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In the light of current global, environmental and 
social emergencies, questions about the relevance, 
place, and perspectives of humans have come into 
focus. A socio-ecological transformation of society, 
actively proclaimed and pursued by governments, 
organisations, and individuals alike, is diagnosed as 
failing by an increasing number of scholars and ex-
perts – and inextricably linked to the self-understand-
ing of humans. Climate change in particular exempli-
fies this entanglement: Human life is possible only 
in an interdependent relationship with other species, 
technologies, and planetary processes that cannot 
be understood as a merely passive environment. The 
term Posthumanism encompasses approaches that 
question the assumption that humans occupy a sep-
arate or naturally privileged position in the world. 
Rather than diminishing the importance of humans, 
these approaches investigate how humans and more-
than-humans are interconnected, how agency and 
responsibility are distributed within these relations, 
and what implications for the (self-)understand-
ing arise from a de-centred positioning of humans. 

Posthumanism: Extending the  
Sociological Frame of Reference

Poststructuralism had raised serious doubt about 
the human subject as a central discursive and ethi-
cal entity in the middle of the second half of the 20th 
century (Foucault 2003: 463). Subsequent discourses 
in sociology as well as disciplines such as philoso-
phy or anthropology turned towards exploring the  
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significance of the material dimensions of social re-
lations with nature. These debates questioned the 
idea that humans exist as autonomous subjects out-
side the material, ecological, and technological re-
lations of social life.  Following a non-dualistic logic 
(Ferrando 2013), posthumanist approaches aim to 
withstand the established binary between humans 
and non-humans, and understand human subjects as 
always already constituted within complex, human 
and more-than-human relations.
Posthumanism can be seen as a prominent discursive 
strand in these attempts to decentre humans by chal-
lenging the assumption that only human subjects 
constitute social meaning and agency. As it is under-
stood here, posthumanism is defined by a critique of 
human centrality, of hierarchies between human and 
more-than-human dimensions, and of historically 
changing definitions of the human and the non-hu-
man (Ferrando 2013). Posthumanist theories thus 
challenge classical sociological perspectives that an-
alytically isolate human actors and treat material or 
ecological relations as passive contexts of social life. 
Regarding socio-ecological challenges in particular, 
posthumanist perspectives contribute to examining 
the situated and contingent position of humans in or-
der to broaden the view on other possible ways of life 
and on more-than-human justice.
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Posthumanist Perspectives on 
Sustainability

The field of posthumanist approaches in sociology as 
well as posthumanist contributions to a sustainabil-
ity discourse have diversified significantly over the 
past decades. The following sections zoom in on four 
selected but overlapping debates that underline the 
contribution of posthumanist thought to a sociology 
of sustainability. They should not be understood as 
mutually exclusive theoretical schools.

The Anthropocene

The debate on the Anthropocene, i.e., a contested 
term for a period defined by the planetary impact of 
human activity (Crutzen/Stoermer 2000), is among 
the most fundamental to the current socio-ecological 
crisis. In 2024, the International Union of Geological 
Sciences (IUGS) together with the International Com-
mission on Stratigraphy (ICS) rejected the propos-
al to formalise the Anthropocene as an official unit 
of the Geological Time Scale; the term nevertheless 
remains influential as a scientific and societal diag-
nosis (IUGS/ICS 2024). From a posthumanist view, it 
is particularly relevant as the idea of the Anthropo-
cene revolves around the human as a central factor in 
planetary dynamics. Posthumanist approaches fulfil 
a dual function as both diagnosis and critique of the 
Anthropocene: They recognise that human activities 
have become a planetary force while also question-
ing the generalisation of ‘the human’, which can con-
ceal unequal responsibilities associated with colonial 
histories, capitalist production, industrial infrastruc-
tures, and patterns of consumption. Dürbeck (2018), 
for example, distinguishes different Anthropocene 
narratives that assign agency, responsibility, and pos-
sible solutions in divergent ways. For a sociology of 
sustainability, this tension opens up the possibility of 
developing alternative planetary relations by rethink-
ing more-than-human connections (Pötzsch 2025).
 

