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Dualism and Anti-Dualism in the Anthropocene: 

Process Sociology and Human/Nature Relations  

in the Great Evolution 

André Saramago  

Abstract: »Dualismus und Antidualismus im Anthropozän: Prozesssoziologie 

und Mensch/Natur-Beziehungen in der Großen Evolution«. The contemporary 

ecological crisis challenges the human sciences to develop analytical frame-

works that do not treat “nature” as simply the background of human activity. 

In this context, there are numerous calls for an abandonment of the “anthro-

pocentrism” that colours most approaches to the human sciences, along with 

the dualism these establish between “nature” and “humanity,” and their sub-

stitution with more “ecocentric” perspectives. This article is a contribution to 

this ongoing debate. With reference to a process sociological understanding 

of human/nature relations, it proposes a theoretical avenue to overcome an-

thropocentric dualism via the process sociological conception of “levels of in-

tegration” in the “great evolution” of the planet, while making the case for 

the need to preserve a theoretically relevant awareness of the evolutionarily 

emergent distinguishing characteristics of the human species. Without an un-

derstanding of these emergent characteristics, and the developmental paths 

these have opened in the history of the species and the planet, neither the 

origins nor the adequacy of the answers to the ecological crisis can be 

properly understood. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the accumulating evidence of anthropogenic climate change 
and ecological degradation (see Gaffney and Steffen 2017; IPBES 2019; IPCC 
2018) has led to proposals for the definition of a new geological epoch, the 
Anthropocene, a concept that seeks to capture the extent to which human be-
ings have become a major shaping force of the Earth’s ecological systems 
(Crutzen 2002). The official establishment of the proposed new geological 
epoch is still under assessment by the International Commission on Stratig-
raphy, and there is still an ongoing discussion concerning the most adequate 
periodization of the Anthropocene (Subramanian 2019), but the term high-
lights the extent to which human beings have come to shape life on Earth. 
The realization of the damaging impacts of human activity on the planet’s 
ecosystems, the most, but not exclusive, visible manifestations of which are 
anthropogenic climate change and biodiversity loss (see Pereira and Viola 
2018; Ceballos, Ehrlich, and Dirzo 2017), has led to growing calls, within the 
human sciences, for the need to abandon predominantly “anthropocentric” 
perspectives and their associated “dualistic” conception of human/nature re-
lations, which treat nature only as a background to human activity (e.g., Cud-
worth and Hobden 2018; Eckersley 2017; Dryzek and Pickering 2018; Pereira 
and Saramago 2020).  

This article provides a process sociological perspective to this ongoing de-
bate. The argument is made that, while indeed an overcoming of the ontolog-
ical dualism between that which is “human” and that which is “nature” is fun-
damental under conditions of rapid ecological deterioration, at the same 
time, most recent proposals seeking to escape the “anthropocentrism” pre-
dominant in the human sciences also tend to efface important distinctions 
between human beings and the rest of nature. Without an understanding of 
these differences, it is argued, neither the origins nor the adequacy of the an-
swers to the Anthropocene can be properly understood. The article thus pro-
poses a theoretical framework that, simultaneously, provides an avenue to 
overcome ontological dualism, while making the case for a developmental-
emergentist conception of human/nature relations that preserves an aware-
ness of the evolutionarily emergent distinguishing characteristics of the hu-
man species. An understanding of these characteristics, and of the paths of 
development these have opened in the long-term process of evolution of life 
on the planet, is fundamental for a more adequate comprehension of the pro-
cesses that led to the current ecological challenges, but also for a more ade-
quate orientation concerning how human beings might learn to live in more 
ecologically-sound ways.  

The argument is developed in three steps. The first section provides an 
overview of the ongoing discussion between dualist and anti-dualist 
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perspectives in the human sciences and makes the argument for need to over-
come dualism while conceiving of human/nature relations in a way that pre-
serves a theoretically relevant awareness of the evolutionarily emergent dis-
tinguishing characteristics of human beings vis-à-vis the rest of life on the 
planet. The second section mobilizes concepts from process sociology, such 
as “levels of integration,” to discuss how this sociological approach provides 
a developmental-emergentist theoretical framework capable of framing hu-
man beings in the long-term process of evolution on the planet. A framework 
that overcomes anthropocentric dualism but does not lose sight of the emer-
gent characteristics of the human species and their meaning for a more ade-
quate understanding of the Anthropocene. Finally, section three discusses 
how process sociology’s conceptual apparatus, namely with reference to con-
cepts such as “triad of controls,” “ecological regimes,” or “involvement-de-
tachment balance,” can be mobilized to improve the analytical and theoreti-
cal frameworks on the basis of which human beings might better orientate 
themselves in understanding the current ecological predicament they and 
the rest of the Earthly species face. An improvement of the human “means of 
orientation” in the Anthropocene, it is argued, is fundamental if humans are 
to be capable of identifying and devising the required learning processes via 
which they might develop more sustainable patterns of human/nature rela-
tions.  

