
The political nature of fantasy and political fantasies of nature
Journal of Language and Politics
Behagel, J.H.; Mert, Ayşem
https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.20049.beh

This publication is made publicly available in the institutional repository of Wageningen University and Research, under
the terms of article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, also known as the Amendment Taverne. This has been done with
explicit consent by the author.

Article 25fa states that the author of a short scientific work funded either wholly or partially by Dutch public funds is
entitled to make that work publicly available for no consideration following a reasonable period of time after the work was
first published, provided that clear reference is made to the source of the first publication of the work.

This publication is distributed under The Association of Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU) 'Article 25fa
implementation' project. In this project research outputs of researchers employed by Dutch Universities that comply with the
legal requirements of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act are distributed online and free of cost or other barriers in
institutional repositories. Research outputs are distributed six months after their first online publication in the original
published version and with proper attribution to the source of the original publication.

You are permitted to download and use the publication for personal purposes. All rights remain with the author(s) and / or
copyright owner(s) of this work. Any use of the publication or parts of it other than authorised under article 25fa of the
Dutch Copyright act is prohibited. Wageningen University & Research and the author(s) of this publication shall not be
held responsible or liable for any damages resulting from your (re)use of this publication.

For questions regarding the public availability of this publication please contact openscience.library@wur.nl

https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.20049.beh
mailto:openscience.library@wur.nl


John Benjamins Publishing Company

This is a contribution from Journal of Language and Politics 20:1
© 2021. John Benjamins Publishing Company

This electronic file may not be altered in any way. The author(s) of this article is/are permitted to use
this PDF file to generate printed copies to be used by way of offprints, for their personal use only.

Permission is granted by the publishers to post this file on a closed server which is accessible only to
members (students and faculty) of the author's/s' institute. It is not permitted to post this PDF on the
internet, or to share it on sites such as Mendeley, ResearchGate, Academia.edu.

Please see our rights policy on https://benjamins.com/content/customers/rights
For any other use of this material prior written permission should be obtained from the publishers or
through the Copyright Clearance Center (for USA: www.copyright.com).

Please contact rights@benjamins.nl or consult our website: www.benjamins.com



The political nature of fantasy and political
fantasies of nature

Jelle Hendrik Behagel and Ayşem Mert
Wageningen University | Stockholm University

Within post-structuralist discourse theory, there has been an ongoing inter-
est in fantasy and the fantasmatic logic. We propose a new way forward and
suggest a focus on fantasies of ‘nature’ and what is deemed ‘natural’. Fan-
tasies are structurally entwined with language, desire, and political ontolo-
gies. Discourses of nature hold a privileged position in this entwinement.
We use the psychoanalytic concept of fantasy to explore how symbolic
engagement with the world is supported by fantasmatic mechanisms. We
argue that political fantasies express political subjects and objects via the
imaginary mechanisms of splitting and projection. In an era of ecological
crises and global pandemics, we find that fantasies that create a split
between nature and society are a central part of the transformation of politi-
cal imaginaries and discourses. Studying fantasies of various “naturecul-
tures” and the politics of nature is thus an important new direction for
discourse theory to explore anti-essentialist ontologies.

Keywords: fantasmatic logics, discourse, phantasy, Anthropocene,
natureculture, global pandemic, ecological crisis

1. Introduction

For the last fifteen years, post-structuralist discourse theory (PDT) has been in
close contact with interpretive policy studies and critical governance scholarship
(Behagel et al. 2019). The influence of PDT on political science has grown expo-
nentially after the introduction of the logics approach (Glynos and Howarth 2007),
which rendered PDT more accessible to scholars of environmental policy and
governance and of ecopolitical movements. Furthermore, PDT has been used
and theorised together with Actor Network Theory (Galvin 2011), practice theory
(Behagel, Arts, and Turnhout 2019), and feminist and queer approaches (Mallory
2008) to understand the logics of socio-ecological relations and environmental
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governance and ecopolitics, from global (Methmann and Rothe 2012; Mert 2015)
to local levels (Griggs and Howarth 2008; Mert 2019).1

Fantasy has been employed more scarcely than other PDT concepts in envi-
ronmental studies. In environmental social sciences, there are few (albeit worth-
while) studies that focus on shared and communal fantasies of nature (e.g. Zoja
1995), or on fantasmatic logics (e.g. Remling 2019). At the same time, fantasies of
nature and the natural are a more prevalent topic in environmental humanities
and ecocritical studies (e.g. Tsing et al. 2017). One reason for this is the difference
in disciplinary traditions. There is a greater interest in environmental political sci-
ence to study ontic level politics and economic dimensions of ecological degrada-
tion and resource use, whereas the philosophical dimensions of what is regarded
natural is delegated to other disciplines. Another reason is the tendency of fan-
tasies to be transgressive of established norms, which means that they are not eas-
ily studied in formal policy discourses (Glynos 2001).

