this contradiction, though 
he never clearly articulates the difference between a natural and a necessary path of change. For 
instance, he adamantly maintains that EM is not a process of “evolutionary development that 
will ‘automatically’ unfold” but one that can be “accompanied by power struggles, standstills 
and even regression.” However, he insists that despite such temporal variability, EM has attained 
“a certain degree of permanence” (Mol, 2001, p. 210). A similar tension is exposed in his dis-
cussion of spatial variability, where Mol acknowledges that contextual forces found in specific 
nations and regions can give EM a specific “flavor” (p. 224). Nevertheless, he maintains that 
both types of variability remain within the “narrowly defined trajectories” identified by EMT 
(p. 69; see also Cohen, 2000; Mol, 2000; Mol & Jänicke, 2009).

EM theorists’ efforts to eliminate determinism from EMT are laudable and reflect an honest 
attempt to respond constructively to critics. However, they also expose two significant difficul-
ties. First, they underscore the tension between description and prescription that is intrinsic to 
developmental theories. Given that EM began as a cultural frame deployed in the political 
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sphere, it is not surprising that EM theorists initially succumbed to the temptation to lend rhe-
torical force to their prescriptive claims by equating the natural with the inevitable. It was 
equally predictable that historical evidence would force them to acknowledge that obstacles and 
interfering forces can cause periods of “stagnation” or even “reversals” (Mol, Spaargaren, et al., 
2009, p. 5). However, EM theorists remain reluctant to concede that the latter may be permanent 
and still less that fundamentally different historical trajectories are possible. Doing so might 
drive too deep a wedge between EMT’s descriptive and prescriptive claims. Consequently, Mol, 
Sonnenfeld, et al. (2009) still contend that EM “has never been linear” but it nevertheless is a 
“cumulative process” (p. 5). Thus, there remains a providentialist subtext within EMT that sug-
gests that despite obstacles and interfering forces, the path of social change privileged by EMT 
will win out in the long run.

A second difficulty is perhaps more damaging and reflects a fundamental misunderstanding 
of the character of developmental theorizing. That is, rather than acknowledging that properly 
constructed developmental theories do not and never have entailed inevitability, EM theorists 
have concluded that since more recent versions of EMT have eschewed determinism, they are no 
longer developmental! And, thus, critiques leveled against earlier structural-functionalist theo-
ries can now be dismissed as “anachronistic” (Mol & Jänicke, 2009, p. 25). However, by recog-
nizing that obstacles and interfering forces can impede or deflect EM, EM theorists do not escape 
developmentalism; they reinforce it. It is precisely through the systematic theorization of such 
secondary forces that developmental theories are elaborated. And even the most deterministic 
developmentalists, such as Herbert Spencer (Bock, 1956), recognized the operation of such 
forces—as does Huber (see below). The fatal descriptive flaw of developmental theories is not 
determinism, but a limited ability to theorize the diversity of social structures in space and time, 
the role of human agency in history, and the biophysical environment as an independent causal 
force (McLaughlin & Dietz, 2008).

Descriptive Limitations
Structure

As EM theorists have expanded their research program within both industrialized and newly 
emerging economies (Mol, Sonnenfeld, et al., 2009), they have encountered a greater diversity 
of social structures and contexts. Confronted with complexity, the challenge for any develop-
mental theory is to explain the inevitable discrepancies between the proposed natural path of 
change and the actual historical record. EM theorists have used three strategies, commonly 
employed by essentialists, to explain such empirical anomalies. The critical question is whether 
they have done so in a systematic or ad hoc fashion (McLaughlin, 1998).

The first strategy is to treat the historical record as inconclusive and/or to use it selectively. 
Developmental theorists employ a teleological temporality that conceptualizes time and place 
events as superficial phenomena as opposed to more fundamental and underlying teleological 
forces (Sewell, 1996). They tend to dismiss diversity as merely “appearances.” Thus, Mol 
(1995) maintains that “variations in processes of ecological restructuring in distinct industrial 
sectors do not necessarily discredit ecological modernization theory” (p. 387). Such claims are 
usually coupled with an assertion that the “natural” course of change is occurring and that the 
predicted events will occur sometime in the future.

In coming to the above conclusion regarding the chemical industry, for example, Mol (1995) 
used this strategy retrospectively, arguing that this industry had “a long and heterogeneous his-
tory” (p. 96), with both whole national industries and specific enterprises remaining backward 
for periods of time, but that today “only minor variations” (Mol, 1997, p. 142) exist between 
European nations. Mol (2001) uses the same strategy prospectively when he expands his 
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application of EMT to Asia, arguing that variations in the strength of national environmental 
movements have caused differences in the pace of EM, but that global institutional and market 
forces will eventually lead to homogenization, making EMT “more uniformly valid” (p. 222). In 
the short-term, this first strategy is not necessarily ad hoc (York & Rosa, 2003). In fact, if it 
stimulates attempts to obtain additional data or to reassess the adequacy of the interpretive or 
statistical procedures employed, it may be sensible (McLaughlin, 1998).

Unfortunately, EM theorists have chosen to insulate EMT from anomalous evidence through a 
selective use of the historical record and an epistemological stance that rejects quantitative meth-
ods (York & Rosa, 2003; York, Rosa, & Dietz, 2010). For instance, Mol’s (1995) choice of the 
chemical industry for analysis was based on the assumption that EM should emerge first in this 
sector while there may be “little chance of detecting” such processes “in other sectors” (p. 88). 
Similar difficulties are evident in Mol’s (1995) initial restriction of the scope of EMT to Western 
industrialized countries and/or low-consequence risks (Mol & Spaargaren, 1993). As Hannigan 
(2006) notes, EM theorists tend to “examine ‘cutting edge’ corporate innovations or ‘best practice’ 
industries and assume that these changes will eventually diffuse widely” (p. 28).

