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ABSTRACT 

 

 
In 2015, an Agreement was made in Paris at the 21st conference of the Parties of the UN. The purpose 

of the Paris Agreement was to collectively target climate change and keep the global warming under 

2°C. Since then, the strength of this Agreement has been evaluated in numerous ways, optimists and 

pessimists present arguments for different theories and opinions. While some argue that the agreement 

is too weak because of its non-binding features and vagueness, others argue that the very same 

vagueness has opened up a new door. To contribute with a new perspective, the aim of this study is to 

describe and analyse different conceptions of nature in the Nationally Determined Contributions 

submitted to the Paris Agreement by Parties who signed it. Based on previous research about different 

conceptions of nature, an analytical framework is built and used through a text analysis of some of the 

Contributions. The findings of this qualitative, descriptive case study are meant to create a deeper 

understanding of the Contributions made to the Paris Agreement, describing if different conceptions of 

nature are found and whether this affects the way the Parties aim to tackle the climate crisis. 

 
 

KEYWORDS: Paris Agreement, Nationally Determined Contributions, Anthropocentric, Ecocentric



                                                                     

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION ……………………………………………………………...1 

1.1 Purpose……………………………………………………………………………………....1 

1.2 Research question…………………………………………………………………………...3 

 

2. THEORY & BACKGROUND…….……………………………………………5 

2.1 Previous research and theoretical framework……………………………………………….5 

2.1.1 Different conceptions of nature……………………………………………………......6 

2.2 Analytical framework……………………………………………………………………….11 

 

3. METHOD AND MATERIAL………………………………………………….16 

3.1 Research Design and Method…………………………………………………………….….16 

3.2 Material………………………………………………………………………….….……….17 

 

4. ANALYSIS……………………………………………………………………..20 

4.1 Introduction of NDCs………………………………………………………………...…...…20 

4.2 Content Analysis : Conceptions of nature in the NDCs……………………………...……...21 

    4.2.1 Anthropocentric conception of nature…………………………………………………..21 

    4.2.2 Use of indigenous and local knowledge………………………………………………...24 

    4.2.3 Ecocentric conception of nature………………..…………………………………..…...25 

4.3 Results……………………………………………………………………………………….30 

 

5. CONCLUSION……………………………………………………………....…32 

 

6. REFERENCES………………………………………………………………….33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                     

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

“We might summarize our present human situation by the simple statement: In the 20th century, the 

glory of the human has become the desolation of the Earth. And now, the desolation of the Earth is 

becoming the destiny of the human.”1 

-Thomas Berry   

 

1.1 PURPOSE 

 

Like never before, humanity is found in a unique and crucial position of deciding the faith of the Earth. 

Entering a new epoch, the Anthropocene, human behaviour, actions and tendencies are driven by a self-

propelling conquest for resources to continuously fuel our rapid economic development. In the western 

market-based civilization that rules a great part of the world, this quest has led to a domination of as 

well as a separation from nature.2 But as Thomas Berry3 expressed, this glorious economic development 

has led to the desolation of the earth, and humans have triggered changes in the Earth’s systems at such 

a great scale that a paradigm shift of the mind is inevitable, if humans and life on earth is to stand a 

chance.   

 

The phenomena described above is well known as climate change, perhaps a better description would 

be human change - as human activity and behaviour has triggered the crisis. There is a large body of 

literature regarding climate change and its challenges, scientists and scholars all over the world have 

directed their focus towards possible solutions to find a way out. Thus, to avoid disorientating the 

literature, it seems appropriate to keep the concept of “climate change”. Technical, economical, societal 

and ultimately fundamental changes are chanted daily, but change seems to be moving too slow. The 

rate of our Earth’s sixth mass extinction, the first one that is “creature-instigated”, is reciprocating.4   

 

The most recent global effort to tackle climate change, the Paris Agreement in 2015, was described as 

a huge diplomatic success, enhancing global negotiation’s ability to act together towards climate change 

as 185 Parties of the Convention56 have agreed on acting together to keep the global warming below 

2°C.7 While the agreement could be viewed as a ‘success’ in comparison to the UN’s earlier attempts to 

meet the climate crisis, as the Kyoto Protocol (which was only signed by 37 Parties)8, a wide selection 

                                                 
1 Brown, 2012 
2 Ibid 
3 Thomas Berry was a cultural historian and ”Earth scholar” who has inspired and influenced the environmental research 

towards a broader perspective of the relationship between humans and the Earth  
4 Brown, 2012 
5 UNFCCC, Paris Agreement Status of Ratification 
6 The Paris Agreement opened up for signature in 2016, 22nd of April  
7 Harvey, 2015 
8 UNFCCC, Kyoto Protocol Status of Ratification 
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of scholars presents different views to whether or not the Agreement is capable of a considerable change 

to tackle climate change, some more optimistic than others. 

 

In one view, the Paris Agreement provides possibilities through its flexible features, something Keohane 

and Oppenheimer mutually agree upon in their article “Paris: Beyond the Climate Dead End through 

Pledge and Review?”.9 They argue that the Agreement open up a door that was previously closed,10  as 

it includes a wider selection of mindsets and different solutions that should be, but has not been, 

considered when facing the challenge of climate change.11 Similarly, David Victor, a professor of 

international relations and author of the book “Global Warming Gridlock”12, mentions the embracement 

of the scientific and public knowledge that has previously been ignored. He means that when the Parties 

look within their countries to come up with intended Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), 

which  can be tailored after a country’s own needs and capabilities, they will be motivated to include a 

broader selection of knowledge.13 The NDCs, which will be mentioned as the Contributions throughout 

this paper, are meant to put forward every Party’s best effort to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement, 

and to enhance these efforts in the years to come.14 Victor further argues that it is not only the knowledge 

of scholars that will be enhanced through the Contributions, but also the knowledge of the Parties that 

have previously been excluded. In the Kyoto protocol only Annex I parties (also named as OECD 

countries) had to commit to mandatory emission-reduction targets, while non-Annex I parties (known 

as developing countries)15 had no requirements of reductions even if they signed the treaty.16 The Paris 

Agreement involves not only Annex I countries, but Annex II and non-Annex countries as well, which 

can be viewed as a positive progress partly because these countries and actors also release green-house 

gas (GHG) emissions - and should therefore act to reduce them. Additionally, this decentralized feature 

of the Agreement is also beneficial because alternative knowledge from non-Annex I parties and non-

governmental Parties17 that have been ignored, due to the centralized universal solutions that have 

previously been favoured, is providing new broader perspectives.18 

 

In another perhaps more pessimistic view of the Paris Agreement, Oran Young, professor of 

environmental policy, argue that the Agreement is weak and ill-defined and that the commitments (the 

                                                 
9 Keohane and Oppenheimer, 2016 
10 Ibid 
11 ibid 
12 GPS, David Victor 
13 Victor, 2016 
14 UNFCCC ”What is the Paris Agreement” 
15 I use quotation marks because I believe that ”developing countries” is misleading in the context of climate change. 

Countries that are viewed as ”developed” include a large proportion of the countries that has caused climate change 

because of their ”development”, to call the countries that has not contributed to climate change in the same destructive way 

”developing” therefor seems unfair in my perception. 
16 ibid 
17 Parties are the same thing as actors – the Paris Agreement include both governmental Parties and non-governmental 

Parties, but only governmental parties submit NDCs. 
18 Ibid; 135 
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Contributions among them) will not be strong enough to tackle climate change.19 His concern is shared 

by many, even in the Paris Agreement it is ‘noted’ “(…) that much greater emission reduction efforts 

will be required than those associated with the intended nationally determined contributions in order to 

hold the increase in the global average temperature to below 2 ̊C (…)”.20 

However, Young ends with a glimpse of hope and suggests that in the event of a “revolution of 

consciousness”, the ability to act on existing knowledge could benefit from the vague and flexible 

features the Agreement builds upon.21 Young defines this “revolution of consciousness” as a shift in the 

public’s attitudes and values regarding the relationship between humans and nature; one that needs to 

take hold on a widespread basis in order to break out of “business-as-usual” and its political grip.22 

Further he argues that “(w)hat is at stake here is the transformation of our vision of the good life rather 

than the selection of one or another policy instrument on the basis of calculations of benefits and costs” 

and that even though shifts of this type are rare, they could determine the fate of the Paris agreement.23  

The Paris Agreement includes a large body of global actors and their efforts, it is therefore a good 

overview of the status quo of global climate politics. Further, it is interesting to analyse the Paris 

Agreement and its Contributions through the lens of a possible revolution of consciousness to see if it 

can be used as an arena for change and a paradigm shift.  