In the 1990s, post-structuralist scholars (including PDT scholars) and polit-
ical ecologists had formative debates on the possibility of an anti-essentialist
framework for investigating the various forms that the natural can take. In After
Nature: Steps to an Antiessentialist Political Ecology, Escobar (1999) argued that an
anti-essentialist theory of nature entails the simultaneous articulation of the bio-
physical basis of the concept on the one hand, and its culturally constructed and
socially produced dimension on the other. He identified two important intellec-
tual sources for a political ecology that articulates the latter dimension: feminist
and post-structuralist political thought. Rather than assuming an unchanging and
pre-existing core (i.e. an essence), both theories highlight the constant and differ-
ential constitution of identity, its radical openness, and incompleteness. Similar to
Laclau, Escobar regards “this critique of essentialism arising out of poststructural-
ism, the philosophy of language, and hermeneutics as a sine qua non for radical

1. In environmental social studies, discourse analysis has emphasized the importance of the
entwinement of meaning with political dynamics and the role of ideology in steering human
behaviour (Agrawal 2005; Dryzek 1997; Hajer 1995), offering a much-needed antidote to pos-
itivist conceptions of social change and order as motivated by fixed interests and institutional
norms. In dialogue with other constructivist and interpretivist approaches, discourse scholars
have shown how individual subjects are not rational, profit-maximizing agents and are subject
to governmental and individual technologies that shape their desires and agency (Dean 1999;
Jasanoff 2004; Epstein 2008). Specifically, PDT has shown how apparently diverse social groups
and demands can be articulated in chains of equivalence and challenge hegemonic ideas about
environmental politics and policies (Laclau and Mouffe 1985; Griggs and Howarth 2008; Mert
2019). It also highlights how different discourses compete to structure our understanding of the
world and the institutional norms and rules we produce to manage it, in environmental politics
(Hajer 2005; Behagel and Turnhout 2011; Mert 2015).
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social theory today and for understanding the widening of the field of social strug-
gles” (Escobar 1999, 3).

Today, we argue that the concept of fantasy is critical to move forward and
further develop the understanding of nature and environment as inherently con-
tingent and political. Thus, we propose the exploration of fantasies of nature as a
way forward for PDT. Recent developments in environmental humanities, partic-
ularly the neo-material and post-humanist turns, have provided a fertile ground
for this engagement with fantasy. Studying the politics of nature through the con-
cept of fantasy deepens PDT’s anti-essentialist ontology and allows for a more
purposeful engagement with political ecology, science and technology studies,
feminist, queer, and post-human ontologies, within and beyond environmental
social science.

Our first goal in this article is to highlight how fantasies are structurally
entwined with discourse and meaning, desires and emotions that drive political
choices, as well as political ontologies and subjectivities. To do so, we explore the
nature of fantasy as well as its political importance by drawing on the Kleinian
and Lacanian schools of psychoanalysis (cf. Scott 2016) and more recent literature
that highlights the political role of fantasy (Glynos and Stavrakakis 2008; Kapoor
2014; Eberle 2017). Our second goal is to reflect on how discourses of nature
and the environment hold a privileged position in this entwinement of language,
desire, and being. We argue that this is important, particularly at a time of great
dislocations caused by ecological crises and global pandemics. Fantasies of nature,
and the relation between natures and cultures, both human and more-than-
human, are central to analyse the transformation of political imageries and dis-
courses in a time like this.