Choosing case studies on this basis comes dangerously close to selecting on the dependent 
variable. As York et al. (2010) note, given a diversity of confirming and disconfirming cases, 
“The key issue for nomothetic theories is the relative dominance of hypothesized processes or 
outcomes, not whether they occur at all” (p. 80). These difficulties could be avoided by select-
ing a representative sample of cases (York & Rosa, 2003) and analyzing them using dynamic 
statistical methods (Tuma & Hannan, 1984), but EM theorists explicitly reject “positivist veri-
fication and critical rationalist falsification procedures” (Mol, 1995, p. 58)—a curiously antisci-
entific stance for a theory premised on the spread of scientific rationality. Thus, it is not 
surprising that critics maintain that EM theorists simply ignore a wealth of disconfirming case 
study and statistical evidence (Hannigan, 2006; Pellow, Schnaiberg, & Weinberg, 2000; York 
et al., 2010; York & Rosa, 2003).

In the face of persistent anomalies, this first strategy must be abandoned in favor of more direct 
attempts to incorporate recalcitrant findings into EMT. That is, within an essentialist framework, 
deviations must be explained rather than explained away (McLaughlin, 2001). A second strategy 
for accomplishing this task is to construct systematic theories of obstacles and interfering forces 
that map the uniformity of the hypothesized natural path of change onto the diversity of the actual 
historical record. EM theorists make numerous ad hoc references to obstacles and interfering 
forces. For instance, Huber (1991/2009), employing an assumption dating back to Aristotle (Bock, 
1956), argues that all functional subsystems of society advance in unison. However, if input from 
any one subsystem is absent, “the process of ecological modernization will be more or less 
blocked” (p. 48). He likewise cites excessive bureaucracy as an obstacle to EM (p. 51). However, 
these and many similar claims in the EM literature are never systematically tested.

Mol (1995) implicitly acknowledges these difficulties when he states that EMT lacks “ana-
lytical concepts that are essential for analyzing in detail the ecological restructuring processes of 
institutional arrangements in concrete social systems” (p. 61). However, even his triad network 
model, which incorporates concepts from other theoretical frameworks, serves primarily as a 
language for redescribing, rather than systematically explaining, the diversity and dynamics of 
the chemical industry (e.g., rates of founding, disbanding, merger, and change). Thus, Mol (1995) 
notes that variations in the characteristics of chemical subsectors—the number and size of com-
panies, types of products, the extent of internationalization—all affect the pace of EM. He also 
notes that “other contextual factors also interfere” (p. 356) with ecological restructuring. 
However, Mol is less interested in systematically examining how these obstacles and interfering 
forces affect the detailed dynamics of the industry than in “reaching more universal conclusions 
on the chemical industry as a whole” (p. 356). Thus, the diversity within this industry is ulti-
mately not explained but explained away.
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Cohen (1997, 1998, 2000) has taken a first step toward a more systematic theorization of 
forces that block or interfere with EM by combining EMT and Beck’s theory of a risk society. 
His framework treats EM as a discontinuous jump from the traditional path of modernization to 
a new developmental trajectory. This jump occurs within an historical “switching zone” and is 
facilitated by certain cultural capacities—for example, a scientific mentalité and environmental 
consciousness—and deflected by nonscientific epistemologies and “sentimental brands of envi-
ronmentalism” (Cohen, 1998, p.163). The latter cause a deviation to an alternate historical trajec-
tory described by Beck’s risk society. However, even these diversions are not irrecoverable since 
a second switching zone allows for a return to the path of EM.

While Cohen deserves credit for attempting to more systematically theorize forces that impede 
or interfere with EM, his and similar efforts to assess cultural capacities for EM still face a number 
of theoretical and methodological challenges (Andersen, 2000). More broadly, researchers need to 
question whether the diversity and complexity of societal–environmental trajectories can be cap-
tured by a framework that posits two or three pathways? Of course, one could add more switching 
zones, but this would represent a slippery slope toward a fully multilinear model of social change. 
EM theorists are unlikely to move in this direction because it would undercut their prescriptive 
claims and raise the possibility that different epistemologies and forms of environmentalism are 
not obstacles and interfering forces that slow or create deviations from EMT’s preferred Western, 
rationalist, scientific utopia. Rather, they may simply be alternative cultural frames that are or 
could be used to legitimate different trajectories of sustainable social change.

In the absence of more clearly articulated theories of obstacles and interfering forces, EM 
theorists have very little to say “about the social and political barriers that are likely to be faced 
in trying to implement” (Hannigan, 2006, p. 26) ecological restructuring (Pellow et al., 2000). 
Thus, critics rightly ask whether the processes described by EMT represent simply elaborations 
of institutional structures in reaction to the normative concerns raised by environmental problems—
what Meyer and Rowan (1977) call ceremonial conformity—or whether they reflect actual 
solutions to those problems (York et al., 2010; York & Rosa, 2003). Answering these questions 
requires a deeper understanding of organizational and institutional dynamics than EM theorists 
have provided. As Pulver (2007) notes, it is precisely these detailed processes of environmental 
contestation that determine the sustainable character of industries and ultimately “shape the 
long-term environmental trajectories of capitalism” (p. 74). Such a level of understanding is 
also necessary to identify the policy levers that need to be pushed or pulled in a given context 
to bring about ecological restructuring.