New Materialisms

The already mentioned significance of the material 
dimension of social life, laid out in post-construc-
tivism, is further developed in theories of New Ma-
terialism. New Materialist approaches align with 
Bruno Latour’s objection to treating objects and 
material processes as merely passive resources or 
backgrounds to human action (Latour 2010; Coole/
Frost 2010). Their central contribution is to show that 
material properties, substances, and infrastructures 
make a difference to how social situations develop. 
The posthumanist implications of neo-materialist ap-
proaches become explicit where the turn to materi-
ality is understood not simply as an expansion of the 
analytical field, but as a critique of the anthropocen-
trically privileged subject. Materiality then appears 
not as a passive object domain, but as constitutive 
of relational forms of agency, knowledge, and ethi-
cal responsibility. Ecologically, this becomes visible 
when pollutants and atmospheric processes are un-
derstood not simply as external objects of analysis 
but as forces that shape bodies, practices, and pos-
sibilities for action. By focusing on these relations, 
New Materialist approaches aim to dissolve the sub-
ject-object dualism. Socio-ecological crises appear in 
a new light as environmental dynamics are no longer 
understood as a human manipulation of the (natural) 
environment, but as a nexus of interdependent, ma-
terial and non-material forces.

Feminist Posthumanisms and Eco-
Feminism

The connections between posthumanist and (eco-)
feminist thought are central to the sociology of sus-
tainability as they shed light on the entanglement of 
social, natural, and power relations. Posthumanism 
intersects particularly with (neo-)materialist, post-
colonial, and ecofeminist traditions in their shared 
critique of exclusionary humanist ideals. These fem-
inist traditions challenged the notion of a humanist 
universalism that privileged male perspectives. Post-
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humanist approaches take this critique further to in-
clude anti-dualist and anti-anthropocentric questions 
(Ferrando 2013). Scholars such as Donna Haraway 
(2016a) or Rosi Braidotti (2019) brought posthuman 
and feminist thought together by reimagining subjec-
tivity beyond fixed identities, emphasizing embodi-
ment, more-than-human relationality, and the inter-
connectedness of systems. Eco-feminist and material 
feminist perspectives highlight the interdependence 
of ecological and social issues, e.g., how environ-
mental destruction, societal structures and gender 
inequality are linked (Åsberg 2017; Cielemęcka and 
Daigle 2019). A sociology of sustainability can draw 
on both feminist posthumanism and eco-feminism in 
their emphasis on everyday practices, their concern 
with the ethics and economics of care, and their un-
derstanding of sustainability as extending from envi-
ronmental concerns to inseparable matters of social 
justice.

Environmental Humanities

In the field of the environmental humanities, schol-
ars from anthropology, philosophy, literary or cultur-
al studies have been rethinking social relationships 
with nature, the position of humans in relation to 
the more-than-human world, and more-than-human 
agency. Due to the diversity of disciplinary approach-
es that compose the environmental humanities, they 
can be defined more broadly by a shared interest 
in and concern with the posthumanist emphasis on 
“naturecultures” (Haraway 2016b: pp. 93), which un-
derstands culture not as a human activity set against 
nature, but as an entangled nexus of humans, more-
than-humans, and technologies. This interdiscipli-
nary field of the humanities integrates concepts 
from animal studies (Wolfe 2009) and multispecies 
research (Rose et al. 2012), emphasises the entangle-
ment of bodies, technologies, and other materials, or 
reflects on the relationship between bodies, ecolo-
gies, and politics in the light of the climate emergen-
cy (Neimanis 2017). Posthumanist ecocritics oppose 
anthropocentric and human exceptionalist thinking, 

recognising agency as distributed across species and 
systems while rethinking the ethical implications of 
humans embedded in these relations. Integrating 
approaches from literary and cultural analysis such 
as an attention to narratives and a posthumanist un-
derstanding of multispecies coexistence represents 
a chance for a sociology of sustainability to address 
questions of experience, responsibility, interdepend-
ence, and vulnerability in more-than-human rela-
tionships.