In what follows, we explore how the concept of fantasy can offer a detailed,
specific, and structured exploration of environmental politics and the politics of
nature. We believe that in a time of global environmental crisis – including but
not limited to climate change, biodiversity loss, inextinguishable wildfires and a
pandemic that indirectly relates to each of these problems respectively – the study
of fantasy is needed to understand how political processes play out and what dri-
ves them. To do this, we start with a review of how fantasy is related to the polit-
ical and the social in PDT. While much theoretical work has been produced in
this context, we largely rely on the works of the Essex School (Laclau and Mouffe
1985; Glynos and Howarth 2007). Then, we turn to psychoanalytical writings that
try to explain the central mechanisms by which humans engage with the world
(e.g. Klein 1975; Lacan 2002) and explore how the concept of fantasy is used in
political studies. As we explain below, fantasy can tell us not just why we cling to
unfeasible or unrealistic hopes to maintain a global status quo in an increasingly
damaged world, but can also help to identify a repertoire of alternative ways of
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living and being in the Anthropocene (Haraway 2015; Tsing et al. 2017). Fantasies
do not only manage desire; they also make worlds.

2. Fantasy in PDT

From whence come the political discourses that are articulated, compete to struc-
ture social norms and institutions, and – when successful – shape human agency
and desire? In PDT, the role of fantasy has been central in explaining the ide-
ological force of a discourse, i.e. how and (particularly) why ideology grips the
political subject. Based on Lacan’s conception of jouissance, it is understood that
‘the imaginary promise of recapturing our lost/impossible enjoyment provides
the fantasy support’ for our political and social choices (Stavrakakis 2005; 73–74).
Political projects and ideologies promise the delivery of this fullness, often first
by identifying an obstacle to it (an ‘other’ that stands in the way) and then sug-
gesting its removal. However, even when the political project is victorious, the
promise is only partially fulfilled; soon after, social antagonisms return, and the
individual subjects’ incompleteness is yet again revealed. To cover this impossibil-
ity of capturing full enjoyment, political fantasies structure the individual’s partial
enjoyment through various rituals and through the use of a utopian and dystopian
narratives which reproduces the fantasy both in official and unofficial public dis-
course (Glynos and Stavrakakis 2008, 262).

Arguing for a central role of the study of fantasy in PDT, Glynos and Howarth
(2007) consider the “fantasmatic” as a bridge between social and political dynam-
ics. Specifically, they use a logics approach to explain the role of fantasy. Political
logics are active when meaning becomes fluid and when one discursive element
starts determining the meaning of others. Next, social logics represent how differ-
entiation between discursive elements fixes meaning and protects these elements
from overdetermination and thus from making meaning fluid. Fantasmatic log-
ics represent the vector, or the energy behind, such dynamics of making things
fluid or fixed (Glynos 2008). Thus, a fantasmatic logic may defend social identities
against the fluidity of politicisation that represent a threat to their continuity as
partial enjoyment is structured by specific fantasies. Alternatively, a fantasy may
also be part of fantasmatic logics that steer towards fluidity of meaning, as it
promises full enjoyment to be attained through a political project or ideology
(Glynos and Stavrakakis 2008)

In PDT, fantasies can thus be understood to defend against or push towards
the politicisation of discourses through maintaining social identities and/or by
subversion of such identities. What distinguishes a fantasmatic narrative from
a non-fantasmatic one is its entwinement with desire and quality of (potential)
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transgression (Eberle 2017). This is critical in distinguishing if a narrative is fan-
tasmatic, as Glynos and Stavrakakis (2008, 263) also note,

[fantasy] links the ‘‘dry’’ socio-symbolic field (through a reference to its official
insignia) to the ‘‘sticky’’ affects of the subject. This suggests that identifying a nar-
rative as a specifically fantasmatic narrative, involves homing in on the affective
investment made in one or more of its elements, as well as the subject’s transgres-
sive relation to an officially affirmed ideal.

In sum, fantasmatic narratives move beyond only discursive or symbolic content:
they are entwined with desire, have the tendency to be transgressive of social and
political norms, and can subvert identities.

3. Fantasy in psychoanalysis

In his treatment of the concept of fantasy, Lacan makes multiple references to
Klein. Specifically, he values Klein for exploring the subject and identification
in the unconscious. Lacan considers the “controversial discussions” of the 1940s,
when it was debated whether fantasy is unconscious (position held by the Klein
faction) or (pre-)conscious (position held by the Vienna faction of Anna Freud),
solved by arguing that the unconscious fantasy of Klein can be recognised as an
“an image set to work in the signifying structure” (Lacan 2002, 532).2 He thus
moves fantasy to the realm of the Imaginary, but still draws on Klein to link the
concept of fantasy to the subject. The quote below is a good illustration:

Only the antidialectical mentality of a culture which […] tends to reduce all sub-
jective activity to the being of the ego, can justify the astonishment of a Von den

(Lacan 2002, 25)Steinen when confronted by a Bororo who says: ‘I’m an ara’.