The third strategy employed by EM theorists to explain the discrepancies between EMT and 
the historical record is to redefine the natural path of change or boundaries of the system to 
incorporate anomalies (McLaughlin, 1998). The most glaring anomaly in this regard is the close 
historical association between modernization, as traditionally defined, and environmental deg-
radation. To counter Neo-Marxian and deindustrialization theorists’ contention that this asso-
ciation is intrinsic to capitalism and/or industrialism, Huber argues that environmental 
degradation is not inherent to modernization, but merely represents “structural design faults of 
the industrial system” (Mol, 1995, p. 38), which can be corrected by EM. Likewise, Jänicke 
(1993/2009) initially argues that “ecologically destructive structures” are not part of modernity 
but rather represent a form of “institutional sclerosis” (p. 29) preventing EM.

Such a position is difficult to maintain in the face of intensifying global environmental prob-
lems. Thus, Spaargaren and Mol (1992/2009), Jänicke (1993/2009), and Cohen (1997), as noted 
above, have redefined EM as a discontinuous jump to a new developmental trajectory, which, 
nevertheless, maintains the core institutions of modernity. It is important to recognize, again, 
that this conceptual maneuver does not render charges of essentialism and developmentalism 
anachronistic, it simply makes EMT a saltational theory of development. As Spaargaren and 
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Mol (1992/2009) argue, “a discontinuist view of history can deepen our understanding by high-
lighting the essential characteristics [italics added] of modernity” (p. 61). Finally, Huber’s 
(1991/2009, p. 47) casual subsumption of organic agriculture into EM represents an example of 
redefining the boundaries of a system to incorporate an anomaly. This redefinition ignores the 
substantial non-Western contributions to organic agricultural practice (Curtin, 1995), and thus, 
underscores Bauman’s (1991) claim that modernization is a project “bent on dominating the rest 
of the world by dissolving its alterity and assimilating the product of dissolution” (p. 232). To 
summarize, EM theorists’ have thus far failed to use essentialism and its associated explanatory 
strategies to systematically explain the diversity of social structures in space and time in rela-
tion to ecological restructuring.

Agency
EM theorists’ commitment to essentialism has created closely related difficulties with respect to 
agency. Emirbayer and Mische (1998) define agency as the human ability to project alternative 
future possibilities and then to actualize those possibilities within the context of current contin-
gencies (see also Dietz & Burns, 1992). By treating societies as integrated systems and privileg-
ing certain historical trajectories as natural, concepts of social development theoretically 
marginalize agency (McLaughlin, 2001).

EM theorists initially tried to sidestep these difficulties by placing agency “between brackets” 
(Mol, 1995, p. 8). This agential agnosticism effectively severed their macro-level institutional 
analysis from the investigation of processes of environmental contestation by individual and 
corporate actors (Pulver, 2007). As Mol (1996) notes, this decision “left the political and ideo-
logical dimensions of ecological modernisation undertheorised” (p. 318). The ensuing criticisms 
contributed to EM theorists’ decision to reject determinism and to acknowledge that EM results 
from “social developments and struggles, actively promoted and developed by capable agents” 
(Mol, 2000, p. 50). It also led to attempts to supplement EMT with insights from Giddens’s struc-
turation theory, including the claim that EMT is a “realistic utopian” (Mol, 1995, p. 398) model 
that is shaping the future through a double hermeneutic process.

EM theorists’ rejection of determinism and embrace of Giddens, at first glance, seems con-
sistent with Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) approach to agency. However, their deployment of 
the latter concept is highly constrained. Given that EMT still privileges one path of social 
change as natural, individual and corporate actors’ ideas, interests, and actions can only be 
incorporated as interfering forces that can deflect history from EM theorists’ preferred path of 
change (McLaughlin, 2001). However, since like most developmental theories, EMT lacks a 
robust set of ancillary concepts capable of explaining how agents actualize diverse—albeit 
“unnatural”—historical trajectories, in practice agents’ choices are reduced to accelerating or 
impeding the idealized trend (Dietz & Burns, 1992). For example, EM theorists tend to dichoto-
mize the environmental movement as being either for or against EM. Thus, Cohen (2000) 
describes the movement as Janus faced—romanticists who exhibit “a disdain for science” on 
the one hand and managerialists who embrace “science and technology” (pp. 77-78) on the 
other. Mol (1995) likewise characterizes the movement either negatively as “a critical commen-
tator outside societal developments” or positively as a “participant in developments aimed at an 
ecological transformation” (p. 48; see also Mol, Spaargaren, et al., 2009, p. 7).

Thus, as long as EMT precludes fundamentally different paths of change, EM theorists end 
up treating agents like molecules in Boyle’s ideal gas laws—their individual random motions 
are ultimately irrelevant to higher level aggregate processes. These difficulties are clearly evi-
dent in Mol’s (2001) discussion of globalization, where he laments the fact that “local factors,” 
including indigenous actors with diverse “environmental priorities,” are an “obstacle” to 
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“Environmental universalism” (p. 216). But, again, he argues that in the final analysis institu-
tional and market forces will lead to homogenization, making EMT “more uniformly valid” (p. 
222). These difficulties can only be overcome by rejecting essentialism and moving to a fully 
multilinear perspective on social change that emphasizes the social embeddedness of actors 
within local social and biophysical contexts (McLaughlin, 2011).

Environment
A final descriptive limitation of EMT is its failure to incorporate the biophysical environment as 
an independent causal force. Like other theories of development, EMT conceptualizes social 
change as a natural, context-independent process that ultimately leads to a “liberation from the 
vicissitudes of nature” (Peet & Hartwick, 2009, p. 3). The latter assumption is derived from 
Plato and Aristotle’s equation of the good with self-sufficiency—that is, freedom from external 
forces (McLaughlin, in press).