2. Dualist and Anti-Dualist Perspectives of Human / 

Nature Relations  

The experience of the effects of climate change and ecological degradation 
has been accompanied, within the human sciences, by a growing questioning 
of what has come to be understood as the unacceptable divide between hu-
manity and nature that is supposedly at the core of modern Western thinking 
and worldviews (e.g., Haraway 1992; Plumwood 1993, 2005; Dryzek 2005, Ch. 
3). This split between that which is “human” and that which is “natural” is 
identified in some literature as structural to the thought of key Enlightenment 
figures, being expressed, for example, in Descartes’ characterisation of non-
human animals as machines distinguishable from humans capable of 
thought, or Immanuel Kant’s distinction between the phenomenal and the 
noumenal worlds, with the former consisting of the realm of heteronomy de-
termined by empirical causal laws, while the latter being the realm of auton-
omy led by the noumenal laws of pure reason. Kant (2002, 2006) places non-
human nature squarely in the phenomenal realm, while describing humans, 
in their condition of rational animals, as existing between the two realms. In 
other words, unlike non-human species, humans have a capacity for not only 
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autonomy, in so far as their behaviour is determined by pure reason rather 
than their animalistic impulses, but also to rationally understand the empiri-
cal causal laws of the phenomenal realm and hence come to dominate over 
non-human nature (Moyer 2001). The worldview inaugurated with the En-
lightenment is thus charged as guilty of a fundamental anthropocentrism, 
seeing nature as simply the background condition for the expression of hu-
man autonomous activity, an inert matter waiting for human manipulation 
and control. 

The conception that human/nature dualism lies at the core of contempo-
rary ecological problems has mobilized an anti-dualism movement within the 
human sciences that seeks to develop an ecocentric worldview which sees 
humans as inherently a part of nature while recognizing autonomous agency 
to the non-human part of the universe. Exactly what form that anti-dualist 
perspective should assume has been a topic of great contestation. Proposals 
range from an embrace of non-Western perspectives supposedly untainted 
by anthropocentrism and expressed in concepts such as buen vivir or Pacha-
mama (Schoukens 2020; Villalba 2013) to calls for the development of “plane-
tary politics” (Burke et al. 2016) or “interspecies politics” (Youatt 2020) as sub-
stitutes for mainstream Enlightenment political orientations.  

An approach that has mobilized significant support is Bruno Latour’s actor-
network theory (ANT), which offers a relational conception of human/nature 
relations in which there is no distinction between human and non-human ac-
tors, or even between living beings and non-living objects, by arguing that all 
interactors in a relational network are mutually constituted by their relations 
with each other (Latour 2005, 2018). From such a perspective, there is no fun-
damental difference between human beings, non-human species, inorganic 
nature, and human-made objects, as all act upon each other in complex rela-
tional networks outside of which they do not exist as isolated elements. ANT 
has thus been frequently portrayed as an “attempt to erode, or at least bypass 
the barriers between the natural and the social arena” (Newton 2007, 28). In 
some sectors, it has come to be understood as a fundamental break with En-
lightenment dualism, substituting its anthropocentrism with a non-dualist re-
lational conception of human/nature relations which, to some authors, opens 
the way for a relational conception of the universe and human beings’ place 
in it (e.g., Kurki 2020; Trexler 2013; Pellizzoni 2016; Carter and Harris 2020; 
Bennett 2010). 

However, the anti-dualist approach provided by ANT has also been the tar-
get of significant contestation. It has been argued that by collapsing the dif-
ference between the human and the non-human, ANT effaces important dif-
ferences that are essential to orientate human thought and action, especially 
under conditions of global climate change and ecological degradation. In per-
haps one of the harshest critiques of ANT-inspired sociological writing on hu-
man/nature relations, Andreas Malm (2020) has argued that, if taken to its 
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logical conclusions, the erasure of the distinction between the human and the 
non-human leads to untenable perspectives. For example, referencing Tim-
othy LeCain’s (2015) neo-materialist ANT-inspired arguments, Malm (2020, 
93) observes how, from an ANT perspective, unintended consequences of in-
tentional human actions become understood as an expression of non-human 
agency in a way whose “tacit postulate […] is that intentional human agency 
terminates at the point where unintended consequences materialise.” This 
perspective leads LeCain (2015, cited in Malm 2020, 93) to argue that, since 
humans did not set out to cause the global geochemical changes associated 
with climate change, and these are largely unanticipated and unintended 
consequences of their actions, namely the burning of coal, “then [to] con-
clude that humans alone are responsible for the course of events that resulted 
from burning coal [is] nonsense.” According to Malm (2020, 93), this equiva-
lence between the unintended consequences of human actions and non-hu-
man agency ultimately leads to the conclusion that fossil fuels, such as oil and 
coal, are as much “agents” in the release of CO2 into the atmosphere as are 
fossil fuel companies and their CEOs since, from an ANT perspective, all are 
part of a relational network constituting the phenomenon of climate change 
(Malm 2020, 93). Such a conclusion, Malm (2020, 111) argues, has pernicious 
political consequences, as it allows those humans who are the main agents 
behind the extraction and burning of fossil fuels to share responsibility for 
the effects of their activities with inorganic components.  

The critique of ANT has been widened into a broader critique of the anti-
dualist movement in the human sciences, with the argument that the focus 
on the dilution of the Enlightenment barrier between humans and nature has 
tended to occlude fundamental differences between human beings and the 
rest of nature that must be retained so that a proper understanding can be 
developed of the processes underlying not only climate change, but also the 
possibility of avoiding a sixth mass extinction event on the planet. Alf Horn-
borg (2009, 2017a, 2017b), for example, has made the argument that a recog-
nition of the condition of humans as a part of nature should not completely 
efface fundamental differences between humans and the rest of nature. 
Without a recognition of such differences, Hornborg (2017b) argues, it is im-
possible to understand the key role humans have played in the processes of 
ecological change being experienced. In this context, Hornborg (2001, 126) 
highlights how human beings are the only known species on the planet to 
have evolved forms of communication via symbols rather than purely via 
signs. Symbols are defined as “signs that relate only by convention to the ob-
jects to which they refer” and constitute a form of “linguistic signs” that are 
exclusive to humans, existing in parallel with a plethora of pre-linguistic 
“sensory signs” (visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, taste) that both humans 
and other species make use of. Providing the example of Amahuaca hunters 
in Peru, who have learned not only to acquire information from animal 
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sounds, excrements, or tracks, but can also “disguise their own colour and 
scent and imitate animal cries to get the animals to respond,” Hornborg notes 
(2001, 126) that throughout millennia, the interaction between humans and 
non-human nature has been mediated by both pre-linguistic sensory signs 
and symbolic linguistic signs. “Traditional ecological knowledge” thus has 
both a linguistic and non-linguistic component on the basis of which humans 
have learned to orientate themselves in their living environment (Hornborg 
2001, 129).  