When, in the 19th century, the anthropologist von den Steinen visited the Bororo
tribe in the Brazilian Amazon, he understood the statement “I am an ara” to mean
that members of the tribe consider themselves to be red parrots. Thus, the Bororo
are simultaneously red parrots and people (Smith 1972). According to Lacan
(2002), von den Steinen’s astonishment with this dual identity stems from not

2. We prefer to write ‘fantasy’ over ‘phantasy’ since the latter is often linked to the Kleinian
concept of phantasy as unconscious and prelinguistic, where imagination and reality are not yet
differentiated. While we are indebted to Klein in our understanding of fantasy, we follow Lacan
(and not Anna Freud) in his conceptualization of fantasy and the English versions of his texts
in our spelling of the word. Our concern is moreover social and political, where we can assume
linguistic expression of the fantasies in question.
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being able to allow contradictions and instability to exist within a single under-
standing of the world. The latter considers the subject as single and unchanging,
whereas Lacan (2002) considers the subject as split and ‘barred’ from fully grasp-
ing itself, due to a fundamental lack that is inscribed in the subject in the mir-
ror stage of development. In this mirror stage, the infant grasps itself as an outer
image that at the same time gives permanence to its inner life. The image of the
self in the mirror is thus (1) formative of the subject and (2) establishes “a relation-
ship between an organism and its reality – or, as they say, between the Innenwelt
and the Umwelt” (Lacan 2002, 78). Accordingly, Lacan (2002, 96) argues that pro-
claiming oneself a parrot is not much different than saying “I am a scientist” or “I
am a man”.

Lacan’s story about red parrots and his insights about the mirror stage point
to a specific understanding of fantasy, namely that our engagement with the world
is mediated by a fundamental fantasy (Miller 1992; Glynos 2018). Lacan is more-
over indebted to Klein for the idea that fantasies are constitutive of the subject.

Klein and Isaacs assume that phantasies are not used solely to express uncon-
scious impulses and wishes. Mechanisms of defence too are expressed through
phantasy. Projection, introjection, splitting, idealisation, denial, repression are
abstract terms that describe general psychic processes, but a given individual’s use

(Spillius 2001, 367)of them is expressed through a particular phantasy.

Klein and Lacan share the understanding that fantasies are expressions of mech-
anisms of splitting – between self and the world – and mechanisms of projection –
attributing inner feeling of anxiety and joy to outer objects. Both mechanisms,
according to Klein (1975), are mediated by instinct, whereas Lacan connects
these mechanisms to the functioning of the Imaginary. Accordingly, our symbolic
engagement with the world is always accompanied by imaginary mechanisms that
involves the splitting of the subject itself and splitting between inner and outer
objects, including the projection of inner objects on outer objects or introjection
of outer objects on inner objects. These mechanisms of splitting and projection
also explain the strong emotions of aggression and joy that are connected to fan-
tasmatic operations.

The position that our engagement with the world is fundamentally fantas-
matic does not mean that we cannot distinguish between fantasy and reality.
Without question, fantasy and reality each have a distinct quality, and each follow
different lines of development. However, in the words of Isaacs (1948, 109):

reality-thinking cannot operate without concurrent and supporting unconscious
phantasies; e.g. we continue to ‘take things in’ with our ears, to ‘devour’ with our
eyes, to ‘read, mark, learn and inwardly digest’, throughout life.
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What Isaacs writes implies that meaning is overdetermined: there is never just one
single instinct or experience that is responsible for stirring up the subject’s mental,
emotional, or affective life. Rather, experiences of the outer world are always mixed
with inner movements; instincts and emotions are shaped and reshaped by each
experience; and mental processes combine rational thought with the unconscious.
Accordingly, fantasies can be adjusted to fit experience and develop over time.

