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Preface
The Centre for the Anthropology of Sustainability (CAoS), based in the Department

of Anthropology at UCL, promotes research, discussion and publications that take the
dream of sustainability seriously and, most importantly, that search and struggle for
alternatives. CAoS was launched with a conference in 2015, ‘Anthropological Visions of
Sustainable Futures’, that brought together a group of eminent colleagues to discuss the
insights our discipline can contribute to the concept of ‘sustainability’, and conversely
to consider the consequences of applying the idea of sustainability to our discipline
and its distinctive core methodology: ethnography. In addition to two days of plenary
presentations followed by lively commentary from invited discussants, the conference
hosted Marcus Coates, an artist whose work offers a multispecies commentary on
aspects of the human condition, and presented a sell-out performance of the play ‘Gaia
Global Circus’ conceived by Bruno Latour, written by Pierre Daubigny, and directed
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by Frédérique Aït-Touati and Chloe Latour, contemplating what climate change and
the Anthropocene mean for humanity.

The results of this gathering exceeded our expectations. The presentations and
ensuing discussions offered profound insights into what the notoriously ambiguous and
politically manipulated term ‘sustainability’ means; of what needs to be sustained
to ensure future livability; of the value of ethnography for understanding what living
sustainably means in practice for human societies, and what it does not; of the emerging
academic significance of anthropology in the Anthropocene; and of the ethical-cum-
political duty of anthropologists to fight more forcefully for diversity so as to secure
a livable future for humans and non-humans in the ecologically nested systems we
share. This volume makes these surprisingly convergent insights available to a wider
audience.

We are immensely grateful to all of the discussants at the CAoS conference whose
thoughtful and provocative reflections helped further inspire the editors and contribu-
tors to this volume: Olivia Angé, Laura Bear, Phil Burnham, Carolina Commandulli,
Gill Conquest, Phillippe Descola, Pablo Dominguez, Keith Hart, Evan Killick, Hannah
Knox, Ellen Potts, AnneChristine Taylor, Cathryn Townsend, Olga Ulturgasheva and
Cédric Yvinec. We wish to thank Haidy Geismar, Vanessa Grotti, Martin Holbraad,
Katherine Homewood and Hannah Knox for their comments on the text. Special thanks
are due to Paul Carter-Bowman, Hernando Echeverri, and Cathryn Townsend for their
help organizing the event. We also gratefully acknowledge the generous support of the
Faculty of Social and Historical Sciences and the Joint Faculty Institute of Graduate
Studies at UCL, the Institut Français de Londres, the Royal Anthropological Institute,
and the Association of Social Anthropologists. This book is dedicated to the memory of
Gill Conquest, an extraordinary person, exceptional student and polymath who helped
us to build CAoS from its earliest days.

London, UK
2017

Marc Brightman
Jerome Lewis
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