While non-linguistic sign communication, which humans share with other 
animal species, is locked to specific moments in time and space, symbolic 
communication, an evolved characteristic of human beings, by being based 
on human intra-group linguistically agreed-upon conventions, permits hu-
man beings to escape time and space constraints through the development of 
a symbolic and linguistic culture that serves as an inter-generational reposi-
tory of knowledge on the basis of which people learn to orientate themselves 
in their relations with each other and with non-human nature. Symbolically-
mediated communication, by permitting the inter-generational accumula-
tion, transmission, and adaptation of behaviour on a basis other than the 
much slower process of biological evolution, has provided human beings 
with a clear evolutionary advantage vis-à-vis other earthly species in terms of 
ensuring its own survival, proliferation, and occupation of almost all ecolog-
ical niches of the planet (see Elias 2011 [1991]). Without recognizing the fun-
damental evolutionary breakthrough represented by symbolically-mediated 
forms of communication and behaviour, and the way it has qualitatively 
changed human agential capacity within the ecological networks of which 
humans are a part, the social and evolutionary processes underlying either 
the global ecological impact of human activity or the possibility of ameliorat-
ing its more negative effects for the sustainability of life of Earth cannot be 
adequately understood (Hornborg 2017b).  

There is thus a case for the development of a perspective which, while seek-
ing to overcome the anthropocentric dualism that has coloured most ap-
proaches within the human sciences to human/nature relations, retains the 
capacity to identify, in theoretically relevant ways, the distinguishing charac-
teristics of human beings vis-à-vis the rest of nature. Such a perspective is 
fundamental to both reconstruct the processes leading to contemporary eco-
logical breakdown and to understand potential future paths of development 
that might ameliorate its worst impacts on human and non-human life on the 
planet. The argument of the next section is that the first steps towards such a 
perspective can be found in Norbert Elias’s process sociological conceptuali-
sation of human/non-human nature relations.  
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3. Levels of Integration in “the Great Evolution” 

Process sociology has been described by Stephen Quilley and Steven Loyal 
(2005) as a potential “central theory” for the human sciences. It is one of the 
few sociological approaches to have fully integrated and built upon develop-
ments in the biological sciences, such as the great synthesis between Darwin-
ian evolution and Mendelian genetics. This basis in the natural sciences, Quil-
ley and Loyal (2005) argue, has permitted Elias to develop an approach to the 
study of human social development that avoids establishing a dualism be-
tween humans and nature but maintains a capacity to identify the distin-
guishing features between physical, biological, and social processes that have 
emerged throughout the process of evolution of the Earth and of the universe 
itself. Elias’s sociological theory is thus framed in a wider conceptualisation 
of human/nature relations that integrates insights from evolutionary biology 
and mobilises them in ways that are highly relevant for the present discus-
sion.  

Despite Elias’s tendency to seldomly acknowledge the main references be-
hind his thought, recent research has made the argument that Elias’s discus-
sion on the sociology of knowledge and the sciences is infused with what at 
the time was the emerging consensus within the organicist movement in bi-
ology, namely in the work of authors such as Julian Huxley or Joseph Need-
ham, concerning the place of human beings in the long-term process of evo-
lution of the planet, and even of the cosmos, and the implications of those 
insights for the relation between the various natural and human sciences 
(Quilley 2010, 392). In this context, Elias (2007a, 185-91) suggests the notion of 
“levels of integration” within the “great evolution,” referring to the non-
planned and non-teleological development of higher levels of complexity and 
organization, with emergent characteristics at each of those levels, through-
out the long-term history of the cosmos. At each of these levels, more com-
plex patterns of organization of the elements of the lower levels give rise to 
emergent characteristics that cannot be subsumed to a mere sum of the char-
acteristics of the lower levels and that increase the capacity of the higher lev-
els to influence the lower ones. Elias (2007a, 195) identifies three main levels 
of integration that have hitherto emerged throughout the long-term process 
of development of the cosmos: the physical, the biological, and the symbolic. 
At each of these levels, particular patterns of organization, developing in a 
non-planned manner, give rise to higher levels of complexity and emergent 
characteristics that inaugurate the emergence of new levels of integration in 
the cosmos.  