Mol’s (1995) description of modernization as a process of disembedding social relations 
from local contexts is consistent with this assumption. What is perhaps more surprising, is that 
his depiction of EM as a process of ecological reembedding is as well. That is, according to Mol 
reembedding explicitly does not entail—either theoretically or in practice—a reintegration of 
society into local contexts. As noted above, Mol (2001) sees local contexts as impeding or inter-
fering with the universalizing and homogenizing process of EM. Instead, reembedding reflects 
the development of an abstract and independent ecological sphere or rationality that is then 
reinserted into “social practices and institutions” in order to redirect them along “ecologically” 
modernizing lines (Mol, 1995, p. 30).

Thus, EMT is not concerned with how societies or the specific social formations and struc-
tures within them adapt to the temporal or spatial variations in specific biophysical environ-
ments. Although EM theorists emphasize that “modern societies are an inherently ‘materialistic’ 
affair” (Mol & Spaargaren, 2000, p. 26) encompassing various energy and material flows, ulti-
mately they treat the environment, as does Marx with his related concept of a social metabolism, 
as a universal precondition for development rather than an independent causal force. Thus, in 
contrast to current human ecological theories that they dismiss, EM theorists treat adaptation as 
a universal necessity but not a particularly serious problem (McLaughlin, in press). Like earlier 
structural-functionalists, societal adjustment to environmental exigencies is conceptualized as a 
process of adaptive upgrading involving the reflexive “institutionalization of a significantly 
higher problem solving power” (Jänicke, 1993/2009, p. 29) as the “core ‘functions’ and ‘struc-
tures’” of society “are continuously developed and upgraded to ever-higher degrees of complex-
ity” (Huber, 1991/2009, p. 46). Thus, EM theorists equate better adapted with more advanced, a 
context-independent assumption that ignores the capacities of “pre-modern” societies to identify 
and solve environmental problems (York et al., 2010) as well as the possibility of “advanced” 
societies adapting through simplification.

In the face of climate change and other global environmental threats, EMT’s progressive 
human exemptionalism must be rejected as an indefensible vestige of Plato and Aristotle’s com-
mitment to self-sufficiency (McLaughlin, in press). EM theorists’ rear-guard action in defense 
of modernity will ultimately prove unsuccessful because materialism is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for integrating the environment into sociology and for theorizing the inher-
ently contextual, multilevel, coevolutionary processes that characterize human adaptation. Such 
questions cannot be addressed within an essentialist framework whose central goal is to analyti-
cally strip away the effects of external forces to discover context-independent patterns. 
Overcoming these difficulties requires frame-relative or context-dependent approaches to the-
ory construction and policy analysis that focus on the interplay between social diversity and 
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environmental variability within specific local contexts (McLaughlin, in press). Spaargaren and 
Van Vliet’s (2000) discussion of the EM of domestic consumption, which maintains that “what 
is innovative depends on the temporal and spatial context in which they emerge” and that there 
are “a myriad of possible pathways” (pp. 71-72) toward sustainable domestic consumption, 
moves in this direction.

Political ecologists, recognizing parallel difficulties with developmentalism within the politi-
cal economy tradition, have increasingly moved in this direction as well. Indeed, Escobar (1999) 
explicitly argues that acknowledging nature as an independent order requires the construction of 
an anti-essentialist political ecology, although this perspective still lacks a conceptual mecha-
nism linking the dynamics of social structures, human agency, and biophysical environments 
(McLaughlin & Dietz, 2008). The practical importance of the shift to frame-relative thinking is 
underscored by Scott’s (1998) analysis of high modernism, Norgaard’s (1994) discussion of 
Amazonian development planning, and Lansing’s (1995) critique of the green revolution, all of 
which illustrate the social and environmental tragedies that result when context-independent, 
developmental ideals are translated into public policy. Thus, in contrast to the main thrust of 
EMT, I maintain that resolving the current ecological crisis requires a re-embedding—in both 
theory and practice—of social relations within local social, economic, political, and biophysical 
contexts (Christoff, 1996/2009).

Prescriptive Limitations
EMT’s descriptive limitations are compounded by its prescriptive shortcomings that are likewise 
rooted in essentialism. EMT’s providentialist subtext, noted above, is characteristic of develop-
mental theories. As Rist (2002) argues, religiosity did not disappear with the Enlightenment; it 
simply “migrated elsewhere” as development became our “modern religion” (p. 21). Like other 
theories of progress, EMT arguably represents a secular retelling of the second creation story in 
Genesis—its proposed natural path of change represents Eden, the deviations caused by the 
obstacles, and interfering forces it identifies substitute for the apple, while the policy interven-
tions it advocates to restore the “natural” correspond to the second coming. Such quasi-religious 
narratives short-circuit moral and political debate by placing their own values and preferences 
beyond question. Thus, by “closing off certain possible future scenarios while making other 
scenarios ‘thinkable’” (Hajer, 2009, p. 89), EMT functions as an antipolitics machine that turns 
moral/political questions into technical ones by taking the former for granted as natural and 
therefore good (Ferguson, 1990).

The result is a highly restrictive theory of social change that promotes a panglossian socio-
technical optimism, while marginalizing people and projects who depart from that vision by 
conceptualizing them as deviant, backward, or irrational. Thus, despite climate change and other 
global environmental threats, EM theorists refuse to put “revolutionary system change . . . on the 
agenda” (Mol & Jänicke, 2009, p. 19), change that would represent a deviation from their pre-
ferred developmental path. They likewise disparage “small-is beautiful” environmentalism as a 
vestigial carryover from an immature phase of sentimentalist and romanticist environmentalism—
that is, an irrational era of environmental “innocence” that is neither “pragmatic” nor “profes-
sionalised” (Mol, Spaargaren, et al., 2009, p. 7). Huber (1991/2009) pejoratively labels advocates 
of the former as “eco-misers” (p. 42) while Cohen (2000) argues that the Dutch are fortunate not 
to have been “compromised by more idyllic or escapist modes of thought” (p. 92).

