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‘Environmental security’ discourses and policies often justify extraordinary
measures to confront pressing environmental changes perceived as threats to
the survival of nation-states. Paradoxically, this increase coincides with a
worsening ecological crisis, highlighted by scientific warnings about global
climate change, habitat loss and other related environmental issues. This
article critiques the orthodox state-centric framing of security, arguing that it
perpetuates environmental violence against human communities and non-
human beings. This framing places the military at the center of sustainability
efforts, and while the military is tasked with protecting states, it has largely
escaped accountability for its role in contributing to planetary degradation. As a
way forward, this article explores the concept of ‘sustainability necessary work’
in contrast to the anthropocentric and militaristic notion of ‘protection’. It
proposes an ecocentric framing of security and repositions human agency in
the ongoing efforts to save our planet.
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nder the world capitalist system, anthropogenic environmental changes

have led to the securitization of the environment — that is, the treatment in
global policy discourses and practices of environmental issues (such as climate,
water, food, health, and disaster risks) as threats to security. This, in turn, has
helped to provide state apparatuses, which are responsible for much of
contemporary ecological disorganization, with more extensive power to
protect the territorial state from physical violence and ‘exogenous’ threats. It
has also intensified the zero-sum competition between nation states over
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resources — a scarcity framing of the biosphere that reduces nature, a living
entity, to extractable resources for the human economy.

In parallel to, and in tension with, the securitization of the environment,
post-anthropocentric philosophies and political movements that challenge the
logical and ontological fallacies of human superiority over nature have steadily
gained public support — and also encountered backlash — worldwide. The
rights of nature movement, for example, represents a significant development
in the efforts to liberate nature from commodification and destruction by
granting ecosystems and species legal personhood and constitutional
recognition. For advocates, recognizing the rights of nature constitutes a ‘legal
revolution’ in our history, as it acknowledges not only the intrinsic value of
nature but also human responsibilities towards ‘non-human’ rights-holders, a
concept that has long been respected in many non-Western cultures (Boyd,
2017). Other policy proposals, such as ecocide law and green constitutionalism,
aim to amplify the voices of non-human beings in environmental law and
governance (Bosselmann, 2016; Hwang, 2022).

While these post-anthropocentric ideas commonly emphasize the responsibilities
of humans as duty-bearers, there is a pressing need for more in-depth discussions
on ‘everyday’ sustainability practices that foster green citizenship and resist
structural violence against nature. Such practices, we suggest, should be an
integral part of our civic life; a collective duty rather than an individual choice.

To this end, we explore here the concept of ‘sustainability necessary work’ as
an integral component of active citizenship and our duty towards nature. We
begin by examining the problematic nature of the mainstream securitization
approach to sustainability (or ‘environmental protection’ in a more human-
centred word) and explain why it is both unethical and ineffective. We then
argue for ‘sustainability necessary work’ as one of the alternative ways of
institutionalizing and practising human duties for the sustainability of a more-
than-human world. While ‘sustainability necessary work’ is not a silver bullet
for addressing the multitude of global crises and violence, it may serve as a
cornerstone for an ecologically just transition aimed at ending human violence
and fostering respect for the non-human world.

Securitizing nature ... to burn the planet?

Theoretically, the logic of security operates on the premise that the safety and
well-being of individuals and communities are paramount, and it often
prioritizes protective measures that can sometimes infringe upon personal
freedoms. This framework shapes citizens’ duties by fostering a sense of
responsibility not only for their own security but also for the collective security
of community (Floyd, 2024). Citizens are encouraged to engage in practices
that enhance community resilience and safety, which can include participating
in civic initiatives, supporting law enforcement and contributing to the welfare
of vulnerable populations. Consequently, this logic cultivates a mindset where
citizens view their actions as integral to maintaining societal harmony and
stability, reinforcing the notion that security is a shared responsibility that
transcends individual interests.
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As McDonald (2021) writes, the linkage between security and environmental
destruction is useful and necessary; however, its legitimacy should be derived
from the interests of ecological resilience, rather than being limited to human
interests. From this perspective, the mainstream approach to the environment—
security nexus, often referred to as ‘environmental security’, is not fit for
purpose. Securitization of the environment entails a geopolitical process of
framing environmental degradation as a security issue, thereby justifying
‘emergency’ measures involving coercive force to tackle security ‘threats’
(Duffy, 2022). Such rearticulation of the common challenges within the
dominant grammar of security risks the perpetuation of the existing power
asymmetries and the drivers of violence, such as poverty and discrimination.
Furthermore, as modern states are regarded as the only legitimate users of
force (Giddens, 1985), the mainstream security-oriented approaches tend to
emphasize the survival of the state — an anthropocentric political community
that confines ‘citizenship’ to humans, and more specifically its nationals.

The recent trend in ‘decarbonizing’ — and further ‘greening’ — the military
and arms industries, ranging from weapon manufacturing to actual warfare,
illustrates this ‘paradox of securitization’. Although military activities, both
in peacetime and wartime, are considered major drivers of pollution,
overconsumption, violence and displacement — factors that contribute to the
global and local destruction of life-support systems for all inhabitants of the
planet (McClanahan and Brisman, 2015) — the military is still recognized as an
essential part of the modern state that monopolizes force.