Hence, the organization of simple molecules gave rise to the first prokary-
otic simple cells with a capacity for metabolism, i.e., a capacity to take ele-
ments from their environment to generate internal energy, repair 
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themselves, and self-replicate. The emergence of life gave rise to a new level 
of integration, that of biology, whose characteristics could not be subsumed 
to those of the inorganic elements at a lower level of integration whose com-
bination gave rise to biological life. At the same time, organic life quickly re-
vealed a capacity to affect and transform the inorganic level of integration, as 
the emergence of photosynthetic cyanobacteria led to the transformation of 
the atmosphere of the planet into an oxygen-rich environment, simultane-
ously opening new pathways for the evolution of life (Elias 2007a, 191). Simi-
larly, the long-term process of biological evolution on Earth gave rise to ana-
tomically modern humans, members of a species displaying several 
biological characteristics, such as bipedalism, opposable thumbs, or a low-
ered larynx, that permitted a greater degree of flexibility in their vocalisations 
and capacity for object manipulation when compared to other animal species 
(Elias 2011 [1991], 52). These evolved biological features opened the way for 
the exponential development of tools as a means of manipulation and trans-
formation of human beings’ natural environment to satisfy their needs and 
for the development of linguistic symbolic communication, a process which 
Elias describes as “symbol emancipation.”  

In this context, Tim Newton (2007, 109) notes that perhaps “technolinguis-
tic” emancipation might be a more adequate term, as it captures the funda-
mental interplay of tool-making and symbolic-communication in human de-
velopment. The concept adopted in the rest of this article to describe this level 
of integration, “technosymbolic,” follows Newton’s insight and will be a topic 
of further discussion in future research. For current purposes, it is enough to 
note how the more complex organization of biological elements led to the 
emergence of new characteristics, namely to symbolically-mediated inter-
human communication and to technology-mediated metabolism between 
human beings and their environment, which cannot be reduced to a mere 
summatory of the biological elements that gave rise to them. 

Technosymbolic emancipation thus inaugurated a new level of integration 
with dramatic consequences for both human beings and the rest of life on the 
planet. It shifted the balance between genetically oriented and symbolically 
oriented behaviour in human beings, with the later becoming the main pace-
maker of human development (Elias 2011 [1991], 56).  

In this context, Newton (2007, 159) has also noted that in Elias’s work the 
distinction between the predominance of genetically oriented behaviour 
among non-human animals and symbolically oriented behaviour among hu-
mans still appears at times too sharp given contemporary knowledge about 
non-human group-specific behaviour. For example, chimpanzees have been 
observed to make warning shouts for the presence of a threat, such as a 
snake, which vary across different groups. Similarly, techniques of tool mak-
ing (to hunt for termites or break nut shells, for example), which are passed 
on inter-generationally through mimicked behaviour, have also been 
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observed in some groups of chimpanzees and not in others (see de Waal 
2002). However, this observation does not take away the important distinc-
tion to be made between pre-linguistic signs and linguistic symbols that was 
mentioned above (Hornborg 2001). While sign-oriented behaviour can ex-
hibit some degree of local and inter-group variability, something which is ob-
served across different species, signs are still predominantly locked to spe-
cific time and space manifestations and can only refer to events in the 
present. Hence, an older chimpanzee must enact the tool-making behaviour 
as a way to pass on that knowledge to younger members of the group. That 
knowledge is not symbolically codified in such a way that it can be transmit-
ted later, referring to events/behaviours that are not being re-enacted in that 
moment. Similarly, alarm shouts are also locked to specific moments and 
cannot be taught via the symbolic reference to events outside the actual pres-
ence of the threat they refer to. The development of symbols communicated 
both orally and, later, in written form, has thus permitted human beings to 
evolve a significantly higher degree of flexibility in behavioural patterns, be-
coming capable of referring to events and objects outside the immediate ex-
perience of the communicators. This has greatly expanded the possible stock 
of accumulated knowledge of the human species, a development further re-
inforced by the invention of writing, permitting human beings to constantly 
build upon their social stock of knowledge concerning non-human nature 
and how best to manipulate and transform it to fulfil their needs.  

Hence, just as the emergence of biological life implied its capacity to trans-
form the lower level of physical integration on the planet – with known ex-
amples of animal species changing the shape of landscapes over the long-
term (see, e.g., Youatt 2020, Ch. 4; Ausilio et al. 2021) – the emergence of sym-
bolically oriented behaviour in human beings opened the way for an evolu-
tionary advantage that has permitted humans to use and transform other an-
imal species and natural landscapes in ways suitable to their own ends. The 
technosymbolic level of integration has thus become increasingly influential 
in the evolution of the biological and physical levels of integration of the 
planet. Again, this relation is not one-sided, as lower levels of integration also 
retain the capacity to influence, drastically at times, higher levels of integra-
tion, as seen by the example of pandemics and their effects on human socie-
ties. However, the technosymbolic level of integration also opens the way for 
learning processes on how to respond to such influences from lower levels, 
as the development of the medical sciences demonstrates.  

Furthermore, according to Elias (2011 [1991], 47), technosymbolic emanci-
pation is what explains the high degree of variability that can be observed in 
the human species – both spatially, between human groups, and temporally, 
across relatively short periods of time – when compared with that witnessed 
in non-human species. The latter tend to not exhibit significant differences 
between groups of the same species, and major behavioural changes tend to 
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be accompanied by biological evolutionary transformations. Human beings, 
by comparison, exhibit a high degree of changeability within the same bio-
logical species. Different human groups show a high variety of behavioural 
patterns, while also frequently manifesting radical transformations in their 
patterns of social organization without undergoing biological evolution (Elias 
2011 [1991], 47).  