Technological paths consistent with these alternative cultural frames, such as soft chemistry, 
are rejected (Mol, 1997). Mol (2000) likewise dismisses the Mondragon cooperative experiment, 
the most successful in the world, as backward—that is, part of the “ideological luggage” (p. 47) 
of 1970s’ environmentalism. The potential of cooperatives, which are invariably more socially 
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and ecologically embedded than capitalist firms (Gertler, 2004), to promote greater economic 
equality and environmental sustainability (Bray & Merino, 2003), even in the face of globaliza-
tion (Taylor, 1994), is ignored. Indeed, Mol and Spaagaren (2000) claim that “all major, funda-
mental alternatives to the present economic order have proved unfeasible according to various 
(economic, environmental and social) criteria” (p. 23).

The marginalizations associated with EMT’s prescriptive claims are particularly troubling in 
relation to the non-Western world. EM theorists’ insistence that our environmental future should 
“not be ‘imported from the outside,’ but instead developed progressively from within the exist-
ing constellation of modernity” (Mol, Spaargaren, et al., 2009, p. 7) reflects an ethnocentric bias 
(Benton, 2002), which rules out, by definition, fundamental contributions by non-Western 
indigenous cultures and actors. Indeed, theories of development have a long history of generat-
ing categorical and normative foreclosures that disempower and silence members of “tradi-
tional” societies (McMichael, 2010). From colonial foresters’ exclusion of peasants from teak 
forests in Burma (Bryant, 1996), to the recent displacement of villagers by dams in India 
(Baviskar, 2001), the rhetoric of progress has been used to deny agency to anyone who ques-
tions this dominant discourse. Thus, similar to previous developmental theories, EMT’s theo-
retical devaluation of agency invariably denies agency in practice as well (McLaughlin, in 
press). Moreover, as Norgaard (1994) argues, in a third-world context, so-called progressive 
institutions not only disempower actors, they also eliminate any “basis for utilizing the knowl-
edge of other cultures” (p. 73). Within a frame-invariant developmental framework, useful 
knowledge is assumed to flow in only one direction—from the more to less advanced (Robbins, 
2004). Thus, EMT undercuts its own stated goals by ignoring “the potential for a multiplicity of 
paths to ecological sustainability which may rest in the diversity of non-Western cultures” 
(Christoff, 1996/2009, p. 110).

Lansing’s (1995) well-known analysis of the Balinese water temple system is a case in point. 
This traditional system of irrigation management, which is organized on a religious basis, equi-
tably allocates water, controls pests, and has provided a stable rice crop without external inputs 
for hundreds of years. This ecologically embedded system was disrupted by the universalizing 
rhetoric and frame-invariant technological recommendations of the green revolution in the 
1970s. Development experts, surveying Bali through the conceptual lens of modernization, 
initially failed to recognize “the very existence of the temple networks” (p. 100). Even when 
they did, these networks were dismissed as backward and nonscientific. It took Lansing and his 
colleagues years to convince the international institutions backing the green revolution of the 
value of this indigenous system that emerged, not through abstract, decontextualized rational 
planning, but through a frame-relative, evolutionary process of trial and error that matched 
social variation to local ecological exigencies.

Although EMT advocates a greening of progress, it shares precisely the same conceptual 
blinders as the modernization theories underlying the green revolution, blinders that render 
such “alternatives invisible and unthinkable” (McMichael, 2010, p. 238). Indeed, Mol (2001) 
insists that increasing economic and institutional homogenization render “fundamentally differ-
ent environmental protection and reform designs in distinct nations or regions . . . increasingly 
anachronistic” (p. 67).

Ecological Restructuring Within Adaptive Landscapes
The contrast between the repeated failures of high modernist development projects (Scott, 1998), 
such as the green revolution in Bali, and the aptness and resilience of indigenous knowledge 
systems that have evolved through trial and error learning (Berkes, Colding, & Folke, 2000) sug-
gest precisely where sociologists should look for new “approaches that question the development 
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narrative” (McMichael, 2010, p. 233). Like earlier theories of development, EMT’s descriptive 
and prescriptive problems can be traced directly to its commitment to essentialism. While EM 
theorists can attempt to overcome some of these difficulties through the further elaboration of 
ancillary theories of obstacles and interfering forces, earlier developmental theorists have met 
with limited success employing this strategy. And ultimately, it is impossible, even in principle, 
to explain social adaptation within an essentialist framework. A more promising alternative is to 
abandon frame-invariant thinking in favor of frame-relative approaches to theory construction 
that rely on population thinking (McLaughlin, 2011).

It was precisely this shift in metatheoretical assumptions that lay at the heart of the Darwinian 
revolution (McLaughlin, in press). Rejecting essentialism allowed Darwin to reconceptualize 
biological change, not as a direction, but rather as a mechanism—that is, natural selection. The 
latter is an instance of what Mayr (1976) calls population thinking. Instead of ideal paths and 
interfering forces, Darwin took the variation that essentialists dismissed as his theoretical start-
ing point and reconstructed evolution as a continuous process of interaction between the inher-
ited variability within a population and a specific environment. Darwin’s multilinear theory is 
frame-relative because natural selection acts only locally, not globally. His concept of fitness 
describes the dynamic context-dependent relationship between variation and environment. 
Darwin’s theory constitutes the origins and touchstone for ecological thinking in both the bio-
logical sciences and postfunctionalist human ecology (McLaughlin, in press).