Not only does the military contribute to greenhouse gas emissions through its
direct engagement in battles, but the military and arms industries are also major
polluters through military training exercises and supply chains. However, these
polluting activities have been justified under the aegis of ‘national security’ and,
as such, have been exempted from environmental responsibilities. While the
military is the largest single institutional consumer of hydrocarbons in the world
(Belcher et al., 2020), the ‘security and defence sector’ has largely escaped
scrutiny under environmental regulations. In other words, as Smith and
Lengefeld (2020) highlight, the military has paradoxically reinforced its position
as the protector of the state from environmental risks while simultaneously
causing environmental destruction and evading accountability.

Following a slight decline during the COVID-19 pandemic, the global arms
race has intensified, driven by ongoing international conflicts such as the wars
between Ukraine and Russia, and the Gaza conflict. The escalating competition
among nations to develop and acquire advanced military capabilities has led to
annual global military expenditures surpassing USS$2.4 trillion in 2023 (Tian et
al., 2024). This arms race poses significant challenges by diverting resources
from essential social and environmental needs, perpetuating conflicts and
heightening the risks of warfare, including nuclear confrontation. One must
thus ask whether there can be a more constructive approach to security logics
and practices — whether ecologically, politically, socially or economically —
rather than resignedly accepting the proliferation of weapons as compulsory
‘self-defence tools’ across the globe.
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Interestingly, however, this paradox of securitization is rarely discussed in
the public sphere or, to some extent, even among environmental activists. At a
fundamental level, this silence on the problematic nature of security thinking
eclipses the historical and everyday environmental harm caused by the
military, often recognizing it as a ‘compulsory’ element of the state, or at least
as a ‘necessary evil’. For instance, in political negotiations on climate protection
or any other environmental agenda, an exemption clause for the security and
defence sector creates loopholes in our sustainability actions and permits
militarism to evade criticism.

Prioritizing the military as a security provider further enables an odd
convergence between militarism and sustainability — the logic that sees war as
inevitable for peace (“If you want peace, prepare for war” — cf. Ruggiero, 2023).
While we are witnessing the ever-increasing global arms race and the re-
militarization of the world, ecosystems and non-human beings are sidelined as
‘things’ (or ‘collateral damage’) that can be ignored in decision-making
processes regarding war. Countless animals and plants are killed and forcibly
displaced, and further exploited in the production of war, such as weapon
testing, while their voices remain unheard. Meanwhile, the military and arms
manufacturers have proudly showcased ‘green warfare’ technologies, such as
lead-free bullets and hydrogen-powered jet fighters (Depledge, 2023). In
promoting ecological security, neither the ‘strong’ military nor advanced
killing machines are necessary or ethical. From an ecocentric viewpoint,
humans in the Anthropocene have not only contributed to planetary
catastrophes but are also capable of resolving conflicts through peaceful means
and promoting security for all, not just for humans.

Sustainability necessary work

Thus, it is more than timely, if not too late, to rethink the ‘compulsory work’
that human beings are obliged to undertake in order to sustain the health of the
planet and protect the lives of all inhabitants. As a duty to make our planet
secure, compulsory work should be introduced to reduce violence, thereby
replacing the military and disarming the world. This thinking can be further
informed by John Barry’s idea of ‘sustainability necessary work’, which sees
sustainability as the core virtue of civic life. Unlike the military, which is viewed
as ‘compulsory service’ imposed on individuals by the state, Barry (2005)
articulates ‘sustainability necessary work’ as part of active green citizenship
that not only contributes to building a sustainable economy but also fosters
self-organizing collective actions against unsustainability. One facet of
unsustainability is the ‘us-versus-them’ logic that militarism permeates
through our societies amid global ecological disorganization. Barry offers
various examples of sustainability necessary work, such as community
farming, human rights activism and recycling, and argues that such work,
rather than being imposed by states, needs to be designed by citizens
themselves. In this way, citizens can promote ecological security by self-
organizing to tackle socio-economic inequalities and meet the needs of global
and local ecosystems.
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While we acknowledge that sustainability necessary work may take various
forms specific to local contexts, we also assert that such responsibilities should
be fulfilled towards green disarmament, rather than green militarism. To this
end, actions such as conscientious objection to the military, decommissioning
work and peace activism can be recognized as sustainability necessary work,
among many others, further linking the promotion of ecological security to the
building of peace for all. For example, based on his earlier remarks on
sustainability necessary work, Barry (2016) adds resistance as an integral part
of active citizenship, thereby proposing ‘sustainability necessary resistance
work’ for all. Recent campaigns for green disarmament advocate a new
approach to promoting security for all by emphasizing the detrimental effects
of warmaking and the arms industry (Claussen, 2021). We believe these
campaigns must advance further to assert the responsibility of states to reduce
armaments, including weapons of mass destruction, military expenditures,
and militarized areas, such as outer space. Green disarmament also involves
investing in programmes that foster sustainability and justice, including
welfare, animal rights, reforestation and rewilding. Specific investment plans
can be shaped through democratic deliberations and contestations.