Elias’s non-reductionist developmental-emergentist conception thus pro-
vides a worldview that overcomes the anthropocentric dualism between na-
ture and humanity that characterises a tradition of thought arising with the 
Enlightenment (Gare 2014), while avoiding the effacement of some important 
differences between human beings and non-human nature that has become 
so prevalent in recent anti-dualist ontologies. Elias thus maintains a form of 
ontological monism in his understanding of human/nature relations com-
bined with a focus on the distinguishable and non-reducible emergent fea-
tures characterising each level of integration in the long-term process of evo-
lution of the cosmos and planet Earth. From this perspective, there is no 
dualism between humans and nature, or between biological life and inor-
ganic nature. Rather, nature comes to be understood as an emergent, self-
organizing developmental process of which humans, and the symbolic and 
technological dimensions of reality that have emerged with them, are a part. 
At the same time, the human species also exhibits characteristics, such as 
symbolic emancipation and a capacity for technological development, that 
have permitted human beings to acquire a degree of influence over the bio-
logical and inorganic parts of planet Earth that surpasses that of other species 
on the planet. Humans have explored that higher capacity to shape their liv-
ing environment in ways that improved their survival chances and capacity 
to proliferate, occupy, and exploit, for their own benefit, almost all relevant 
ecological niches on the planet, with dramatic consequences for other spe-
cies.  

But technosymbolic emancipation also opens the way for a potentially 
never-ending learning process. From that perspective, it is also possible that 
it provides the means via which humans might learn how to regulate their 
metabolism with nature in ways that are less disruptive of the ecological pro-
cesses on which all life on the planet depends.  

4. Improving the Human Means of Orientation in the 

Anthropocene 

As mentioned above, human beings exhibit a significantly higher degree of 
behavioural flexibility than other species, which is related to the fact that 
their relations with each other and with non-human nature are mediated via 
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technology and symbolic communication. This technosymbolic mediation 
permits humans to significantly expand their stocks of symbolically codified 
knowledge about the human and non-human parts of the world in ways that 
are conducive to long-term, intergenerational processes of cumulative learn-
ing, on the basis of which humans improve their capacity to transform their 
social and natural environments with the purpose of improving their suita-
bility for the satisfaction of human ends. However, as Elias (2011 [1991], 136) 
frequently draws attention to, human learning processes are also highly pre-
carious, limited, and potentially misguided, with their learning-oriented in-
terventions in both the social and the natural dimensions of their existence 
frequently leading to unintended harmful consequences both for them and 
other species.  

Elias (2012a [1978, 1970], 151-2) seeks to capture the frequently contradic-
tory character of human learning processes at the technosymbolic level of 
integration via his notion of the “triad of controls.” The argument is that all 
human societies, irrespective of the time and place where they exist, must 
develop some pattern of these three basic controls to ensure their survival 
and reproduction. All human societies must learn how to exercise control 
over non-human nature in order to transform it into the objects required for 
the satisfaction of human biological and social needs; all human societies 
must learn how to exercise some degree of collective control over social pro-
cesses, namely via symbolically mediated social conventions regulating col-
lective behaviour; and finally, all human individuals must learn some degree 
of self-control over their internal impulses and emotions so that these are in 
line with prevalent social conventions on which the continued existence of 
social life depends. The relation between these three types of control is syn-
ergic; as Elias (2012a [1978, 1970], 152) puts it, “the extension of control over 
nature is directly interdependent with changes in both self-control and in 
control over interpersonal relations.” However, the relation between these 
three types of control is not linear. For example, Elias (2012a [1978, 1970], 151) 
notes that, in modern societies, the degree of “control-chances over non-hu-
man nature nexuses” tends to be “greater and increase faster than […] con-
trol-chances over interpersonal social nexuses.”  

The patterns of the triad of controls are also highly changeable across space 
and time between different societies. Furthermore, these patterns are always 
symbolically mediated, as it is through symbolic communication that preva-
lent patterns of the triad are socially defined and transmitted across genera-
tions. The triad of controls is thus described by Elias (2012a [1978, 1970], 99) 
as a concept that captures one of the “universals” of human development. It 
is what has been described elsewhere as a “process-concept” that refers not 
to a specific pattern of human social relations and relations with non-human 
nature, but rather a concept that captures an inescapable feature of the 
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human condition, which assumes very diverse forms in different contexts 
(Saramago 2022).  

Elias’s conceptualisation of the triad of controls was elaborated by Johan 
Goudsblom (see Goudsblom 1994 [1992], 10; Goudsblom, Jones, and Mennell 
1996, 39; Goudsblom 2002a), who summarised collective learning processes 
in each of the dimensions of the triad as, respectively, entailing developments 
in technology (i.e., human collective control over non-human nature), devel-
opments in organization (i.e., human collective control over social pro-
cesses), and developments in civilization (i.e., individual self-control) 
(Goudsblom 2002a, 27-8). Again, the notion of developments in technology, 
organization and civilization here does not entail a conception of linear pro-
gress, but rather the development of differing patterns of control that might 
exhibit higher or lower complexity and contribute more or less to the survival 
chances of the groups displaying those patterns. The triad of controls is thus 
a key aspect of Elias’s work that can be read as being an orientating theme of 
his research. It can even be argued that, in many ways, much of Elias’s work 
consists of empirically informed theorisations of the relation between the dif-
ferent dimensions of the triad of controls. Hence, his analysis of the Euro-
pean civilising process can be read as an analysis of how developments in 
technology and social organization, permitting the historical emergence of 
power centres, in the form of sovereign states, with greater control over 
larger populations and spaces, were deeply intertwined with developments 
at the level of human individual patterns of self-control, or what came to be 
described as “civilized” behaviour (Elias 2012b [1939]).  