The contrast between frame-invariant and frame-relative thinking underscores my contention 
that EMT is premised on a nonecological foundation. Indeed, in terms of underlying metatheo-
retical assumptions, ecological (frame-relative) modernization (frame-invariant) is a contradic-
tion in terms. Exposing and resolving this contradiction is a prerequisite to constructing a truly 
ecological theory of social change capable of conceptualizing the dynamic interactions between 
social structures, human agency, and biophysical environments. Such a theory can provide a 
sounder basis for formulating and implementing policies of ecological restructuring, policies that 
would reembed individual and corporate actors within local social, economic, political, and bio-
physical contexts. In recent decades, a series of multilinear, evolutionary theories—properly 
so-called—have emerged across the social sciences (McLaughlin, 2011). Hannan and Freeman’s 
(1989) organizational ecology and Dietz and Burns’s (1992) work in human ecology are two 
prominent examples of these emerging populational-based theories.

McLaughlin (2011) has attempted to build on these earlier theories by developing an alterna-
tive evolutionary model premised on the concept of a socially constructed adaptive landscape. 
The latter represents a negotiated and contested fitness terrain. The X and Y axes of the land-
scape describe characteristics of a population of social forms—for example, social roles, rou-
tines, or organizations. The Z axis represents the fitness of forms with various combinations of 
these characteristics, with fitness defined as the probability of a given form persisting or propa-
gating in a specific environment relative to forms with a different set of characteristics. 
Individual and corporate actors adapt to this landscape through homeostatic, developmental, 
calculative, and populational mechanisms. They simultaneously employ human agency to 
actively reshape the landscape. By using alternative collective action frames and frame-alignment 
processes to mobilize resources and to create or exploit political opportunities, actors legitimate 
or delegitimate social structures and their associated technologies at various levels of analysis. 
Processes of legitimation involve the creation of a new peak or fold in the evolutionary terrain, 
increasing the fitness of a social form, while processes of delegitimation entail the reverse. 
Legitimation (delegitimation) also requires the construction (deconstruction) of social boundar-
ies. The focus on boundary dynamics represents a moderate form of constructionism that avoids 
the pitfalls of radical or nominalist constructionism by conceptualizing categories in historical 
yet realist terms (McLaughlin & Dietz, 2008).
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The above evolutionary framework has a number of advantages over developmental theories, 
such as EMT. On the broadest level, it integrates organizational sociologists’ insights into structure-
environment interaction, constructionists’ attention to agency, language, culture and values, and 
political ecologists’ concerns with power, inequality, and processes of marginalization. It is also 
a frame-relative perspective that seamlessly integrates the biophysical environment as an inde-
pendent causal force. And it can explain social adaptation through populational mechanisms. In 
contrast to EMT, it employs an eventful rather than a teleological temporality. The former treats 
time-and-place events as fundamental rather than superficial phenomena and insists that the criti-
cal role of timing and context implies that social change is “characterized by path dependency, 
temporally heterogeneous causalities, and global contingency” (Sewell, 1996, p. 264).

The combination of an eventful temporality and a conceptually robust theoretical framework 
provides a strong foundation for a potential program of cumulative research involving thick 
description and dynamic statistical methods. In contrast to EMT’s system-level conjectures about 
the natural dynamics of modernizing societies, this perspective focuses on the analysis of underly-
ing processes of environmental contestation and associated organizational dynamics (Pulver, 
2007). Moreover, rather than relying solely on case study methods and making assumptions about 
the structure of society once social processes have reached equilibrium—for example, when best 
industrial practices have diffused widely—the use of dynamic statistical methods would allow the 
time paths of change to be studied directly (Tuma & Hannan, 1984). For example, Sine and Lee 
(2009) recently used event-history methods to analyze entrepreneurial activity in the wind energy 
sector from 1978 to 1992 as a function of more than 25 different variables.

Similar methods could be used to study the influence of framing processes, political oppor-
tunity structures, and resource mobilization on rates of founding, disbanding, merger, and 
change in relation to ecological restructuring (McLaughlin, 2011). These methods would also 
allow the impact of external events on vital rates to be measured using period-effect variables 
and the interactions between organizational populations and industrial sectors to be measured 
with cross-effects variables (Hannan & Freeman, 1989). The latter could provide one means to 
study the aggregate-level effects of ecological restructuring, thereby avoiding the Netherlands 
fallacy (York & Rosa, 2003). Such an approach would not only dramatically advance sociologi-
cal understanding of ecological restructuring but also provide a stronger basis for policy analy-
sis and implementation.

By rejecting EMT’s overly systematic image of society and conceptualizing history as inher-
ently multilinear, an evolutionary perspective can also avoid the marginalizing rhetoric of 
development that denies and obscures social diversity (McMichael, 2010). Moreover, since no 
single path of social change is privileged as “natural” and therefore “good,” it undercuts the 
providentialist tendencies and foundationalist commitments of EMT and other theories of 
development (McLaughlin, in press). Environmental sociologists and policy makers should see 
the rejection of foundationalism not as a loss but rather as a gain. Not only do critical and eman-
cipatory projects not require developmentalist justifications (Antonio, 1989), but avoiding the 
categorical and normative foreclosures associated with theories of development can empower 
local and indigenous groups (McMichael, 2010). Thus, in contrast to the antipolitics machine of 
development, an evolutionary perspective opens rather than short-circuits moral and political 
debate by enhancing actors’ capacity for self-definition and by refusing to put either the means 
or the ends of environmental policy beyond dispute.