While Barry’s concept of ‘resistance’ implies progressive anti-capitalist
activism, we note that, lately, ecofascism of various stripes has tried to assume
that mantle — exploiting citizens’ valid grievances by greenwashing racist
rhetoric and policies. For example, migration and overpopulation — rather than
over-consumption by the world’s wealthy — are blamed by right-wing
politicians as the primary cause of anthropogenic climate change, who imply
the reduction of poor and non-white populations as a solution (Moore and
Roberts, 2022). Such discriminatory narratives and actions cannot be justified
as ‘resistance’, as they perpetuate and impose sacrifices to sustain privileged
lifestyles — much like the use of ‘national security’ to defend military activities
that endanger the planet’s security and well-being.

What we urgently need is a reconceptualization of ‘what to secure’ from an
ecocentric perspective, accompanied by the implementation of corresponding
collective actions. Nevertheless, advocating for the concept of mandatory
works for sustainability necessitates careful consideration regarding
consequential and procedural legitimacy. The former considers how it can
better contribute to equally protecting a more-than-human world, while the
latter examines whether decision-making processes are democratically just
and fair, not only to humans but also to non-human beings.

By moving away from the monolithic logic of national security, a pluralistic
approach to understanding the planet’s well-being embraces various,
sometimes conflicting, worldviews regarding the status of humans within
nature, as well as diverse methodologies and practices aimed at healing the
wounded Earth. As previously noted, the fundamental principle that defines
better sustainability outcomes is the fair protection of life, rather than the
interests of the privileged. To this end, drawing on Barry’s earlier ideas, we can
advocate for a range of activities as necessary work for sustainability, including
sustainability education, community gardening, and more confrontational actions
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such as community resistance against extractivism and direct actions to halt
polluting activities. These are ‘mandatory’ actions that individuals must
undertake to exercise their agency, and they also deserve support and
protection from political backlash, as has been observed recently. Such
collective actions are inherently aimed at the protection of life, whereas the
military and armament are fundamentally tools of killing and death. Therefore,
it can be argued that the former are much more aligned with ethical security
practices.

However, consequentialist thinking may undermine the democratic values
essential to the sustainability transition. Civic duties institutionalized within
the modern state system prioritize securing interests and protecting a
community limited to the human realm, thus neglecting its ontological
inseparability from the natural world. The coercive nature of top-down and
state-centric decisions is evident in the resulting discrimination and violence.
For example, those considered ‘incapable’ of fulfilling their duties have
frequently been treated as second-class citizens in many societies. Recent
alerts regarding ‘environmental ableism’, which discriminates against
communities with disabilities in environmental policy (Mitchell, 2024),
threaten to dehumanize vulnerable populations and could, in a worst-case
scenario, unjustly legitimize Malthusian prescriptions of sustainability. In
emphasizing the equal protection of life, we assert that this approach is
certainly not aligned with our vision.

Accordingly, the political boundaries of democracy must be redefined to
include marginalized communities and non-human voices in decision-making
processes, thereby abolishing laws and governance arrangements that foster
anthropogenic environmental harm. Here, we stress the contestatory — rather
than consensual — nature of democratic planning as a modus operandi for
designing and implementing sustainability necessary work. For some
communities, nation-states may be still deemed relevant for the protection of
life, while others may seek alternative forms, such as bio-regional polities.
Sustainability cannot be attained through a rigid adherence to our current
system; instead, transformations can occur along multiple pathways. What is
certain here is that the concept of sustainability necessary work is not confined
to the debates on what green jobs look like but lays the cornerstone for far
more radical imaginaries of a more-than-human world.

Towards a new political community

While global environmental issues have been framed within the security realm,
the destruction of the planet has persisted and even intensified due to the
actions of ‘security providers’, such as nation-states and their militaries.
Although security necessitates urgent and compulsory actions, the
securitization of our burning planet backfires — exacerbating the very
destruction we seek to stop. Firmly believing in human agency as protectors of
the planet, we emphasize in this article the ethical responsibilities and duties
of human beings towards other living beings. A prerequisite for determining
‘good’ forms of duties is a reconceptualization of security. In other words,
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when the life of the Earth takes precedence over the survival of nation-states,
the concept of security takes on dramatically different meanings and leads us
to different paths. Sustainability necessary work can be introduced as a
‘compulsory’ safeguard measure for the well-being of the planet. In
deliberating on the concept of ‘necessity’, democratic procedures and
contestatory politics that extend beyond the community of ‘abled’ humans
serve as key parameters for the legitimacy of implementing these works as
duties.

In the title of this article, we posed the question: can the introduction of
‘sustainability necessary work’ promote security for all? In response, our
answer is affirmative, but with some reservations: yes, but this requires a new
security paradigm and a redefined political community.
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