Follow-Up: Posthumanist 
Desiderata for Sociological 
Sustainability Research

A sociology of sustainability benefits from an en-
gaA sociology of sustainability benefits from an en-
gagement with posthumanist positions as they offer 
a perspective on sustainability as dependent on the 
relations between humans, non-humans, things, and 
environments. New Materialisms draw attention to 
the agency of matter: nature, technology, bodies, 
and substances are not merely passive backgrounds 
of human action, but material forces that participate 
in and co-shape processes of sustainability. This al-
lows sociologists to understand phenomena such as 
climate change, resource flows, or energy cycles not 
as contextual conditions but as active forces in so-
cial processes. The Anthropocene debates sharpen 
this perspective by demonstrating that social action 
can no longer be thought apart from its geological 
planetary entanglements. For a sociology of sustain-
ability, this expands the view beyond social institu-
tions or cultural patterns to take planetary scales into 
account. Posthumanist and eco-feminisms shine a 
light on the intertwined dimensions of ecology, pow-
er, and the social. They point to the exploitation of 
nature as interwoven with patriarchal, capitalist, 
and colonial structures, and thereby highlight that 
sustainability is not only an ecological and environ-
mental matter but inextricably linked to questions of 
social justice. Finally, the posthumanist environmen-
tal humanities expand sociological perspectives by  
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taking a post-dualist and post-anthropo-
centric approach to the narratives, expe-
riences, and material dimensions of hu-
man and more-than-human relationships.
Taken together, posthumanist perspectives enrich 
a sociology of sustainability in three central ways: 
On a conceptual level, they shift its anthropocen-
tric focus, consider material and more-than-human 
actors as constitutive of social relations, and draw 
attention to planetary scales. On a methodological 
level, this opens new perspectives on research focus 
and practice, as it implies a repositioning of the ob-
jects and subjects of research, and opens the door 
for less established approaches to knowledge and 
experience (Gherardi 2019). Practically, this means 
following sustainability problems across material 
flows, infrastructures, species relations, and insti-
tutional arrangements rather than treating nature 
as an external context. With regards to the political 
dimensions and possibilities of research, posthu-
manist perspectives foreground the interconnect-
edness of social and ecological justice and open the 
view to post-anthropocentric and post-dualistic cul-
tural imaginations. Latour’s “parliament of things” 
(Latour 1993) serves as a classical example for con-
cepts that include more-than-human entities as well 
as ecological systems into collective decision-mak-
ing processes and can inspire researchers to con-
tinue questioning assumed orders of knowledge. In 
this sense, posthumanist sustainability is not only a 
normative guideline for more-than-human coexist-
ence or a thematic field concerned with human-na-
ture-relationships, but a relational, more-than-hu-
man perspective for rethinking the social itself.

Further reading

Ferrando, F. (2020): ‘Leveling the Posthuman Playing 
Field.’ In: Theology and Science, Vol. 18, No. 1, 
pp. 1-6.

Gherardi, S. (2019): ‘If We Practice Posthumanist Re-
search, Do We Need “Gender” Any Longer?’ In: 
Gender, Work & Organization, Vol. 26, No. 1, 

pp. 40-53.
Haraway, D. (2016): Staying with the Trouble: Making 

Kin in the Chthulucene. Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press.

References

Åsberg, C. (2017): Feminist Posthumanities in the 
Anthropocene: Forays into the Postnatural. 
In: Journal of Posthuman Studies, Vol. 1, No. 
2, pp.185-204. DOI: 10.5325/jpoststud.1.2.0185

Braidotti, R. (2019): Posthuman Knowledge. Med-
ford: Polity.

Cielemęcka, O./Daigle, C. (2019): Posthuman Sustain-
ability: An Ethos for our Anthropocenic Fu-
ture. In: Theory, Culture & Society, Vol. 36, No. 
7-8, pp.67-87. DOI: 10.1177/0263276419873710

Coole, D./Frost, S. (2010): New Materialisms: Ontol-
ogy, Agency, and Politics. Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press.

Crutzen, P. J./Stoermer, E. F. (2000): The “Anthropo-
cene”. In: IGBP Global Change Newsletter, Vol. 
41, pp.17-18.