 

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

Taking off in the belief that a fundamental paradigm shift is needed to tackle climate change, and that 

this includes a transformation of the governmental systems that directs human action and behaviour, this 

paper aim to describe whether or not such features can be found in the Paris Agreement. The research 

question that will guide the study is as follows: 

 

Can a “different conception of nature” be found in the Contributions made in the Paris Agreement? 

 

To clarify, I do not wish to evaluate whether the Paris Agreement and the Contributions made to it are 

strong enough to meet climate change or keep global warming under 2°C (many agree with Young in 

his belief that it is not). Instead, I wish to describe a different aspect to see if the Contributions allows 

an opening for the paradigm shift many argue is crucial, focusing on the possible shift towards a different 

conception of nature. The result will not be understood as proof to whether or not such shift is actually 

happening. However, through describing if “conceptions of nature” can be found in within the 

                                                 
19 Young, 2016 
20 Paris Agreement, 2015; 3 
21 Young, 2017; 131 
22 Ibid 
23 Ibid 
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Contributions, the paper aims to contribute to the existing research from a new perspective which can 

possibly be used by others to compare the progress of future Contributions. 
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2. THEORY & BACKGROUND 

 

2.1. PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 

Young argues that the “revolution of consciousness” that is needed may already be happening24, but has 

the Paris Agreement been an arena to scale up this revolution in order to release the strong grip of 

“business as usual”? The “business as usual” referred to is the western market-driven actions and the 

world view that has ruled the politics the last decades. Brown argue that this is what has led us into the 

epoch of the Anthropocene, where the glory of human development has led to environmental 

degradation and an unsustainable relationship to the Earth25. Imbedded in the DNA of this “business as 

usual is a “(…) sense of separation from and superiority over other cultures and nature”.26 The 

“revolution of consciousness” mentioned earlier is understood as paradigm shift, towards a non-

anthropocentric mind-set that views the human-nature relationship differently. 

 

Inspired by the cultural historian Thomas Berry and his view of the intertwined relationship between 

humans and the Earth, the environmental lawyer and author Corman Cullinan has contributed to a 

greater understanding of this “revolution of consciousness” and paradigm shift, in which it could be 

argued that Young places the hope of the Paris Agreement. In his book Wild Law, Cullinan argues that 

the governance systems of today relies largely on markets which drives human behaviour in an 

inappropriate direction, where the connection between the regulatory system and what is regulated is 

lost.27 In other words, the human domination and separation from nature can be found in the governance 

systems that direct human societies, values and action. Cullinan illustrates this through the example of 

the trade agreements that regulate trade markets but lacks capacity to regulate the resources that are 

traded.28 He further argues that the world view that is dominating human societies is based on a false 

understanding of the world: 

”The core falsehood is that we humans are separated from our environment and that we can flourish 

even as the health of Earth deteriorates. In fact, we humans have convinced ourselves that human health 

and well-being depend on exploiting the Earth (preferably as fast as technology permits and the market 

demands) rather than on preserving the global ecosystem”.29 

Similarly, Brown argues in his article “Ethics for Economics in the Anthropocene” that the human 

separation from nature, in which the dominating western (anthropocentric) society is largely based upon, 

has led to fatal hubris.30 He states that “(t)his hubris has legitimated the enslavement and extirpation of 

                                                 
24 Ibid 
25 Brown; 2012; 1 
26 Ibid 
27 Cullinan, 2011; 27-28 
28 ibid 
29 Ibid; 44 
30 Brown, 2012; 8 
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many of the world’s peoples, decimated natural living and non-living systems (which took billions of 

years to evolve), and ultimately enslaved us to a false conception of who we are”. 

 

To find alternative, non-anthropocentric, world views, seemingly one has to look past the western 

culture to find different systems based on a fundamentally different understanding of the human-nature 

relationship. The false understanding of the human-nature relationship and who we are, which Cullinan 

and Brown agrees upon, can be related to the different conceptions of nature Inoue & Moreira writes 

about in their article “Many worlds, many nature(s), one planet: indigenous knowledge in the 

Anthropocene”.31 Inoue and Moreira argue that depending on historical, social and geographical features 

– different understandings of the world have been created, which shapes “our conception of nature” and 

the human-nature relationship.32 These different “conceptions of nature” make an interesting framework 

for this study, and will be further explained in the next section. 

 

2.1.1. DIFFERENT CONCEPTIONS OF NATURE 

 

Anthropocentric conception of nature 

Inoue and Moreira’s argue that the “conception of nature” that currently dominates the Earth and global 

politics is the “western conception of nature”, characterised by an instrumental relationship between 

humans as subjects and nature as objects.33  

The western society has been constructed over a long period of time, and there are many theories 

regarding its origin.34 Whether the “western conception of nature” has evolved from a religious belief 

in human superiority, the philosophical “dream of mastery” that can be illustrated by Socrates’s words 

that “nature is not his teacher”35, or merely the urbanisation which separated humans from the wilderness 

and natural world –most western societies have at least one thing in common: they work in a way which 

allows the exploitation of nature and its resources in an unsustainable way, faster than nature can 

recover36. Because of this, Inoue and Moreira argue that the human-nature separation, which the western 

society is built upon, is the root cause to the climate crisis.37 

 

Similarly, Brown writes in his article “Ethics for the Anthropocene” that the status quo conception of 

nature in the world is the western one, dominating both nature and other cultures in a market driven 

society.38 While arguing that there is little difference between dominating nature and dominating people, 

                                                 
31 Inoue and Moreira, 2016 
32 Ibid; 8 
33 Inoue and Moreira, 2016; 8-9 
34 Ibid 
35 Ibid; 4 
36 ibid 
37 Ibid 
38 Brown, 2012; 8 
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he also clarifies that while the western view of nature has led to the anthropocentric way of life, the 

western people were not the “(…) only ones to dominate and subjugate others—only that they have been 

(…) the most successful”.39 One could connect this conception of nature to those who, in the words of 

Cullinan, “(…) believe that we are on the right track because, thanks to technology and science, at least 

some of us can sit comfortably on a flush toilet instead of squatting in filthy garments around a fire 

wondering if something big and fierce will come eat us”.40 

 

The ‘track’ Cullinan speaks of, including the “successful” human superiority over and separation from 

nature, connect to the illusion that climate change can be met through the same activities that caused it 

– economic growth and technological development. However, at some point, one must look to change 

the fundamental features that caused the problem in the first place. This is not to say that economic 

growth and technical development is not desirable, or that we should throw away water toilets and sit in 

filthy garments around the fire instead.41 Economic and technical development does have a place in the 

climate change politics, but no technical or economical solution will be able to stretch the ecological 

boundaries of the planet. For this reason, a shift in human behaviour and values is equally important. 

This assumption is based upon the fact that most of the economic and technological development is 

often dependent on the unsustainable, instrumental use of nature where human development and health 

are prioritized as if they are separate from that of the Earth’s.  

 

Nevertheless, efforts to change behaviours, through giving up the privileges or the instrumental human-

nature relationship, are not easily found in previous attempts to meet climate change, at least not 

according to David Victor. 42 Instead, he argues it is easy to find promotion of economic and technical 

solutions in our market-driven societies - one could therefore argue that efforts to meet the climate crisis 

and challenges still follows a “business as usual” approach.43 This is how the concept of “business as 

usual” will be understood in this paper. While Inoue and Moreira names this a “western conception of 

nature”44, I will use the concept of an “anthropocentric conception of nature”, as it is not only the western 

politics and societies that are dominated by, or dominates through, a human-centred conception of 

nature. Thus, in this paper, what much of the literature identifies as “western” will be called 

“anthropocentric”. 