4. Political fantasies

How do we move from the individual to the political subject? Or, what makes
fantasies political? We argue that in principle the difference between a fantasy of
a single person or of a “people” can only be known after analysis. Specifically, a
fantasy is political when it includes the splitting between a political object and a
political subject, thereby constituting both in the domain of politics. To identify
a political fantasy in practice, we may ask if we can find discourse in the pub-
lic domain that is entwined with desire and emotion, and that also shows traces
of imaginary mechanisms of splitting and projection (i.e. if we can identify an
“image set to work in the discourse”). In that case, political fantasies are expressed
in specific discourses that connect specific ideas to public anxiety, aggression,
or joy. The mechanisms of projection and splitting can moreover be seen to be
expressed in the transgression of norms or in strong antagonisms. A political fan-
tasy can thus be recognised for having a ‘black and white’ character that leaves lit-
tle space for ambiguity (Eberle 2017), or a discourse may include ‘good’ and ‘bad’
political objects that are very one-dimensional.

Many fantasy studies in PDT emphasize the importance of fantasy in main-
taining the identity of a political subject in the absence of a continuous external
object by which it can define itself. Arfi (2010) for example explains that schol-
arship of international politics itself employs a fantasy of states as autonomous
actors with stable interests to be able to study the ‘state’ as a political subject. Eberle
(2017), when studying German opposition to the Iraq war, explains the important
role of fantasy in providing “ontological security”, with Germany as the rational
state that opposes war versus the “irrational” American leadership of G. W. Bush.
Salter and Dickinson (2020), in their exploration of healthy food discourse in New
Zealand, explain how the fantasmatic quality of that discourse promises a “sub-
ject without lack”, by polarising “good” and “bad” food. Gunder (2015) also high-
lights the function of fantasy to simplify the world. Doing so, fantasies cover up
the primordial lack that is proper to the human condition. He also emphasizes that
fantasies are rearticulated repeatedly to support the same political discourse. This
explains why public policies are rearticulated in new words in regular intervals.
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Political fantasy studies in the tradition of Lacanian psychoanalysis (but not
in the tradition of PDT) tend to focus less on the political subject and more on
the connection of ideology with desire, anxiety, and joy. Fletcher (2018), for exam-
ple, explains how a strong neoliberal ideology in climate change discourses is sup-
ported by fantasmatic structures such as ‘sustainable cities’ or ‘getting the market
right’. He argues that neoliberal ideology functions as it does because its support-
ing fantasies give subjects a small taste of joy in the context of an unattainable
promise of full enjoyment (jouissance). Fletcher argues that these fantasies draw
heavily on mechanisms of denial (or repression) by only acknowledging part of
reality or half-truths. He then advocates for adopting a depressive position of
mourning in order to escape the strong grasp of fantasy on reality and to be able
to address issues such as climate change from a more realistic perspective. Kapoor
(2014), in an introduction to a special issue on psychoanalysis and development,
more generally describes how fantasy can be used to connect political economy to
desire and emotions. The lesson he draws from fantasy studies is that the mobili-
sation of desire is a powerful explanation for how the status quo is maintained in
a political economy of development.

In summary, political fantasies support the making of political subjects and
objects, while they can be recognised by how they mobilise desire and emotions
via imaginary mechanisms of splitting and projecting. While all agree that fantasy
should be studied as the link between discourse and desire, we observe that qual-
ities of fantasy that include providing ontological security and transgressions of
norms (Eberle 2017) are not taken on board by all authors. More importantly, we
argue that these latter qualities give us insight into imaginary mechanisms of fan-
tasy of splitting and projection, as described by Klein, Lacan, and others. Tracing
and studying these mechanisms provide crucial insights into political subject for-
mation and can be made more central to fantasy studies. Importantly, these imag-
inary mechanisms of fantasy give shape to how we relate to nature, as explained
below.

5. Fantasies of nature

Nature! We are surrounded and embraced by her: powerless to separate ourselves
from her, and powerless to penetrate beyond her.

(Goethe, cited in Huxley 1869, 9)

The opening quote of the first issue of the journal Nature, cited above, expresses
a fantasy of how ‘we’ – as humanity – relate to nature. Once we shift our per-
spective from the romanticism of Goethe to the political study of fantasy, we
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observe how the quote makes explicit reference to the mechanism of splitting,
by referring to the impossibility of making a complete break between us and the
outside world (‘powerless to separate’). We can also observe projection mecha-
nisms, in the positive attribution of nature’s embrace, and feelings of powerless-
ness to establish ourselves as an autonomous subject. It is not just Goethe who
uses such words: fantasies about humanity’s place in nature and possibilities to
control nature underlie ideologies and mythologies across the world, with impor-
tant differences in their description of this place and power.