Finally, in contrast to EMT’s commitment to gradualism, an evolutionary perspective on 
social change is entirely compatible with rapid or radical change and would insist that whether 
or not the current ecological crisis requires a radical restructuring of the core institutions of mod-
ern society cannot be determined a priori. Rather, it will depend on the direction, rate, and ulti-
mate magnitude of social and environmental change. As Hannan and Freeman (1989) argue, 
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social reform movements and particularly revolutions involve, not just the transformation of 
existing organizations, but the wholesale creation and destruction of organizations and organiza-
tional forms. In terms of the above perspective, this would imply rapid changes in the number, 
location, and height of peaks on numerous adaptive landscapes.

Ecological Modernization as Strategic Essentialism
Although I have argued that EMT is premised on a nonecological foundation and that it has 
significant descriptive and prescriptive limitations, an interesting question to pose from the 
above evolutionary perspective is whether EM, considered not as a theory but purely as a 
political or cultural frame (Hajer, 2009), can nevertheless make a positive contribution to the 
ecological restructuring of society. Conceptualized in this way, EM can be considered a form 
of strategic essentialism. Spivak (1985/1996) coined this term to describe how diverse ethnic 
and minority groups sometimes make a conscious choice to essentialize themselves, albeit 
temporarily, in order to present a common identity or front that can then be used to facilitate 
political mobilization and action. The term has since taken on broader applications. I use it here 
to describe any attempt to use essentialist arguments and distinctions to manipulate the adap-
tive landscape(s) of one or more social roles, routines, or organizations.

The claim by EM advocates that EM represents a “realistic utopian” model (Mol, 1995, p. 398) 
that is helping to reshape the future through a double hermeneutic process is an instance of strate-
gic essentialism as just defined. Given the broad range of meanings and usages of EM (Buttel, 
2000), it is likely that some actors are pursuing this strategy quite consciously. That is, they may 
be intentionally portraying history, which they recognize as being inherently multilinear, as 
instead having a single “natural” developmental path of change in order to mobilize coalitions to 
channel society in this direction. Others, particularly advocates of EM considered as a sociologi-
cal theory, may still believe that the prescribed path of EM is descriptively privileged. In fact, as 
suggested above, maintaining this tension between description and prescription serves to 
strengthen claims for EM in the political sphere, while resolving it and explicitly acknowledging 
that EM is merely another political or cultural frame might destabilize the political programs 
underwritten by those claims, or at least require them to be formulated on a different basis.

Conceptualized in this way, EM can be seen as a powerful rhetoric for manipulating adaptive 
landscapes in the current political-economic environment. More specifically, it serves as an 
effective injustice frame to challenge more traditional concepts of modernization that have 
served for centuries as the dominant ideology in the Western world. McLaughlin (2011) argues 
that the weakening of dominant ideologies opens political opportunity structures, making adap-
tive landscapes more pliable and thus subject to change. It also creates spaces in the evolution-
ary terrain where individual and corporate actors can form new networks capable of elaborating 
injustice frames that redefine “what was previously seen as an unfortunate but tolerable situa-
tion . . . as inexcusable, unjust, or immoral” (Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986, p. 474). 
The mounting environmental impacts associated with modernization have created just such a 
situation. Along with competing injustice frames, EM has moved into the resulting political gap 
with a clear diagnosis of the problem, a proposed solution, a rationale for taking action, and a 
means for defining the boundaries between proponents and opponents of EM.

Thus, the success of EM as political program and perhaps, secondarily, EMT as a social scien-
tific theory, can be attributed, not to the clarity of the latter’s conceptual propositions (Buttel, 
2000) or the robustness of its empirical findings (York et al., 2010; York & Rosa, 2003), but rather 
to the fact that EM is an interpretive package or injustice frame that has considerable frame reso-
nance (Snow & Benford, 1988) within Western democracies where a cultural belief in progress 
has dominated at least since the Enlightenment. In this respect, it is instructive to compare the 
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framing strategy of EM advocates with that employed by Martin Luther King and the civil rights 
movement. McAdam (1994/1996) argues that King was successful because the injustice frame he 
helped to construct drew on core American values, such as democracy, Christianity, and nonvio-
lence to create a deeply resonant ideational frame. A belief in progress, in the form of a movement 
toward these values and more equal opportunity, was also implicit in King’s message. Moreover, 
King’s emphasis on Christian forgiveness and charity reassured White Americans who feared 
more radical and violent change and promised redemption and healing to a racially divided 
America. Finally, his use of nonviolent but disruptive tactics, which drew an expected violent 
response in cities like Birmingham, allowed King to impute clear identities to both protagonists—
peaceful God-fearing Christians—and antagonists—evil villains—of the movement

Consistent with their pursuit of less radical goals than the civil rights movement, proponents 
of EM have used institutionalized rather than disruptive tactics. However, otherwise their fram-
ing strategy is similar to King’s in its production of a deeply resonant ideational frame, which is 
grounded in some of the very same traditional Western values. It strikes just the right rhetorical 
balance for a successful injustice frame by being new yet still familiar (Tarrow, 1998). Thus, EM 
is premised on a commitment to democracy and its associated modern institutions. It redefines 
rather than rejects traditional notions of progress. As argued above, it has a providentialist sub-
text and an implicitly Christian narrative of redemption modeled after the second creation story 
in Genesis. EM’s commitment to nonviolence and gradual change is also reassuring to publics, 
corporations, and governments that are deeply divided by environmental issues and fearful of 
more radical change. It also imputes clear identities to both protagonists—rational believers in 
science and progress—and antagonists—irrational romanticists and sentimentalists—of EM. 
Finally, its emphasis on limiting more direct forms of environmental regulation is consistent with 
the increasing dominance of neoliberal ideologies.