 

 

 

                                                 
39 Ibid; 3 
40 Cullinan, 2011; 87 
41 ibid 
42 Victor; 2016 
43 Ibid  
44 Inoue & Moreira, 2016 
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Ecocentric conception of nature 

Second, a different conception of nature, one that could potentially create a paradigm shift, is what Inoue 

and Moreira calls an “indigenous conception of nature”.45 This conception, created by a different 

understanding of the world where “(t)here is no separation between nature and culture, or between 

subject and object”,  favours a non-instrumental approach.46 While Inoue and Moreira do not argue that 

all indigenous communities are the same, something many of them have in common is their relation to, 

and conception of, nature. A conception in which humans and nature always interrelate without 

separation47. An article in UN Environment brings up the example of the indigenous Mauri population 

in New Zeeland and their way to engage in the natural world not as masters over it, but as part of it,48 

concluding that this view is shared by indigenous people all over the world.49  

 

Another clear example of this inherently different and non-instrumental conception of nature is 

illustrated in Cullinan’s book “Wild Law”, where he refers to the well-known writer Berry Lopez book 

“Arctic Dreams” who, after traveling around the arctic, concluded that; 

“A fundamental difference between our culture and Eskimo culture (…) is that we have irrevocably 

separated ourselves from the word that animals occupy. We have turned all animals and elements of 

the natural world into objects (…)”.50 

A “conception of nature” like the one illustrated above is expanding from indigenous communities into 

the academic field. In recent years it has also grown into some of the legal systems over the world, 

creating laws and policies to protect “the Rights of Nature” or “the Rights of Mother Earth”.  

 

These changes are driven by both indigenous peoples, leaders, environmental lawyers and scholars. The 

core aim with the “rights of nature” is to create a paradigmatic shift in legal thinking and human actions, 

“(r)ather than treating nature as property under the law, rights of nature acknowledges that nature in all 

its life forms has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles”.51 The “rights of 

nature” is relevant both because it translates the indigenous conception of nature into the legal system 

which many societies work within52, but also because it offers evidence that the different conception of 

nature, the “revolution of consciousness” has led to action – a paradigm shift. 

 

While an alternative “conception of nature” has always been deeply embedded in many indigenous 

cultures and their way of life, it is not until recently it has taken place in the market-driven legal 

                                                 
45 Ibid; 13 
46 ibid 
47 Ibid; 14 
48 UN Environment, 2017 
49 Ibid 
50 Lopez, 2001 quoted by Cullinan in Wild Law, 2002; 63 
51 GARN, ”What is rights of nature” 
52 Brown, 2012 
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framework, expanding this conception of nature beyond the indigenous community. A few examples of 

where this legal transformation is happening are Ecuador’s constitution (that includes the “rights of 

nature”), Bolivia’s Pachamama law (law of mother earth), rivers in India (has gained juridical status), 

New Zeeland (the Whanganui river has legal rights), and in smaller indigenous and local communities 

in Nepal, Australia, United States and other countries.53 

 

In 2010, the universal declaration of “The Rights of Mother Earth” was created by the Global Alliance 

for the Rights of Nature (GARN) and the International Tribunal in Cochabamba, Bolivia, and submitted 

to the UN for consideration54. Later that year the UN adopted two resolutions to promote what they call 

“Harmony with Nature”.55 Cullinan, one of the founders of the GARN, helped construct the declaration, 

stresses the necessity to understand the world view it is based upon and argue that “(t)his world view 

(which is shared by indigenous people in many parts of the world) understands human beings as being 

an integral and inseparable part of a living Earth community and sees climate change and other forms 

of environmental degradation as products of the misguided attempts of industrialised societies to control, 

manage and exploit that community (…)”.56  

Inoue & Moreira identifies this as an “indigenous conception of nature”, and while it does have its roots 

in indigenous values, it has rapidly spread to non-indigenous peoples as well. Therefore, to avoid 

confusion, the concept of an “ecocentric conception of nature” will be used instead. In contrast to 

“anthropocentric”, the concept “ecocentric” denotes a shift towards nature-centred values that denies 

the division between humans and nature.57  

 

One could argue that through the adaptation of the universal declaration of “the Rights of Mother Earth” 

and their adaptation of resolutions to promote “Harmony with Nature”58, the UN opened up for a 

paradigm shift towards an “ecocentric conception of nature”. But the question remains whether or not 

the climate change politics has embraced this ecocentric “revolution of consciousness” through the Paris 

Agreement. If an “ecocentric conception of nature” would enter the climate change politics, perhaps it 

could shape the solutions towards a paradigm shift, directing politics away from “business as usual”. 

 

Anthropocentric conception of nature – using indigenous and local tools 

Lastly, in a third “conception of nature” that can be found in Inoue & Moreira’s article, the grip of 

“business as usual” does not waver, and the “anthropocentric conception of nature” is not abandoned.59 

Indigenous and local communities are instead recognized as important as they possess useful knowledge 

                                                 
53 Margil, 2017; 27-28 
54 GARN, Timeline 
55 Ibid 
56 Cullinan, 2017; 34 
57 Educaliongo, ”Ecocentric” 
58 UN, ”Harmony with Nature” 
59 Inoue & Moreira, 2016 
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and tools for climate change action. There are many that share the assumption that Indigenous 

knowledge is valuable and perhaps even vital when approaching climate change. One of them is Elinor 

Ostrom who empirically studied local governance of common pool resources and through those came 

to the conclusion that; 

“If we do not find the means to enhance the capabilities of local, indigenous institutions to govern and 

manage smaller common-pool resources effectively, the absence of such institutions in the twenty-first 

century will lead to an even greater acceleration of the destruction of valuable natural resources.”60 

 

Through this illustration, one can argue that the human-nature relationship is an instrumental one, where 

non-human species (animals and plants) make “valuable resources” – i.e., objects. While Ostrom does 

find the current way to govern (specifically the one from the late 90s) nature unsustainably and urge the 

importance of embracing indigenous and local knowledge61, the “anthropocentric conception of nature” 

does not seem to be fundamentally contested. 

Inoue and Moreira argue that this pragmatic reason to embrace indigenous knowledge is growing, which 

can be illustrated in a news article by UNFCCC where its written that the UN “(…) recognises how 

much we have to learn with and from local communities and indigenous peoples, the knowledge and 

practices of which constitute a “major resource for adapting to climate change””.62 This is both because 

while indigenous people only make out 5% of the world’s population, they safeguard 80% of the world’s 

remaining biodiversity (making their Contribution crucial in climate change), but also because of their 

traditional knowledge that has been developed and transferred from generation to generation.63 

 

Perceptively, the third conception of nature could be understood as a continued “anthropocentric 

conception of nature” in the sense that the human-nature relation is still separated, the Earth is still used 

in an instrumental way, but the recognition of the need for change (that we need to tackle climate change) 

leads to the pragmatic embracement of indigenous and local knowledge to use the Earth sustainably. 

While it can be viewed as a step in a different direction, Inoue & Moreira argues that such reason to 

value indigenous knowledge in global environmental governance is insufficient, because it is still 

constructed by the conception that nature is an object or resource and because “the way we construct 

knowledge matters”.64 In other words, it is important not to separate the knowledge local communities 

and Indigenous peoples have on how to “use nature sustainably”, from the values and conceptions that 

has led them there. It is therefore relevant to distinguish between the “ecocentric conception of nature” 

(that is built largely on indigenous values) and using indigenous and local knowledge to pursue an 

“anthropocentric conception of nature”. While the first can be described as a paradigm shift and 

                                                 
60 Ostrom, 1994; 3 
61 Ibid; 23-25 
62 UNFCCC ”COP23 addresses the local communities and indigenous peoples platform” 
63 ibid 
64 Inoue and Moreira; 2016; 13 
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revolution of consciousness if entering the global politics of climate change, the other one is merely 

“improving” the sustainability of an inherently unsustainable anthropocentric way of development. It is 

inherently unsustainable not because it values human rights or development itself, but because the laws 

and policies that are supposed to enhance that development does not realise the need to connect those 

systems within the planetary boundaries65. It seems to be ignored, however, that using conventional 

growth policies and “business as usual” to meet sustainable development goals within the economic and 

social sector will make it impossible to change the direction of climate change.66 In other words, while 

this use of local and indigenous knowledge for sustainable development may be useful for climate 

action, it is still dominated by a “anthropocentric conception of nature” and cannot be argued to be a 

“revolution of consciousness” or a “paradigm shift”. 