Descola (2013) argues that how we imagine our relationship with nature is at
the heart of the ontologies by which we order and make sense of the world. Con-
ceptually, he draws out a basic scheme of four ways to relate to nature: we can
consider nature to have an inner life or soul, like our own, but a different outer
form (animism); to have a similar form to our own, both in appearance and in
soul (totemism); to be similar to us on the outside but different on the inside (nat-
uralism); or to be different both in our inner experience and our outside mani-
festation (analogism/modernism) (Descola 2013, 122). According to this scheme,
the way in which the split between nature and society is made, follows the estab-
lishment of relations between subject and objects, just like the imaginary splitting
that occurs in fantasy. Thus, Descola shows that understanding ourselves as dis-
tinct and separate from nature is not given, but the result of a particular fantasy
instituted through culture. We can find many (non-modern, non-western) cul-
tures that are in-the-world very differently.

That the split between nature and society is fantasmatic means that it is both
contingent and never complete. As fantasy is articulated in discourse and adapts
to experience, the distinction between nature and society is never final. Given
the above debate about political fantasies, we may expect to find many political
fantasies that nonetheless seek to attribute a final character to this distinction. In
We have never been modern, Latour (1993) explores this theme. He argues that we
moderns symbolically construe objects as either natural or social, even when in
practice they are never fully cultural or fully natural, but hybrids. He thus awards
fantasmatic quality to modernity and argues that the modern separation between
nature and culture simply supports our abilities to engage with the world. In par-
ticular, he argues, it allows us to cross ecological and social boundaries, to pro-
duce objects and networks, and to become global. “Global nature” is thus the
result of a political fantasy that produces nature as an object of desire that is
distinct and separate from society. Accordingly, nature may either give political
subjects joy in “small doses” as it appears and disappears (cf. Fletcher 2018) or it
may cause anxiety and aggression as it is stolen away (cf. Daly 1999).

Let us offer an example of a global fantasy of nature. In 2019, there was a 77%
year-to-year increase in the Amazonian wildfires compared to the earlier tracking

The political nature of fantasy and political fantasies of nature 87

© 2021. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved



period, resulting in a media uproar, and international calls to the Brazilian gov-
ernment to take action. A month after the internet meme “the Amazon is burning”
went viral, the Brazilian government was broadcasting advertisements on digi-
tal media (e.g. on Youtube) that presented Brazil as a sustainable country that
uses clean energy and takes care of its nature. During this period, Brazilian pres-
ident Bolsonaro had accused international NGOs of using the media attention to
claim the Amazon for themselves so that they could mine valuable resources, and
even accused them of starting the fires (Watts 2019). At the same time, stories in
the global media about the Amazon rainforest being the lungs of the earth were
debated, debunked, and reaffirmed. As such, persecution fantasies (NGOs steal-
ing Brazilian resources) were mixed and started competing with fantasies that
draw on simple repression mechanisms (Brazil as a sustainable country) or con-
nect anxiety to images of catastrophe (the Amazon turning into a desert).

Beyond their narrative content, these fantasies mobilise different desires and
emotions. Whereas the fantasy of “the Amazon is burning” mobilises anxiety over
the loss of a global resource and carbon sink, the fantasy of international NGOs
stealing the Amazon from Brazil mobilises aggression. Splitting and projection
mechanisms can also be identified in these fantasmatic discourses. The perceived
wilderness of the Amazon is a global heritage of humanity, which can only be pre-
served with the cultured socio-economic practices of sustainable consumption.
The absurd presentation of Brazil as a country that produces such sustainable
products intervenes in this fantasy of conserving and consuming the Amazon in
the global public opinion, while Bolsonaro’s Brazil at the same time continues to
aggressively pursue commodity production for global trade.

