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John Barry’s latest book, The Politics of 
Actually Existing Unsustainability, outlines 
many different problems within the 
sustainability debate and proposes that we 
change our goal from sustainability to tackling 
our present unsustainability instead. The book 
contains both philosophical analysis and 
political theory, and gives a fresh perspective 
on these topics with Barry’s own particular 
form of green republicanism. 

The book contains nine chapters. Chapters 
two and three are dedicated to a philosophical 
and conceptual evaluation of key theoretical 
issues such as vulnerability, resilience, and 
adaptability, instead of the commonly used 
t e r m s g r o w t h , d e v e l o p m e n t , a n d 
modernisation. Chapter four is a thorough 
and critical evaluation of neoclassical 
economics and why this approach is not 
working. After this, in chapters five and six 
Barry elaborates on some key characteristics of 
green politics such as sufficiency, security, 
solidarity, and sharing. Chapters seven and 
eight cover his specific form of civic green 
republicanism and chapter nine concludes 
with a proposal of what should be done 
within policy. 

Chapter two of Barry’s book focuses on the 
t h e m e o f ‘ v u l n e r a b i l i t y ’ , i s t h e 
acknowledgement of dependence, or reliance 
on another – in this case, human dependence 
on the non-human world. Barry claims that 
g r e e n p o l i t i c s i s t o o f o c u s e d o n 
invulnerability, despite the fact that 
vulnerability is ‘constitutive of what it means 
to be human’ (p. 36). He makes an interesting 
link between the philosopher Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s treatment of vulnerability and 
dependency and the need for green politics, to 
argue that these characteristics are essential 
features of humankind and its relationship 
with the environment. He also proposes that 
an ethic of care and an understanding of 
nature’s otherness are paramount for a theory 
of justice and green politics. His ethics of care 
and understanding of vulnerability come as a 
response to positions which tend to dominate 
green political theory and which conceal our 
mortality, such as ecological modernisation 
and technological optimism. Rather than 
being misled by the modern conception of 
autonomy as freedom from others and society, 
then, Barry argues that we should understand 
that we are essentially bound and dependent 
upon others in society. 

In chapter three, Barry proposes that 
resilience should be encouraged through 
collective action and community-based 
initiatives, in order for people to become 
flexible and creative in response to our 
unsustainability. We should view the 
transition process as one aimed towards 
reducing our current unsustainable practices 
in order to prepare for a future with less 
energy resources. And we should aim towards 
an ethic of cooperation and natural design in 
order to emphasise greater community 
participation and adaptive environmental 
management. Transition initiatives will 
provide people with the skills they need to 
cope with the strain of our future energy 
problems and the ‘post-oil society’ of the 
future. Barry  also hopes to promote a closer 
community bond, in contrast to the ‘hyper-
individualism’ that often divides modern 
society (p. 113). 

In chapter four, Barry criticises neoclassical 
economics in order to set the scene for his 
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adoption of ‘green republicanism’ in chapters 
seven and eight. This chapter highlights many 
of the fundamental difficulties inherent to the 
neoclassical economic approach, such as its 
concern with constant progression towards 
economic growth. One of the other main 
criticisms that Barry makes regards its 
misguided belief that it is free from ethics and 
politics. ‘Economics does not merely describe 
and explain or predict the world; it actively 
creates and recreates it in its own image and in 
line with its own value system and logic’ (p. 
126). Barry goes on to suggest that this is a 
case of the Emperor’s new clothes, because ‘it 
is uncritical silence which allows the fiction to 
exist, for the “lie” to be real, and the fiction to 
be so actively desired by many’ (p. 127). 

In chapters five and six, Barry concentrates on 
four main principles: sufficiency and security 
(chapter five), and solidarity and sharing 
(chapter six). He reiterates that we cannot 
find solutions to our problems through 
economic growth, comparing neoclassical 
economics to ‘Achilles’ lance’ (p. 155). We 
should aim towards economic security, which 
can be achieved by promoting characteristics 
such as resilience and vulnerability as virtues 
(p. 165). Barry argues that economic security 
is closely related to social security, such that 
when more suitable methods of redistribution 
of wealth come into play, economic security 
should become widespread (p. 171). In 
chapter six, he outlines solidarity and sharing, 
and claims that a greater emphasis should be 
placed on the social economy as a 
fundamental component of a sustainable 
society. The social economy has great 
potential for increasing citizenship and 
participation within society, since ‘a necessary 
feature of the enjoyment of the service is 
having to share with other people, and also 
having to be with other people as part of 
meeting one’s own needs’ (p. 203). 

In chapters seven and eight, Barry describes 
his green civic republicanism as being focused 
on individuals’ duties and ‘dependence on a 
specific historical community’ (p. 218). It 
understands vulnerability as underpinning 
this dependence and the acknowledgment of 
our limitations. This type of republicanism 
goes against the idea that politics can be 

reduced to ‘preference aggregation’ and the 
view that society’s interests are determined by 
market pricing alone. Instead, we need 
political institutions to ensure that there is 
equality and civic freedom within society and 
that we understand our dependence upon the 
natural world. Barry proposes that sufficiency, 
transition, and resilience should promote 
‘active citizenship’ and localisation. We should 
be focused on the overall health of democracy, 
and the main characteristics of republicanism 
are to be pluralistic, so as to encourage active 
citizenship and to pursue collective solutions. 

In his concluding chapter, Barry asks the 
question ‘what is to be done?’ He answers that 
we should move towards a post-growth 
economics of sufficiency. Barry is right that 
economics is often dominated by ‘experts’ and 
a language which most people cannot 
understand. But, rather than finding a way to 
explain sustainable economics in a more 
accessible way, he proposes that we redefine 
and re-establish economics from the ground 
up. And whi le encourag ing c i t i zen 
participation in rethinking what is meant by 
‘the economy’, he himself does not give us any 
clear blueprint or description of what this new 
economics might look like. Similarly, while 
ins i s t ing that we move away f rom 
‘growthmania’ and realise levels of economic 
sufficiency, he does not indicate how the 
constant analysis and regulation of thresholds 
and tipping points might be implemented. 

Barry goes on to describe the ethical position 
guiding his green republicanism as an 
enlightened anthropocentric one, commonly 
known as ‘weak’ anthropocentrism. But his 
analysis of green republicanism is confined to 
two very brief and somewhat vague chapters. 
One wonders whether a more comprehensive 
exploration of green republicanism in practice 
would have been more fruitful than Barry’s 
somewhat redundant account of the faults of 
neoclassical economics or his repetition of the 
need for imagination in incorporating 
resilience and adaptive practices. Indeed, in 
presenting the ideas of resilience, transition, 
and creative adaptability as alternatives to 
positions based on some kind of ‘survivalism’ 
or simply ‘business-as-usual’ (p. 83), Barry 
also fails to engage with contemporary 
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positions which lie between these two 
extremes. In general, then, a more rigorous 
and comparative discussion of green 
republicanism would have prevented his 
policy proposals – of meaningful work and 
voluntary simplicity, say – from appearing as 
mere utopian hopes.  

These failings aside, Barry’s focus on the 
pragmatic problems of unsustainability, and 
particularly his emphasis on vulnerability, are 
welcome contributions to the environmental 
debate. 
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