 

2.2. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In the section of previous research and different conceptions of nature, various research has been 

presented on how different conceptions of nature could affect how global climate change politics is 

shaped. Further, the previous research has led to the creation of three hypothesises about what can be 

found in the Contributions made to the Paris Agreement. The hypothesises are: 

 

(i) In the Contribution, an “anthropocentric conception of nature” is dominating and 

“business as usual” is favoured 

(ii) In the Contribution, a continued “anthropocentric conception of nature” is dominating 

but also the pragmatic value of local and indigenous knowledge  

(iii) In the Contribution, an “ecocentric conception of nature” is dominating and a paradigm 

shift is possible  

 

These hypothesises will work as guidance for the collection of data as well as tools when analysing the 

material from a theoretical point of view.  In the analysis, the aim is to find out whether or not the 

Contributions can create a possible paradigm shift (hypothesis (iii)), e.g. that an “ecocentric conception 

of nature” is dominating. It is likely that the findings will be difficult to interpret into just one of the 

hypothesises, which is why useful operational indicators will be needed to guide the research and make 

the interpretations transparent. The following section will specify how the different conceptions of 

nature will be understood through an analytical framework, which will be concluded through a table 

(table 1) in the end.  

 

                                                 
65 ibid 
66 Cullinan, 2011; 72 
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The first hypothesis presented was; 

 

(i) In the Contribution, an “anthropocentric conception of nature” is dominating and 

“business as usual” is favoured 

 

Based on the theoretical framework, the understanding of an “anthropocentric conception of nature” 

will be narrowed down into four different operational categories. 

 

According to Cullinan, Brown and Inoue and Moreira, the “anthropocentric conception of nature” is 

driven by a sense of human separation from and superiority over the natural world and non-humans. In 

other words, the belief that humans and nature are separate. While this may not always be expressed 

in those words, it should be possible to evaluate whether the analysed seem to view humans as a part of 

nature, or as masters over it. If the relationship between humans and nature is not seen as interrelated, 

it will be understood as an indicator of an “anthropocentric conception of nature”.   

 

Another way to evaluate whether the conception of nature is anthropocentric or not is through the value 

of nature. As Inoue and Moreira explains, the “anthropocentric conception of nature” often shows 

through an expressed instrumental relationship where nature is seen as objects and humans as subjects. 

Nature and non-humans are resources for humans to rule over, extract and use for their own benefit. 

 

The third indicator of an “anthropocentric conception of nature” is that “market-driven” mechanisms 

are seen as the way towards development even in climate change politics, in the sense that “business as 

usual” is favoured. “Business as usual” can be understood in many different ways, but in this paper, it 

relates to how the Parties aim to target climate change. Keeping the laws and trade agreements that 

allows the “anthropocentric conception of nature” to continue the use of nature with a market driven 

approach, aiming to reduce the climate impact through mainly economic and technological solutions. 

Thus, “business as usual” is not understood as doing everything as usual without acting towards climate 

change – but as acting towards climate change without challenging the existing institutions, human 

activities or human-nature relationship that has caused it. 

 

If the material provide evidence that the analysed Contribution is dominated by the indicators above (or 

some), the first hypothesis find support. 

 

The second hypothesis presented was; 

 

(i) In the Contribution, a continued “anthropocentric conception of nature” is dominating 

but also the pragmatic value of local and indigenous knowledge  
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This conception is confirmed if the material consists proof for the previous “anthropocentric conception 

of nature” and if additional implications can be found which illustrates the importance of indigenous 

and local knowledge. The importance of indigenous and local knowledge includes traditional 

knowledge and institutions that allow for a more sustainable use and governance of nature, while the 

instrumental view of nature and the Earth as a resource remain.  

 

If the material provide evidence that the analysed Contribution includes the importance and use of 

indigenous and local knowledge, the second hypothesis find support. 

 

The third hypothesis presented was;  

 

(i) In the Contribution, an “ecocentric conception of nature” is dominating and a paradigm 

shift is possible  

 

Like the first hypothesis, this “conception of nature” will be narrowed down to to four categories based 

upon the theoretical framework.  

 

Firstly, through an “ecocentric conception of nature”, humans and nature are not separate– but seen as 

interrelated. In the belief that humans are not masters over nature but a part of it, this human-nature 

relationship is fundamentally different than the one that has driven the Earth into the Anthropocene.  

 

The ecocentric conception of nature will also be understood as non-instrumental, in the belief that 

“(t)here is no separation between nature and culture, or between subject and object”.67 This belief does 

not equal “not using the earth”, but simply that nature is more than just resources for us to extract and 

that there’s a different dimension than the one our market-driven societies admit to, and for that reason 

nature is not seen merely as “resources”.  

 

The Rights of Nature/ Mother Earth serves a role when determining if the ecocentric conception of 

nature can be found. Implications that nature carries rights to exist is understood as if human 

development is not the main goal with climate politics – instead it is recognized that the priority should 

be the well-being of the whole Earth (which humans are part of).  

 

Lastly, an “ecocentric conception of nature” can be expressed by the recognition that a change from 

“business as usual” is needed, which will require more than lowering GHG emissions through economic 

                                                 
67 Ibid 
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and technical solutions but also changes in human behaviour as well as the way development is 

understood. The need for market-driven societies needs to fundamentally change their institutions and 

governance systems, to work in favour to the planetary boundaries, could be an indicator of this. 

 

If the material provide evidence that the analysed Contribution is dominated by the indicators above (or 

some), the third hypothesis find support. 

 

It is very likely that evidence for more than one conception of nature can be found in one Contribution, 

which is why I will have to use my own analytical skills and the analytical framework to sort out, and 

motivate, how the conceptions of nature are expressed and how that shapes the Contributions. This will 

admittedly be a challenge, as the political texts that are chosen for the analysis differ a great deal from 

each other, and political texts of this kind are often made to satisfy many different actors and interests, 

which is why the table below will be of help to narrow down the material into useful pieces of 

information. 
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Table 1: Analytical framework categories  

Possible findings Operational indicators (code) Examples 

(i) Dominating 

”anthropocentric conception 

of nature” 

1. Separation between nature 

and Humans 

Climate change is threat to 

humanity first of all – not nature 

2. Instrumental human-nature 

relationship 

Nature is viewed only as 

resources without own value 

3. Not challenging human 

behaviour / business as usual 

No “need” for behavioural 

changes - till favour growth 

4. Technical and economical 

solutions favoured 

Green growth and renewable 

energy, low carbon transport 

   

(ii)Continued 

“anthropocentric conception 

of nature” with pragmatic use 

of indigenous and local 

knowledge 

1. Recognizing the value of and 

uses local and indigenous 

knowledge for sustainable 

development 

Promoting Indigenous 

knowledge in ex. agriculture 

   

(iii) Dominating ”ecocentric 

conception of nature” and 

possible paradigm shift 

1. Human are not superior over 

nature – not separate 

Humans are part of the Earth 

and need to live in harmony 

2. Non-instrumental 

relationship to nature 

/ nature not just seen as 

resources 

Using nature with consideration 

to its limits and respect its 

regeneration cycles, note its 

importance in cultures 

 3. Rights of Nature – climate 

action is not primarily a goal for 

human lives, but also for nature 

as it has its own right to exist  

Rights of nature / Mother earth 

or express human obligation 

towards natures survival / right 

to exist 

 4. Expresses the need to change 

human behaviour – not just rely 

on technology and economy 

Not only promote the use of 

renewable energy, but the need 

to use less.  

 

The categories in table 1 are tools to help improve the validity of the research, making it more likely 

that I am measuring what I claim to measure when I analyse the material. While reading the material, it 

will be helpful to place the findings within these pre-decided definitions /guidance categories to sort out 

the information that is useful to answer my research question, but also to increase the validity of the 

results that are found in the texts.  
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3. METHOD AND MATERIAL 

 

3.1. RESEARCH DESIGN & METHOD 

 

The design of the research is a case study, with the intention to find answers to the research question 

through studying the case of the Contributions in the Paris Agreement. This is an appropriate design as 

the main aim is to describe a phenomenon as well as create a deeper understanding of it in a specific 

case. 

 

A qualitative text analysis will be performed on the Contributions submitted to the Paris Agreement 

from 2015 to 2019 to describe how/if the different “conceptions of nature” are found and if they can be 

argued to shape the Contributions and its attempt to target climate change. 