The Amazon example is one of many where nature plays a key role in the
articulation of political discourse and political identity. In these discourses, emo-
tions and affect play a central role. These can be emotions of anxiety and loss, but
also of joy and exuberance, when nature is celebrated as close to human nature,
or as offering services or gifts to people. Other fantasies establish clear linkages
between human action and nature conservation or loss. For example, the fan-
tasy of setting aside half the world’s surface for conservation, called “Half-Earth”
(Wilson 2016) reveals the impossibility of political action and inertia at once:
Humanity’s survival depends on an impossible scheme that separates wilder-
ness from culture and society, and forms a human identity as a universal. On
the other hand, this idea was heavily critiqued for not allowing (disprivileged)
humans to enjoy those protected areas (Büscher et al. 2017) for their current
needs and survival. Understanding such fantasies can shed light on what drives
political actions to conserve nature, to extract and destroy it, or to find new ways
of being and living with nature.
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6. Political fantasies in the Anthropocene

The age of the Anthropocene highlights the need to think about nature and cul-
ture as entwined. Understanding how fantasmatic mechanisms of splitting and
projecting steer anxiety and joy are fundamental to that effort. Anna Tsing and
colleagues (2017), Donna Haraway (2015), and others (Yusoff 2018) argue that the
meaning of the Anthropocene is not settled, and that we live in a fluid moment in
which multiple futures and worlds are still possible. These possible worlds range
from the Plantationocene where agricultural monocropping has overtaken global
landscapes to the Chthulucene were new relationships with nature have estab-
lished new and diverse “naturecultures” (Haraway 2015). Some of these futures
involve new relationships between human and non-human agents – the making
of kin – and can be viewed as an affirmative articulation of the Anthropocene, an
artful way of being in the world. The Anthropocene thus calls for an exploration
of fantasies that moves beyond analysing established cultural tropes and that can
explore ontologies that move beyond ‘global nature’.

The positive potential of political fantasies to bring about new worlds may not
be self-evident in a time of fake news and multiple crises. It is tempting to con-
sider the concept of fantasy as perhaps instructive for pointing out the human ten-
dency to deceive and cover up truths, but to be less enthusiastic about awarding
it an affirmative role in human experience. Indeed, Swyngedouw and Ernstson
(2018) argue that the idea of the Anthropocene itself is a fantasy that hides and
smooths over political antagonisms and is therefore obscene. They are suspicious
of the increasingly central role of nature in political struggles and argue instead for
a return to the ‘real’ of the social. While fantasies indeed often draw on obscenity
to unsettle and allow for new ways of splitting between subject and object, dis-
missing fantasies as unreal carries the risk of supporting those political discourses
already in power. An attempt at a planetary politics from a posthuman perspective
(see Burke et al. 2016), in which the divide between human and nature is redrawn
with a softer pencil, is – in our eyes – more hopeful.

7. Conclusion

Our argument for the importance of studying political fantasies of nature, espe-
cially in the Anthropocene, is driven by the belief that PDT is especially well
suited to engage in this endeavour, with its focus on political subjects and fantas-
matic logics (Glynos and Howarth 2007). We highlight three dimensions of fan-
tasy that we consider most relevant for this endeavour and represent important
avenues for further study:
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– The discursive content of political fantasy that gives expression to the desires,
emotional investments, and imaginary mechanisms at play. Such content can
include strong moral judgements, black-and-white thinking, transgression of
social and political norms, and more.

– The entwinement of political fantasy with emotions and desire, and specifi-
cally with anxieties and enjoyment related to nature.

– The relation between the political subject and its object, including how
“naturecultures” are split in separate elements.

Political fantasies of nature shield our political discourse from total dislocation
and a complete unravelling of meaning. They also steer our anxieties and joys in
ways that prevent total breakdown or social psychosis. They are therefore a neces-
sary element of planetary politics and it is worth exploring both the positive and
negative roles that fantasy can play in responses to the great dislocations caused
by ecological crises and global pandemics. Such a political project starkly con-
trasts with proposing techniques of mindfulness and meditation (cf. Wamsler and
Brinks 2018), which is too often still the first response to emotional distress caused
by planetary crises. In contrast, fantasies support an ethics of joy, an ontological
form of pacifism towards human and non-humans that is required for ecologi-
cal justice and a posthuman ethics (Braidotti 2018). Different fantasies of vari-
ous “naturecultures” moreover can imagine different futures, effectively changing
ontological stances, epistemological preferences, political imaginaries and social
practices. From a both a democratic and a posthuman viewpoint, the acknowl-
edgement of a multitude of political fantasies is therefore desirable.
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