In the same manner, Elias’s (2007b [1987]; 2011 [1991]) sociology of 
knowledge can be read as an analysis of how lower levels of control over ei-
ther non-human nature or social processes might confront human beings 
with perceived threats – posed by other animal species or other human 
groups – that give rise to individual feelings of insecurity and fear. The fre-
quently uncontrollable character of these feelings, and associated impulses 
to fight or flee, tend to colour individual and collective perceptions and sym-
bolically mediated models of social and natural processes with what Elias 
calls more “involved” perspectives. Such perspectives are mainly focused on 
understanding what those uncontrolled processes might mean for the indi-
vidual and his or her immediate social group. For example, two human 
groups confronting each other come to perceive the opposing group as being 
intent on their destruction because they are evil and sub-human. A response 
to such a situation of uncontrolled social tensions oriented by more “in-
volved” perspectives sees war and the elimination of the enemy as the most 
reasonable course of action. However, war and violent conflict, given their 
always unpredictable outcomes, entail an even further loss of collective con-
trol over the social processes that the two groups collectively constitute. A 
more “detached” perspective might have drawn attention to the way in which 
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each of the opposing groups threatens the other by its behaviour, leading to 
feelings of insecurity and hence to the aggressive posturing. A response to 
such a situation oriented by more “detached” perspectives might highlight 
the desirability of the development of social conventions between the two 
groups that lower their mutual perceived threats and build a sense of trust 
between them, thus actually enabling the development of a higher degree of 
collective control over the social processes of which the two groups are a part 
(Elias 2011 [1991], 149; see also Elias 2010 [1985]). However, achieving a more 
“detached” perspective requires significant efforts at self-control on the part 
of individuals, as these have to contain the impulses that the initial feelings 
of fear caused by the opposing group might invoke within them.  

A similar dynamic between involvement-detachment and security-threat 
balances can be witnessed in the relations between self-control and control 
over non-human nature in the context of human/nature relations. Elias 
(2007c, 105-78) provides an exemplary fictional story of fishermen caught in 
a tempest at sea where those that are overcome by feelings of panic become 
incapable of calming themselves enough to see the patterns of the storm and 
how lighter objects of their wreaking ship tend to remain afloat while larger 
sections of the ship are being sucked down by the maelstrom. Again, those 
fishermen oriented by more “involved” perspectives seek to avoid jumping 
into the water that poses the source of the threat and hang on to the bigger 
pieces of the ship, while the survivor in the story is capable of exercising the 
necessary degree of self-control to develop a more “detached” perspective of 
their predicament and identify how to navigate the storm by jumping into the 
water and hanging on to the smaller debris that remain afloat.  

As Stephen Mennell (2003) has noted, a major underlying theme in all of 
Elias’s work is how to improve the human means of orientation, so that hu-
man beings might learn how to develop patterns of the triad of controls that 
might be more conducive to their survival and flourishing within the oppor-
tunities opened by the “great evolution.” Namely, Elias’s concern was with 
how human beings might come to develop more “detached” means of orien-
tation in conceiving their relations with each other and non-human nature, 
so that they might orientate their behaviour in ways that allow them to ac-
quire a greater degree of collective control over their conditions of existence 
and to “promote core interests without harming each other over and over 
again” (Linklater 2011, 36). In many ways, the whole of Elias’s work can be 
understood as an attempt to provide such more detached and adequate 
means of orientation.  

In this context, it is interesting to ask whether it is possible to build upon 
Elias’s work in such a way that speaks directly to the challenges faced by hu-
man beings and other earthly species in the Anthropocene. Goudsblom (1994 
[1992], 2002a) is again insightful in this regard with his notion of the “anthrop-
osphere” and “ecological regimes.” Goudsblom (2003, 3-4) introduces the 
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notion of the “anthroposphere” to refer to “that part of the biosphere which 
is inhabited and influenced by humans. The most fundamental trend in hu-
man history has been the expansion of the anthroposphere within the bio-
sphere – at first slow and almost imperceptible, later at an increasingly more 
rapid pace,” as humans’ evolutionary advantages have allowed them to colo-
nize and transform an ever-growing part of the planet’s ecosystems. This ex-
panding anthroposphere has been accompanied by the development of sev-
eral “ecological regimes,” that describe the main patterns of the triad of 
controls regulating the human/nature metabolism. Goudsblom (1994 [1992]) 
identifies the development of the fire regime, when humans learned how to 
produce and control fire, as one of the main developments behind the shift 
in the balance of power between human beings and non-human species. Fire 
kept other animals away from human encampments, improved hunting tech-
niques and opened the way for the cooking of food and better nutrition. The 
cumulative effects of these innovations characterised the beginning of a pro-
cess of expansion of the anthroposphere.  

The fire regime provided the necessary conditions for the development of 
later regimes, namely the agrarian regime when humans learned how to cul-
tivate food and initiated a long-term process of artificial selection of fruits, 
vegetables, and animal species with great impact upon the planet’s biodiver-
sity, and, since the middle of the 18th century, the industrial regime 
(Goudsblom 2002a). The large-scale burning of fossil fuels that characterizes 
this regime was responsible for a radical further expansion of the anthropo-
sphere as manifested by the release of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere, 
the accelerated growth of the human population, the occupation and trans-
formation of an ever-expanding area of habitats by humans, and the develop-
ment of synthetic products, such as plastics (Goudsblom 2002b). As 
Goudsblom (2002a, 42) notes,  

industrialization meant the rise and spread of a third socio-ecological re-
gime – the industrial regime, following the fire regime and the agrarian re-
gime. [But] it did not put an end to the older regimes. On the contrary, new 
applications of fire lay at the very heart of industrialisation […] while facto-
ries started generating means of production for agriculture […] [from] com-
bustion-driven machines [to] fertilizers and pesticides. By the end of the 
20th century, agriculture and industry in many parts of the world had be-
come inseparable and often even barely distinguishable.  