Overall, EM presents a hopeful vision of the future (Buttel, 2000), a series of ameliorative 
win-win scenarios that are nonthreatening and require limited sacrifice. Thus, from the above 
evolutionary perspective, it should be no surprise that proponents of EM have been successful 
in mobilizing resources and creating and exploiting political opportunities to begin changing—
through process of legitimation, delegitimation, and boundary formation—the number, loca-
tion, and height of peaks on the adaptive landscapes of industrial and other forms of organization. 
By changing the fitness of various social forms, it is altering their probabilities of persisting and 
propagating. And, thus, EM can justifiably claim to be reshaping the future through a double 
hermeneutic process.

However, the same evolutionary perspective would insist that these benefits of EM as a cul-
tural frame must be weighed against a series of risks and losses. From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, history is inherently open-ended and multilinear; there is no privileged path of social 
change and no built-in bias toward environmental deterioration or improvement—that is, “the 
future is not set” (York & Rosa, 2003, p. 274). Thus, whether more radical changes are needed 
than those envisioned by EM is a purely empirical question. By ruling out radical change, EM 
risks putting more “serious efforts aimed at environmental protection on the ‘back burner’ in 
favor of policies aimed at enhancing globalization and economic growth” (York et al., 2010, p. 86). 
Moreover, as discussed above, EM and EMT also marginalize alternative environmental frames 
and nonscientific epistemologies, including indigenous cultural frames and practices that ulti-
mately may be critical to the resolution of the current ecological crisis. As in the case of Balinese 
water temples, the only valid test of the efficacy of such alternatives is not their location on the 
context-independent scale of modernization, but a pragmatic one—whether they work or not in 
a specific context.

Thus, in relation to pure research, an evolutionary approach to ecological restructuring would 
advocate the empirical study of the actual environmental implications of alternative cultural 
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frames and practices. In applied terms, it would underscore the benefits of a more ecologically 
pluralist and experimentalist approach to the current crisis by opening “the black boxes of society, 
technology and nature” (Hajer, 2009, p. 91). That is, it would seek to enhance human agency and 
cross-cultural learning—in all directions—by attempting to discover, retain, and evaluate the wid-
est diversity of environmental solutions—including indigenous solutions from non-Western soci-
eties (Robbins, 2004) and/or solutions that question the core assumptions and institutions of 
modern society. Likewise, rather than delegitimating cooperatives and other socioecological 
experiments, an evolutionary perspective would see them, at an absolute minimum, as abeyance 
structures (Taylor, 1989/1997) that are preserving and cultivating alternative socioecological solu-
tions as insurance against unpredictable social, economic, political, and environmental change. 
Finally, it would stress that human adaptation is a context-dependent process, which must always 
take into account social, economic, political, and biophysical variations in time and space. Rather 
than superindustrialization, it would emphasize radical relationalism based on frame-relative 
thinking (McLaughlin, in press). And, thus, it would insist that there are no one-size-fits-all solu-
tions and that building sustainable societies may entail a diversity of legitimating cultural frames 
and a mixture of associated high and low technology strategies.

Conclusion
The above analysis reinforces Buttel’s (2000) contention that EMT’s rise to prominence has not 
been based on this perspective being “a well-developed and highly-codified social theory” but 
instead on “broader political-economic factors” (pp. 123-124). The concept of EM first 
emerged as a cultural frame put forward to justify a program of environmental reform. The 
success of this political program has been based first and foremost on an effective framing 
strategy that has deep cultural resonance in Western societies. This strategy was buttressed by 
the subsequent development of EMT, which provided an imprimatur of scientific authority for 
its social, technological, and moral preferences. EMT, in turn, has benefitted from its associa-
tion with this broader political program. Each of the latter’s successes seems to confirm both 
its predictions and prescriptions. Nevertheless, a close analysis of EMT reveals a number of 
serious limitations. After three decades of elaboration, EM theorists have yet to generate a 
descriptive perspective capable of theorizing the interactions between social structures, human 
agency, and biophysical environments. EMT’s prescriptive claims continue to needlessly mar-
ginalize people and projects who depart from its particular utopian vision and whose alternative 
perspectives and practices may be critical to building a sustainable future. The root of these 
difficulties is essentialism and its associated explanatory strategies.

Despite its numerous limitations, EMT and other theories of development nevertheless persist 
within both sociology and the broader culture. Indeed, Rist (2002) argues that the idea of develop-
ment “is like a dead star whose light can still be seen” (p. 230). In addition to a commitment to 
foundationalism and the cultural resonance of such arguments, developmentalism persists because 
sociologists in general and environmental sociologists in particular have failed to construct a 
viable alternative that can fully integrate the biophysical environment into social theory. I have 
argued that evolutionary theories of social change, which reject both essentialism and nominal-
ism in favor of population thinking, can provide such an alternative. Specifically, I explored 
McLaughlin’s (2011) model of evolutionary change within socially constructed adaptive land-
scapes as an approach to addressing the descriptive and prescriptive limitations of EMT. By mov-
ing beyond the “monoculture of linear time” (Agostino, 2008, p. 232) and conceptualizing social 
change as a mechanism rather than a direction, this perspective provides a more coherent explana-
tion of the dynamics and diversity of social structures in space and time. It also enhances both the 
theoretical incorporation and political deployment of agency. And, by employing population 
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thinking within a frame-relative framework, it seamlessly integrates the biophysical environment 
and explains human adaptation. Finally, by rejecting foundationalism and conceptualizing history 
as inherently multilinear, it avoids the marginalizing rhetoric of EMT and other theories of devel-
opment. Properly developed, I believe this perspective can provide a more solid theoretical and 
empirical foundation for understanding and politically redressing the current ecological crisis.
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