Dürbeck, G. (2018): Narrative des Anthropozän – 
Systematisierung eines interdisziplinären 
Diskurses. In: Kulturwissenschaftliche 
Zeitschrift, Vol. 3, No. 1, pp.1-20. DOI: 10.2478/
kwg-2018-0001

Ferrando, F. (2013): Posthumanism, Transhuman-
ism, Antihumanism, Metahumanism, and 
New Materialisms: Differences and Relations. 
In: Existenz, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 26-32.

Foucault, M. (2003): Die Ordnung der Dinge. Eine 
Archäologie der Humanwissenschaften. 
Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp.

Haraway, D. J. (2016a): A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, 
Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late 
Twentieth Century. In: Haraway, D. J.: Manifest-
ly Haraway. Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press, pp. 3–90. https://doi.org/10.5749/
minnesota/9780816650477.003.0001

Haraway, D. J. (2016b): Haraway, D. J. (2016): The 
Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, Peo-



5

Ohlrogge / Zobel – Posthumanism and Sustainability 2026

ple, and Significant Otherness. In: Hara-
way, D. J.: Manifestly Haraway. Minneap-
olis: University of Minnesota Press, pp. 
91–198. https://doi.org/10.5749/minneso-
ta/9780816650477.003.0002

International Union of Geological Sciences (IUGS)/
International Commission on Stratigraphy 
(ICS) (2024): The Anthropocene: IUGS-ICS 
Statement. Online: https://www.iugs.org/
the-anthropocene-iugs-ics-statement/.

Latour, B. (1993): We Have Never Been Modern. Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press.

Latour, B. (2010): Eine neue Soziologie für eine neue 
Gesellschaft. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp.

Neimanis, A. (2017): Bodies of Water: Posthuman 
Feminist Phenomenology. London: Blooms-
bury Academic.

Pötzsch, J. (2025): Mehr-als-menschliche Gesellschaft. 
Auf der Suche nach einem neuen Weltverhält-
nis im Anthropozän. Bielefeld: transcript.

Rose, D. B./van Dooren, T./Chrulew, M./Cooke, S./
Kearnes, M./O’Gorman, E. (2012): Thinking 
Through the Environment, Unsettling the Hu-
manities. In: Environmental Humanities, Vol. 
1, No. 1, pp.1-5. DOI: 10.1215/22011919-3609940

Wolfe, C. (2009): Human, All Too Human: “Ani-
mal Studies” and the Humanities. In: PMLA, 
Vol. 124, No. 2, pp. 564-575. DOI: 10.1632/
pmla.2009.124.2.564



6

SuN-Blog

Impressum

Soziologie und Nachhaltigkeit
Beiträge zur sozial-ökologischen Transformationsforschung

ISSN 2364-1282

SuN-Blog DOI: 10.17879/sun-2026-10399
Editorial Review

Lizenz CC-BY 4.0 (www.creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0)

Herausgeber*innen: Matthias Grundmann, Anna Henkel, Melanie Jaeger-Erben, Bernd Sommer, Björn Wendt

Redaktion: 	 Klara Brachmann, Niklas Haarbusch, Andreas Huber, Jakob Kreß, Kristoffer Klement, Carsten 	
		  Ohlrogge, Marcel Sebastian

Layout/Satz: 	 Mika Kählert

Anschrift: 	� Universität Münster, Institut für Soziologie 
Scharnhorststraße 121, 48151 Münster 
Telefon: (0251) 83-25440 
E-Mail: sun.redaktion@uni-muenster.de 
Website: www.sun-journal.org

Gefördert durch die Deutsche Forschungsge-
meinschaft (DFG) - Projektnummer 490954504

Authors:

Mareike Zobel is Research Associate at the Forest Research Institute Baden-Württemberg, and Affiliated Researcher at 
the Department of Sociology, University of Cambridge.
mz333@cam.ac.uk 

Carsten Ohlrogge is Research Associate at the Institute of Sociology, University of Münster.
carsten.ohlrogge@uni-muenster.de