The specific method of choice is a qualitative content analysis. When conducting a qualitative content 

analysis, a few core principles needs to be taken into account according to Philipp Mayring, a 

methodological researcher. One core principle is to specify the context in which the material is 

embedded.68 In other words, it is important to analyse the material with regard to its origin and intended 

effect. This should not be problematic in the analysis as all of the material can be argued to be within 

the same context – the Paris agreement, with the intended effect to meet the 2°C goal. Even so, the 

political language and texts are likely to be written in a way so that they can be understood in different 

ways by the many actors they aim to satisfy69, efforts will be made to identify such features and discuss 

them. Another core principle is to use systematic rule-bound procedures, meaning that it is decided in 

advance how the material will be approached. This criterion is met through the analytical framework. 

To avoid missing unexpected information, it is also useful to keep an open mind for findings that are 

not expressed in the analytical framework.70 The categories (in the analytical framework) that will be 

used are the central point of in the qualitative content analysis, as they will both work as an instrument, 

guiding the analysis, but also create intersubjectivity by making it possible for others to reconstruct and 

repeat the analysis with the same tools.71 This theory-bound character of the analysis is another core 

principle of the content analysis, as it constructs validity through always connecting the findings to the 

theory guided framework.72 

 

                                                 
68 Mayring; 2014; 39 
69 To clarify what I mean, Contributions need to satisfy both the UN, the countries people, actors with economical interest 

and so on – which could lead to that they texts are not easily analysed and have ”paradoxical” features. 
70 Ibid; 40 
71 ibid 
72 Ibid; 41 
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Through conducting this content analysis, a possibility is opened to not to not just describe how the 

different conceptions of nature are found in the material, but also to create deeper understanding of how 

and in what ways the conceptions shape the content of the Contributions.  

Presented below are the guiding questions for the analysis. To clarify how the questions relate to the 

analytical framework, the codes ((i), (ii), (iii)) for the different hypothesises are noted to connect them 

to the different conceptions of nature.  

 

What is viewed / expressed as the main issue with climate change? 

- Is climate change expressed as a threat to humans (i) or the whole Earth (iii)? 

How does the human-nature relationship seem to be viewed? 

- Instrumental (i) or non-instrumental (iii)? 

- Are humans and nature viewed / expressed as separate (i) of intervened (iii)? 

What solutions are proposed?  

- Are the solutions based on “business as usual” e.g. relies on technical and economic solutions (i)? 

- Are the solutions in line with “moving away from business as usual”, expressing the need to 

change human behaviour (iii)? 

Are local communities and indigenous people included? 

- Does the material express the importance of their Contribution/ knowledge, why (ii)? 

- Are there pragmatic reasons for including local communities and indigenous peoples (ii)? 

What seems to be the main goal of the Contribution?  

- Human development/health/lives (i) or the Earth/environment/Biodiversity (iii)? 

 

These questions will be used to guide the selection of information in the Contributions. 

To ensure that the method of choice was relevant and that the questions and categories can be useful 

instruments to answer the research question, a pilot study was conducted on a small part of the material 

to gain methodological strength.73  

 

3.2. MATERIAL 

 

To begin with –the Paris Agreement was read through the lens of the theories in the theoretical 

framework, aiming to sort out “different conceptions of nature”. One could argue that the Paris 

agreement written in 2015 is dominated by the “anthropocentric conception of nature” – or rather as an 

anthropocentric conception of the solution, implying that technical an economic development is the way 

out of the crisis. Additionally, the agreement builds upon the principle of common but differentiated 

responsibilities and respective capacities.74 Meaning that while developing countries are also 

                                                 
73 Marying, 2014; 13 
74 Paris Agreement, 2015; 21 
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encouraged (and expected) to contribute, it is recognized that developing countries will need support to 

achieve their Contributions75. Additionally, it is noted that developed76 countries development has been 

the driving cause to the crisis and that this and their responsibilities should be determined thereafter.77 

The language and word-use in the Agreement gives a lead on what the priorities are, for example it is 

“(r)ecognising the fundamental priority of safeguarding food security and ending hunger”, 

“(e)mphazising the intrinsic relationship that climate change (…) have with equitable access to 

sustainable development (…)” and “(a)cknowledging that climate change is a common human concern, 

(…) human rights, the right to health, the rights of indigenous people, local communities (…)” are some 

examples.78 However, when it comes the Earth, the agreement is simply “(n)oting the importance of 

ensuring the integrity of all ecosystems, including oceans, and the protection of biodiversity, recognized 

by some cultures ad Mother Earth, and noting the importance for some of the importance of “climate 

justice” when taking action to address climate change”.79 This use of words could be understood as is 

the major priority of the Paris Agreement that was written down in 2015 is humanity, as it ‘recognise’, 

‘emphasise’ and ‘acknowledge’ the threats and challenges towards human development and safety while 

only ‘noting’ a different view where Earth itself has a value. Perhaps this is not unexpected as it is a 

human agreement, but still in accordance with the human centred “anthropocentric conception of 

nature”. Despite this, the agreement encourages each party to include their highest ambition in their 

Contributions, guided by the agreed upon efforts. It is therefore not impossible for alternative 

Contributions (that could include a “different conception of nature”) to have been submitted. 

As the updated Contributions for the next review meeting in 2020 are not submitted yet, the 1st 

Contributions that were submitted after COP21, between 2015-2019, will be analysed. This could be 

useful for future studies if one wishes to compare the Contributions to see if they are enhanced and / or 

have changed “conception of nature”. 

The selection of Contributions is related to the activity of indigenous peoples and environmental 

movements in the world whose activities are in line with the “ecocentric conception of nature”. As these 

Parties Contributions are the ones that are most likely to be inspired by “ecocentric conceptions of 

nature”. Ideally, one would analyse all the 183 Contributions, but with the limited timeframe such efforts 

are not possible. Therefore, a strategic selection of the material was made, choosing to analyse the 

Contributions where an “ecocentric conception of nature” is most likely to be found.80 As Esaiasson et 

                                                 
75 Paris Agreement, 2015; 21 
76 The concept of developed and developing countries in the Paris Agreement is based on whether the country/ Party is an 

OECD countries or not  
77 Paris Agreement, 2015; 21 
78 Ibid 
79 Ibid 
80 Esaiasson et al., 2017; 154-157 
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al. argues in Metodpraktikan, this is a “most likely design”, meaning that: if a “different conception of 

nature” (non-anthropocentric) and possible paradigm shift cannot even be found in those Contributions, 

it is unlikely to be found in the others too.81 The selection of Contributions that will be analysed is based 

on information from the official website of Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature (GARN)82, as the 

actors presented there share the “ecocentric conception of nature”. While this does not ensure that their 

government and whole countries share the same values (or that this will show in their NDC), it is 

nevertheless a good starting point. The Contributions are: Canada, the US, South Africa, Nepal, India, 

Australia, New Zeeland, Ecuador, Bolivia and the EU.  

The Contributions will be analysed through the lens of the analytical framework (page 12) to guide the 

analysis and the ability to determine whether a “anthropocentric conception of nature” or an “ecocentric 

conception of nature” dominates the party’s Contribution, and if/how the conception can be argued to 

shape the Contribution. 

While the analytical framework creates transparency and guides the research, it is important to 

acknowledge that there are possible limitations with the analysis due to the fact that I, the researcher, 

live in an anthropocentric, western society. The way my knowledge is constructed could therefore affect 

the lens through which the material is read. However, the awareness of this will hopefully minimize its 

impact on the study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
81 Ibid; 162 
82 GARN; ”Get to know us” 
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4. ANALYSIS 

In this section the findings from the empirical material will be presented. First, a brief introduction of 

the Contributions will be made. Second, through using the analytical framework, the findings will be 

presented, continuously analysing them and how they connect to the different “conceptions of nature”. 

Each hypothesis will be presented under separate subsections, where the operational indicators will be 

discussed in relation to the Contributions to connect the findings to the research question. Finally, an 

analysis of the findings as a whole will be done. 