The industrial regime was thus conditional to the so-called Great Acceleration 
(McNeill and Engelke 2014), when human transformation and disruption of 
the earthly ecosystems witnessed a dramatic quantitative and qualitative in-
crease. In Eliasian fashion, Goudsblom (2002a) describes the development of 
the various ecological regimes as part of a long-term learning process in 
which humans came to develop different patterns of the triad of controls – 
with high variation between different human societies – that permitted them 
to explore their control chances over non-human nature in ways that seemed 
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immediately beneficial for human survival. However, these learning pro-
cesses also exhibit a deeply contradictory and limited character. In many 
ways, the evolutionary success of human beings in ensuring their survival 
and proliferation through each of the successive regime patterns of the triad 
of controls has also come to undermine the conditions for the survival of both 
future complex human societies and many non-human species (see Quilley 
2004, 2011).  

From this perspective, the contemporary ecological crisis should be under-
stood not in moral terms – as it sometimes tends to be discussed – but as a 
consequence of an unfinished learning process. Human means of orientation 
towards non-human nature and social processes, even though expressing 
higher levels of detachment than they might have done in the past, are still 
frequently coloured by forms of involvement that tend to see non-human na-
ture in predominantly anthropocentric ways, from the perspective of its use-
fulness as a resource for the satisfaction of human needs. In this context, 
Goudsblom (2002c, 411-4) theorises the possibility of a “fourth ecological re-
gime,” which would be the result of the development of a new pattern of the 
triad of controls embodying an even more detached perspective on hu-
man/nature relations. This perspective would “recognize the entire vital net-
work of interdependencies in which human lives evolve – in other words, the 
dynamics of the anthroposphere within the biosphere” (Goudsblom 2002c, 
414). This implies a conception of living nature as a self-organizing emergent 
process, of which human beings are an indissociable part. Similarly to Elias’s 
surviving fisherman caught in the maelstrom, the fourth ecological regime 
would be oriented towards understanding natural processual dynamics and 
how human beings can position themselves within those dynamics so as to 
ensure their own survival and flourishing while guaranteeing the sustainabil-
ity of the natural processes on which all life on the planet depends. Control 
over nature under the fourth regime would thus assume less the form of dom-
ination and more the form of a “working-with,” similarly to the way the cap-
tain of a sailing ship navigates the sea and wind currents to take the ship to its 
destination. Control, under those conditions, means a detached understand-
ing of the emergent natural processes in which the ship is embedded and a 
working with them towards human-established ends (see Saramago 2019, 
215). A fourth ecological regime thus requires an overcoming of the ontolog-
ical dualist conceptions of human/nature relations inherited from some En-
lightenment traditions but, at the same time, it cannot rely on the effacement 
of the differences that exist between humans and the rest of nature, without 
an understanding of which the Anthropocene cannot be understood nor ade-
quately navigated. 

What concrete pattern of the triad of controls could assume in this hypo-
thetical fourth ecological regime is an open question that Goudsblom has not 
engaged with in depth. Goudsblom (2002c, 411-4) comments in this regard 
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point to the technological search for new recycling methods and alternative 
energy sources, the organizational development of global forms of social reg-
ulation of the human metabolism with nature, and the development of new 
patterns of “civilized” individual behaviour that envision not only the reduc-
tion of harm in inter-human relations, but extend those concerns to non-hu-
man species and ecosystems, in what has been called elsewhere a form of 
“ecological civilising process” (see Quilley 2009, 2020; Rohloff 2019).  

Other authors in process sociology have sought to address this question in 
a tentative manner, with a particular emphasis on the patterns of self-control 
that might be required and compatible with a more ecological orientation to-
wards human/nature relations. Particularly interesting in this context has 
been the work of Stephen Quilley (e.g., 2004, 2011, 2013), namely his critical 
analysis of proposals that such a fourth ecological regime be characterised by 
a radical reduction of the anthroposphere, encapsulated in notions of 
“degrowth” that argue for the need to radically decrease the complexity of 
human societies, with proposals for a return to more sustainable forms of 
life, organized around small agricultural communities (see, e.g., Hickel 2021; 
Schmelzer, Vansintjan, and Vetter 2022; Odum and Odum 2001; Kallis 2011; 
Hopkins 2014). Quilley’s argument is that degrowth proposals often assume 
the possibility of returning to simpler and smaller societies while maintain-
ing patterns of “civilized” conduct like those that became predominant in 
contemporary liberal democratic societies (for example, with respect to gen-
der relations or care towards non-human animals). However, these proposals 
ignore the sociological conditions for such patterns of individual self-control. 
They ignore the extent to which the “civilized” patterns of behaviour of liberal 
societies are interdependent with the other two dimensions of the triad of 
controls, namely with the development of complex social mechanisms of reg-
ulation, pacification, and functional democratization of increasingly denser, 
lengthier, and intertwined networks of social interdependency, and with a 
significant level of control of non-human nature – even if in an unsustainable 
form – and associated taming of the threats posed by other species (Quilley 
2011, 78).  

