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This theoretical paper takes issue with how new 
materialisms (ANT, material semiotics, posthumanism, etc.) 
have been employed in political ecology and explores the 
depth ontology of critical realism (Bhaskar) as an 
alternative to the flat ontologies of these positions.  

While political ecology was initially informed by political 
economy, the field has become much more heterogenous 
and includes various post-structuralist, socio-construc-
tivist, and new materialist approaches. Most, though not 
all, of these approaches typically destabilize science, try 
to break with problematic dichotomies (esp. Nature-
Society), distributes agency, and sometimes entertain the 
idea that multiple realities may exist. Here I focus 
especially on new materialism and how it has been 
confronted by Marxist-leaning scholars, who particularly 
focus on new materialisms’ failure to address structures 
and power. Synthesis between these positions is difficult 
at a theoretical level but combinations regularly take 
place in actual research. This contribution aims to 
elucidate the ontological and epistemological differences 
between the positions, and specifically argues that new 
materialism, in Bhaskar’s language, may be characterized 
as ‘actualism’.  

While critical realism has occasionally been invoked in 
political ecology to give credibility to the external reality 
of nature, I will here argue that the full potential of critical 
realism for political ecology has not been explored. 
Holding that the world is stratified, with the ‘real’ not 
limited to events and interaction, opens the possibility to 
explore ‘unseen’ mechanisms and trends. This has 
implications both for our theories and research practices.  

Ståle Knudsen‘s 
recent work has con-
centrated on Nor-
wegian corporations’ 
engagement with 
corporate social 
responsibility when 
they operate abroad.  
Earlier work has been 
based on long-term 

fieldwork in Turkey and has covered issues 
such as knowledge, technology, science, 
seafood and consumption, introduced 
species, state policies, poverty, environ-
mentalism, and common pool resources. 
Running through all this work is the vexing 
issue of identities. Planned research will 
address aquaculture in Norway and Turkey 
with a focus on financial logics and 
sustainability as this is negotiated at the 
interface between corporations, states, 
international institutions, civil society, and 
local communities.  
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