4.1. INTRODUCTION OF NDCs  

The Contributions (NDCs) are a crucial part in the Paris Agreement, as the agreement is largely built 

upon country driven actions which is further explained in article 7 §5, where it is agreed that “(…) action 

should follow a country-driven, gender-responsive, participatory and fully transparent approach, taking 

into consideration vulnerable groups, communities and ecosystems, and should be based on and guided 

by the best available science and, as appropriate, traditional knowledge, knowledge of indigenous 

peoples and local knowledge systems, with a view to integrating adaptation into relevant socioeconomic 

and environmental policies and actions (…)”.83 In other words, the Contributions illustrate how each 

country aims to act and contribute in order to target climate change, but as the agreement is “non-

binding”, the pledges are not ensured to be carried out.  Previously in the paper, it was stated that there 

is already a consensus that the proposed actions in the Contributions submitted after 2015 are not enough 

to meet the goal of keeping the global warming under 2°C. However, they could still include other 

mechanisms that are not directly lowering the temperature but still affect the outcome through shifting 

human behaviour or values. As a result of the Paris Agreements “vague features”84, the Contributions 

vary a great deal from each other. Some are 3 pages and does not include a comprehensive description 

of what goals and solutions their Contributions are based upon, while others are 30 pages with carefully 

described goals and solutions as well as how they intend to carry out their actions. These differences 

lead to that some Contributions will be easier to analyse and interpret into the hypothesises than others, 

it is important to keep this in mind when evaluating the result. Additionally, it should be clarified that 

all of the Contributions do target climate change, whether it is done under a “anthropocentric” or 

“ecocentric” conception of nature. Actions that are not included in the analysed Contributions, submitted 

by the Parties, can still be carried out by other actors. While state-actors (Parties) and their Contributions 

play a critical role in the Paris Agreement and in global climate change action, non-state actors (like 

NGOs) also are also a big part of the Agreement. While lack of time prevents this study from including 

the Contributions of non-state actors, I recommend future research to take these actors into account. 

                                                 
83 Paris Agreement; 25 
84 Young, 2016 
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4.2. CONTENT ANALYSIS: CONCEPTIONS OF NATURE IN THE NDCs 

 

4.2.1. ANTHROPOCENTRIC CONCEPTION OF NATURE 

 

(i) In the Contribution, an “anthropocentric conception of nature” is dominating and “business as 

usual” is favoured. 

 

As mentioned in the analytical framework, one thing that is identified as an “anthropocentric conception 

of nature” is the separation between humans and nature. Throughout the analysis, I found evidence of 

such separation in many of the Contributions, mostly expressions which imply in various ways that 

climate change is first of all a threat to humanity, and not to the Earth as a whole. In Nepal’s Contribution 

for example, it is noted that Nepal has suffered from climate change through loss of human lives, social 

and economic costs85 and that the overriding goal is to “(…) reduce climate impact on its people, 

property and natural resources”86. Further, in Nepal’s Contribution, they present the aim to optimize 

forestry (because it reduces carbon), but this solution is  proposed “(…) for the prosperity of the Nepali 

people”.87 In other words, their Contribution does not aim to meet climate change because it threatens 

the Earth as a whole, but because it has had devastating impact on its people, e.g. humans. Which can 

be understood as if the two (the Earth/nature and humanity) are separated. Similarly, Canadas’s 

Contribution state that “(a) national plan will be developed to respond to the range of health risks caused 

by climate change (…)”.88 The health risks they are referring to are only human, and there is no similar 

plan to respond to the “health risks” caused on the Earth and so they too appear to separate humans from 

nature.  

 

In South Africa’s Contribution, one can find similar evidence of a human separation from and 

superiority over the natural world. As a developing country, they present the “(…) overriding priorities 

to eliminate poverty and eradicate inequality”89 and that the “key challenge is the transition to a low 

carbon climate resilient economy and society”.90 Based on the analytical framework, I understand this 

as if humanity is the priority and the human society and economy need to be protected from climate.  

South Africa does admit that “(t)he nature of the climate change challenge is one characterised by the 

overuse of a global commons in an unequal world”91. This is an example of how the Contributions are 

sometimes difficult to interpret into just one “conception of nature”, as noting the “overuse of global 

commons” could be understood as an ecocentric conception of nature. However, South Africa does not 

                                                 
85 Nepal, 2016; 2 
86 Ibid; 4 
87 Ibid; 8 
88 Canada, 2016; 3 
89 South Africa, 2016; 2 
90 Ibid; 8 
91 Ibid; 1 
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express the need to change such overuse with concerns about the Earth, rather their overriding concern 

is still the harm climate change causes to human societies and economic development.92 In the 

Contributions above, the human-nature relationship is not seen as interrelated. Further, both the 

challenge and the goal of climate change is to save humanity with little notion of the threat towards, or 

wellbeing of, the rest of the planet other than in instrumental ways.  

 

The instrumental human-nature relationship, which I have also identified as an “anthropocentric 

conception of nature”, can be found in some of the contributions I have analysed. In Nepal’s, Australia’s 

and Canada’s contributions, nature and non-humans are expressed as objects, resources or property 

whose value seems to be determined by the fact that they are useful for humans. For example, Nepal’s 

overriding goal is to “(…) reduce climate impact on its people, property and natural resources”93,  

Australia states that their challenge among others is to continue their “(…) role as a leading global 

resources provider (…)”94, and Canada supports clean technology in their natural resource sectors95. 

  

Many of the Contributions express the will to develop a low-carbon economy and plans to do so by 

targeting “economy-wide” sectors. “Economy-wide” means “involving the whole of a country’s 

economy”96 and could therefor in itself be interpreted into an “anthropocentric conception of nature” as 

it is based upon economic solutions. In the Contributions where “economy-wide” solutions re proposed, 

the aim to continue developing economic growth is expressed and technological and economical 

solutions are proposed to make such growth “sustainable”. What I mean is that low-carbon vehicles are 

suggested as a solution without problematizing the use of vehicles, renewable energy is seen as the way 

forward without notion that one should change the energy consumption. In the analysis, I have identified 

this as “business as usual” without changing human behaviour but instead favouring economic and 

technological solutions, which are both understood as actions based on an “anthropocentric conception 

of nature”.  

 

To exemplify, New Zeeland wants to meet their economy-wide targets to lower GHG emissions through 

the use of international market mechanisms. While their targets does include environmental integrity 

and forest management, the favoured use of market mechanisms (economy) and little notion of changing 

human behaviour and consumption, but merely making it more sustainable suggests a continued 

“business as usual“.97 Nepal promotes renewable technologies for energy sectors to reduce their GHG 

emissions, and they favour such solutions because they “bolster social and economic developments and 

                                                 
92 Ibid 
93 Nepal, 2016; 4 
94 Australia, 2016; 1 
95 Canada 2016; 3 
96 Dictionary Cambridge, ”economy-wide” 
97 New Zeeland, 2016 
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ensure environment conservation”98. While the “environmental conservation” could imply a different 

direction of their Contribution (like in New Zeeland), they continue to say that they submit their 

Contribution with “aspirations of development and improving the country’s economy”99 and states that 

their climate actions are constrained by their lack of development. Hence, the overriding goal and the 

way forward – climate change or not – is viewed as economic growth.  

Canada’s Contribution is “(…) addressing climate change as an opportunity to transition to a strong, 

diverse and competitive low-carbon economy”.100 Similarly, the United States Contribution presents the 

“(…) effort to transition to a low-carbon global economy as rapidly as possible” and “(…) intends to 

achieve an economy-wide target”.101 Both Canada and the US are putting a lot of faith into technological 

solutions – particularly in the transport and energy sector, as they aim to lower emissions through 

shifting from high to low-emitting transportation and supporting clean electricity (renewable energy).102 

While I do not argue these goals are not true to their ambition, it is hard to find evidence or suggestions 

that the consumption of these, e.g. the human behaviour, should change as well. Meaning that it goes in 

line with what I have identified as targeting climate change through “business as usual” under an 

“anthropocentric conception of nature”. In Australia’s NDC, direct-action policy to “reduce emissions 

while improving productivity and sustaining economic growth”103 with an “economy-wide” target104. 

Emissions (which they wish to reduce with 26 to 28 percent) are described as the main problem and the 

solution proposed is technological innovation, renewable energy and energy efficiency.105 The 

Contribution submitted by the EU and all its member-states is a, rather vague, economy-wide target to 

reduce their GHG emissions with 40% by 2030 in relation to 1990. While the Contribution include land 

use, land use change and forestry to meet the reduction target, these actions are will only be established 

“as soon as technological conditions allow”.106 In other words, while nature and environmental integrity 

is noted as important and a problem of climate change107, one could argue that the proposed solutions 

rely on technology and not changing human behaviour.  