It is thus unlikely that a drastic reduction in the complexity of human soci-
eties and in the networks of interdependence that characterise them would 
not also be accompanied by a reduction in collective control over social and 
natural processes. Under those conditions, liberal “civilized” patterns of self-
control would be harder to maintain and in the long-term there would be a 
high probability that humans beings’ means of orientation vis-à-vis the social 
and natural processes in which they are embedded would also come to ex-
hibit more involved perspectives, with what those entail both in relation to 
inter-human and inter-species relations. As Quilley (2011, 78) notes,  

for those modern refuseniks disenchanted with the shallow, unsustainable 
idiocy of consumer society, there may well be cause to celebrate, with the 
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resurrection of family and community as the primary vehicles of social sup-
port and solidarity. […] But there can no doubt that, with regard to the long 
march of political and social enfranchisement, such neo-traditionalism 
would be socially and politically regressive. 

In Quilley’s (2011, 78) view, “most anti-capitalist, anti-globalization and envi-
ronmentalist prognoses of relocalization flatly refuse to engage with the im-
plications of [their proposals for a] neo-traditionalist, post-liberal society.”  

However, according to Quilley (2011), from the perspective of process soci-
ology, an alternative vision of what a fourth ecological regime could look like 
can also begin to be envisioned. Important in this regard is Goudsblom’s 
(2002c, 403) distinction between “intensive growth” and “extensive growth” 
as the twin processes underlying the expansion of the anthroposphere. Ac-
cording to Goudsblom (2002c, 403), the expanding anthroposphere has been 
characterised both by extensive growth, i.e., the process via which human 
societies come to incorporate more and more of non-human nature into 
themselves and literally expand the space they occupy on the planet, and in-
tensive growth, i.e., the process via which human societies improve their 
productivity by developing a greater capacity to collect and process infor-
mation and mobilize energy and matter. Both extensive and intensive growth 
depend on the development of technology but are fundamentally intertwined 
with developments of collective social control and self-control. The relation 
between these two forms of growth is not linear, and in different moments in 
time and different societies one or the other can become prevalent.  

From this perspective, Quilley (2009; 2011, 82) comes to argue that a fourth 
ecological regime could come to be based on a significant increase of inten-
sive growth and reduction of extensive growth, in a process characterised as 
“trophic detachment.” In this context, Quilley (2011, 82) comments on how 
the long-term process of human technosymbolic learning could lead to the 
development of the technological and organizational capacity to increasingly 
mobilize information, energy, and matter in ways that substantially reduce 
the impact of the anthroposphere on the biosphere. While he does not go into 
depth on what exactly that would entail, an example that is provided of 
trophic detachment is that of hydroponic farming. In that context, humans 
reproduce, under controlled conditions, the natural processes leading to the 
production of vegetables and fruits in ways that require a fraction of the 
amount of land and water, while producing more nutritious products and in 
greater abundance (see Verdoliva et al. 2021; for a more critical assessment, 
see Severson 2021). Hydroponic farming could thus be considered an exam-
ple of an increase in intensive growth and reduction of extensive growth. It is 
a process that, simultaneously, increases human collective capacity to satisfy 
human needs while freeing space and resources for the regeneration of non-
human nature. Furthermore, the social conditions for the reproduction of hy-
droponic farming, as an expression of human control over natural processes, 
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are intertwined with significant levels of social and self-control. Individuals 
participating in hydroponic farming practices require extensive education 
and understanding of complex technology and natural processes. Hence, in-
tensive growth is premised on the increase of social complexity and on the 
development of a pattern of the triad of controls where human/nature rela-
tions come to be characterised by synergic, rather than dominating, dynam-
ics.  

Such arguments draw process sociology closer to recent proposals in the 
ecomodernist field (see Karlsson 2020; Symons 2019), while infusing them 
with much needed sociological insight that tempers their wilder expressions 
of techno-optimism. What exactly are the learning processes underlying the 
transition to a fourth ecological regime characterised by a reinforcement of a 
certain type of intensive growth and reduction of extensive growth remains 
an open question. One that process sociology can only answer if it also rein-
forces its understanding of the intertwined relations between the three di-
mensions of the triad of controls, particularly how technological develop-
ment, as the means for regulating the human metabolism with nature, is 
intertwined with social control and self-control, a topic that remains to be 
further explored within process sociology. However, process sociology does 
offer a conceptual apparatus that can serve as a foundation for an improve-
ment of the human means of orientation in the Anthropocene.  

5. Conclusion 

The Anthropocene confronts human beings and non-human species with a 
fundamental developmental challenge. If humans are to avoid the full expe-
rience of a sixth mass extinction event in the history of the planet, the initial 
effects of which are already being observed, development of more adequate 
theoretical and analytical frameworks based on which people might better 
orientate themselves in the current predicament is fundamental. In this con-
text, inherited anthropocentric and dualist conceptions of human/nature re-
lations, which continue to predominate in the human sciences, constitute a 
fundamental obstacle. But, at the same time, recent attempts to efface any 
form of distinction between “humanity” and “nature” can also easily become 
a source of disorientation. This article sought to provide an alternative per-
spective. Based on a process sociological approach that situates human be-
ings and their distinguishing characteristics vis-à-vis the rest of nature in the 
long-term, non-teleological and emergent process of evolution on the planet, 
the article offered a framework that, it was argued, is capable of overcoming 
anthropocentric dualism, while retaining an awareness of the differences be-
tween humans and other species that is fundamental to understand the natu-
ral and social processes underlying the Anthropocene. Furthermore, an 
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effort was made to mobilize process sociological concepts to explore the im-
plications of different answers to the ecological crisis. Further research is re-
quired. But process sociology can offer the foundation for the development 
of more adequate means of orientation that might help human beings learn 
how to navigate the Anthropocene in ways that ensure the survival, well-be-
ing, and potentially even the flourishing of both human and non-human life 
on the planet. 
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