 

It is noteworthy that the Contributions, which are political texts, are (as expected) sometimes difficult 

to analyse into just one “conception of nature”. To exemplify, both Australia’s and the EU’s 

Contributions include “land-use change” as a part of “sectors covered”, which could be understood 

change of human behaviour and an “ecocentric conception of nature”.108 However, it is not expressed 

how, or why, “land-use change” is included and the in the EU’s Contribution, it is argued that that useful 

                                                 
98 Nepal, 2016; 3 
99 Ibid; 1 
100 Canada, 2016; 3 
101 United States, 2016; 1-2 
102 Canada 2016; 2-3 United States, 2016; 2-4 
103 Australia, 2016; 1 
104 ibid 
105 Ibid; 2 
106 EU, 2016; 2 
107 Ibid; 3 
108 Australia, 2016; 3 EU, 2016; 3-4 
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legislation for land-use is already in place from 2013 and the Kyoto Protocol (which could be argued 

odd due to the rapid changes that the climate and land-use has experiences since 2013, which perhaps 

should call for new legislation). Further, the EU’s Contribution does take environmental integrity into 

account109 (which could be understood as an “ecocentric conception”), but human and economic 

development is still their priority and for this reason, the first hypothesis seems to be dominating the 

Contribution. The same obscurity can be found in South Africa’s Contribution they mention water 

conservation and land restoration, in Nepal’s sustainable forestry and in Canada’s the importance to 

reduce black carbon because of its devastating effect on the arctic ice. Despite including such actions, 

that could also be understood as evidence of an “anthropocentric conception”, the overriding goals in 

these Contributions are still human and economic development. These examples illustrate how the 

political texts (Contributions) can seem paradoxical in their attempt to meet as many different interests 

as possible (civil society, economy, industrial, political). 

 

Lastly, while not all of the Contributions directly express a human-nature separation, nor do they express 

the opposite. And as I wrote in the analytical framework (page 14), if the relationship between humans 

and nature is not seen as interrelated – it will be understood as a. anthropocentric conception of nature. 

In the Contributions above, overall economy-wide targets, favouring technological solutions (sometimes 

yet to be invented), focus on improving the use of, rather than changing the use of, the Earth. 

To conclude, the Contributions submitted by Canada, the US, South Africa, Nepal, Australia, New 

Zeeland and the EU therefore provides clear evidence of the first hypothesis.  

 

4.2.2. USE OF INDIGENOUS AND LOCAL KNOWLEDGE 

 

(ii) In the Contribution, a continued “anthropocentric conception of nature” is dominating but also the 

pragmatic value of local and indigenous knowledge.  

 

This conception of nature, or use of indigenous and local knowledge, is rarer than one could expect 

based on the fact that the UN and the Paris Agreement stresses the importance of embracing it.110 

However, the importance on local and indigenous knowledge is mentioned in a few of the Contributions. 

 

In Canada’s Contribution for example, local communities and indigenous people are described as 

important stakeholders in climate change, but their role is included first of all in relation to their 

vulnerabilities (in the sense that they, as a group, are particularly vulnerable to climate change impacts), 

rather than as holders of valuable knowledge or as a tool for sustainability.111 Which can be argued odd 

                                                 
109 EU, 2016; 3 
110 Paris Agreement, 2015; 25 
111 Canada, 2017; 3 
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considering what the Canadian Prime minister, Justin Trudeau, said at the Paris Conference in 2015 

where he wishes to cooperate with indigenous leaders because “Indigenous peoples have known for 

thousands of years how to care for our planet. The rest of us have a lot to learn”.112 Canada’s 

Contribution does express that the process of previous climate action processes has been “(…) supported 

and informed by an extensive process to engage Indigenous Peoples, experts, stakeholders and the 

public”113, which implicates that they do value indigenous knowledge, whilst it is difficult to make out 

in what way. In the Contributions submitted by South Africa and Nepal, local communities and 

indigenous peoples are included for the sake of their knowledge. To exemplify, in South Africa’s 

Contribution it is expressed that they want to move ”(…) towards an inclusive and just transition to a 

climate resilient economy and society, taking into account local and indigenous knowledge”.114 In 

Nepal’s Contribution, climate friendly agriculture is mentioned and “(…) local varieties of crops will 

be promoted using local and indigenous knowledge and building on efficient technologies”.115 

In relation to the second hypothesis, while local and indigenous knowledge is valued in the 

Contributions, it is to create sustainable development that is still dominated by an “anthropocentric 

conception of nature”, which is why I argue that it is the pragmatic features of local and indigenous 

knowledge that are valued while these Contributions are still pursuing “business as usual” as argued 

above.  

 

It is noteworthy that in India’s, Bolivia’s and Ecuador’s Contributions, Indigenous and/or local 

knowledge are expressed as useful for targeting climate change overall116, or as tools to improve the 

agricultural sector117, which could be understood as if Indigenous and local knowledge is valued for 

pragmatic reasons. But as I will elaborate on further down – their Contributions are not dominated by 

an “anthropocentric conception of nature”, hence these examples do not provide support for the second 

hypothesis.  

 

4.2.3. ECOCENTRIC CONCEPTION OF NATURE 

 

(iii) In the Contribution, an “ecocentric conception of nature” is dominating and a paradigm shift is 

possible.  

 

An interrelated relationship between human and nature is expressed clearly in three of the Contributions; 

Bolivia’s, Ecuador’s and India’s. In all three Contributions, it is realized that climate change is not only 

                                                 
112 Trudeau, 2015 
113 Canada, 2017; 1 
114 South Africa, 2016; 2 
115 Nepal, 2016; 8 
116 India ,2016; 25-29 
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a threat towards humanity – but towards the planet as a whole. They further, in various ways, express 

the will to live in harmony with nature. Bolivia and Ecuador both present new models for development 

(Good Living / Sumak Kawasay in Ecuador and Living Well in Bolivia) as ways forward which are 

based on the assumptions that the way our development is viewed needs to change.  

 

Ecuador’s Good Living aim to serve as a new societal paradigm which “(…) places human beings and 

nature above capital and process to relocate the centre of our motivations, based on the principle that 

economic growth in a planet with limited resources cannot be boundless”.118 Bolivia’s Contribution 

describes “(…) Living Well as the civilizational and cultural horizon alternative to capitalism, linked to 

a holistic and comprehensive vision that prioritizes the scope of holistic development in harmony with 

nature and as structural solution to the global climate crisis” and further argue that the capitalist system 

needs to be destroyed because it “strengthens the divorce between human beings and nature; establishing 

a logic of domination of men”.119 In other words, there is a strong sense of an intertwined and non-

separated relationship between humans and nature. Similarly, it is written early in India’s Contribution 

that “India has a long history and tradition of harmonious co-existence between man and nature. Human 

beings here have regarded fauna and flora as part of their family”.120 Due to the expressed intertwined 

relationship between humans and nature, I argue that in the view the Contributions are based upon, 

humans are not superior to nature but a part of it – which in the analytical framework is identified as 

an “ecocentric conception of nature”. 

 

When it comes to the instrumental relationship to nature, it was sometimes difficult as the Contributions 

includes words like ‘resources’ which could imply an “anthropocentric” instrumental relationship to 

nature. In Ecuador for example, they mention water ‘resources’ – in relation to the statement that 

“(m)easures will be implemented to maintain water cycles and guarantee the availability required by 

societies and ecosystems”.121 As explained in the analytical framework, a non-instrumental relationship 

is not equal to not using the earth, but recognizing that nature is not merely an object for humans to 

extract. Which seems to be the view of Ecuador’s Contribution as their vision is “(…) sustainable and 

harmonious management of nature with consideration to its limits and regeneration cycles”.122 In 

Bolivia’s Contribution, ‘resources’ are mentioned both in relation to sustainable use of biodiversity and 

water resources as well as the in goal to defend “(…) common goods such as the seas and oceans, water, 

atmospheric space (…) promoting people's access to the common heritage”.123 While this can be 

understood as if the approach to nature is instrumental, they also criticise the current capitalist system 

                                                 
118 Ibid; 2 
119 Bolivia, 2016; 2 
120 India, 2016; 1 
121 Ecuador; 11 
122 Ecuador 2019; 3 
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because it is “(…) transforming water, earth, the environment, the human genome, ancestral cultures, 

biodiversity, justice and ethics into goods”.124. This is another example of the paradoxical features of 

the political texts (trying to meet both “anthropocentric” and “ecocentric” interests and actors). Yet, 

while more than one conception of nature can be identified, the “ecocentric” one is still dominating the 

overall message of the Contribution. 

 

In India’s Contribution, the word ‘resources’ is also used in relation to nature, and here too it is difficult 

to deny the instrumental approach whilst it is still different from the “anthropocentric conception of 

nature”. They sympathize with Mahatma Gandhi, whom they regard as the father of their nation, who 

“said that we should act as ‘trustees’ and use natural resources wisely as it is our moral responsibility to 

ensure that we bequeath to the future generations a healthy planet”125, which could be understood as if 

natural resources are services for future humans. However, they continuously mention the importance 

to protect Mother Earth, the biodiversity, and the need to create and follow a “cleaner path” because 

“India realises that economic growth and development have to be guided by the key concerns of 

sustainability, because none of us have the luxury, any longer, of ignoring the economic as well as the 

environmental threat that a fast-deteriorating ecosystem poses to our fragile planet”126. Based on these 

assumptions, I argue nature is not viewed merely as an ‘object ‘or ‘resource’. This assumption will be 

further strengthened further down.  

 

Both Bolivia and Ecuador present their Contributions consistent with the Rights of Mother Earth / The 

Rights of Nature which accordingly to what I have explained in the ‘theoretical framework’ is based on 

an “ecocentric conception of nature”. Ecuador means that nature, or “Pacha Mama”, has its own “(…) 

right to integral respect for its existence, maintenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structure, 

functions and evolutionary processes(…)”.127 Comparably, Bolivia’s Contribution “realises not only 

human rights but also the rights of Mother Earth and integrates “the community of all systems life and 

living, interrelated, interdependent and complementary beings who share a common destiny”.128 In 

India’s Contribution, article 51-A in their constitution is brought up, which lays down that it as a 

fundamental duty of every citizen to “protect and improve the natural environment including forests, 

lakes, rivers and wildlife and to have compassion for living creatures”.129 The view that nature has its 

own rights, along with the realisation that the goal with the Contribution is not just to erase the threat 

towards humanity but the planet as a whole, provides support for the third hypothesis.  
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In the analytical framework, I also identified an “ecocentric conception of nature” through the 

expressed need to change human behaviour – not just rely on technology and economy. In India’s 

Contribution, such an approach is found continuously throughout the text and is inspired by  

Mahatma Gandhi's famous exhortation; “Earth has enough resources to meet people’s needs, but will 

never have enough to satisfy people's greed”.130  

 

What they mean is that “(w)e must promote sustainable production processes and also sustainable 

lifestyles across the globe. Habit and attitude are as much a part of the solution as Technology and 

Finance. It must be understood that poverty is a big polluter; so is the extravagant way of life and a 

profligate pattern of consumerism a grave threat to environment”.131 In other words, while they realise 

the need for technological and economical solutions, they do not rely on them but also realise the need 

to change human behaviour. This shows that at the same time as they call for a new model of growth 

and promote for example renewable energy they do so “(w)ith the goal of reducing energy intensity of 

the Indian economy”132. They seem to realise the need to not only change how we produce things but 

also how we do them/ use them. To not only promote renewable clean energy but the need (for some, 

first of all those who overconsume) to use less energy. To not only look for technological solutions for 

low carbon transport systems (which will run on renewable energy), but include the vision of the 

transport policies is “(…) to focus on moving ‘people’ rather than ‘vehicles’”.133 Not only making 

production more sustainable, but decreasing the consumption. This approach, to focus on sustainable 

technology solutions but at the same time realizing the need to do less, differs a great deal from the other 

analysed Contributions. In those (for example Canada, the US, South Africa, Australia), technology and 

innovations are seen as the way forward but there is little notion of the need to change human behaviour. 

 

Similarly, one of Ecuador’s objectives is to increase the renewable energy, but the next one aim to 

“(…) promote conscious, sustainable, efficient consumption patterns with a criterion of sufficiency 

with the planet’s limits”.134  Bolivia also stresses this unsustainable human behaviour and state that  

“(t)he structural cause that has triggered the climate crisis is the failed capitalist system. The capitalist 

system promotes consumerism, warmongering and commercialism, causing the destruction of Mother 

Earth and humanity”135 and that we need to change this system and adapt to “(…) a new model of 

civilisation in the world without consumerism”.136 In India’s Contribution, the words spoken by their 

prime minister Shri Narendra Modi (at the United Nations Summit for the adoption of Post-2015 

Development Agenda in September 2015) and he said:  
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“We should forge a global public partnership to harness technology, innovation and finance to put 

affordable clean and renewable energy within the reach of all. Equally, we must look for changes in our 

lifestyles that would make us less dependent on energy and more sustainable in our consumption. It is 

equally critical to launch a global education programme that prepares our next generation to protect and 

conserve Nature”.137 

 

I argue that all three Contributions could cold relate to what is wrote in the first pages of this paper, the 

challenge Young presents to be difficult but believes could determine the faith of the Paris agreement. 

Namely that “(w)hat is at stake here is the transformation of our vision of the good life rather than the 

selection of one or another policy instrument on the basis of calculations of benefits and costs”.138 While 

their Contributions relate to “revolution of consciousness” and an “ecocentric conception of nature, the 

question remains whether or not it can break the grip of “business as usual” and the “anthropocentric 

conception of nature”.  

 

While an “ecocentric conception” can be found throughout the Contributions submitted by Ecuador, 

Bolivia and India, one needs to take into account the fact that their Contributions are “conditioned”. 

Which means is that because they are non-annex I parties, also known as developing countries, their 

conditions do not include mandatory commitments and are submitted in compliance with the principle 

of “Differentiated Responsibilities and Respective Capabilities”139. Support (financial, technological, 

capacity building etc.) shall, according to the Paris Agreement, be provided to developing countries to 

enable their highest ambitions presented in the Contributions.140 

In Bolivia’s Contribution, they make it clear the aim to achieve their commitment “depend on effective 

implementation by developed country Parties (…) related to their financial resources and transfer of 

technology (…)” and that it is “(…) taken into account that economic and social development and 

poverty eradication are the first and overriding priorities of the developing countries”.141  

In India’s Contribution they write that “(…) efforts to avoid emissions during our development process 

are also tied to the availability and level of international financing and technology transfer since India 

still faces complex developmental challenges” and that “(t)he transfer of appropriate technologies and 

provision of adequate finance will have to be a determined Contribution of the developed countries, 

which will further enable the developing countries to accomplish and even enhance their efforts”.142 

In Ecuador, they state that the “sustainability” (sustainability as in if they will last or not) of their 

intended climate actions will depend on international financial support.143 
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What I wish to illustrate is that while an “ecocentric conception of nature” is clearly found in these three 

Contributions, it is difficult to determine whether or not a paradigm shift is possible as stated in the third 

hypothesis. The analysed Contributions submitted by Annex I Parties (US, EU, Australia, New Zeeland) 

did not show the same ambition to move away from “business as usual”. One can therefor wonder if 

their (Annex I Parties) pledged ‘support’ (based on the “Differentiated Responsibilities and Respective 

Capabilities”) will be provided to pursue a “different conception of nature” than the one their own 

Contributions are built upon.  

 

4.4. RESULTS 

 

In the analysed Contributions, strongest support is found for the first and the third hypothesis, meaning 

that both a “anthropocentric conception of nature” and an “ecocentric conception of nature” is found. 

The second hypothesis, where local and indigenous knowledge is used for pragmatic reasons, is also 

possible to find, but only in a very small proportion. In the Contributions where it is found, it is not 

elaborated on why their knowledge is needed or what kind is knowledge if used.  I therefore argue that 

the second hypothesis does not find sufficient support in the Contributions.  

In the Contributions where it was found that an “anthropocentric conception of nature is dominating”, 

it was in relation to the view of climate change as a threat towards humanity, with a lack of notion to 

the fact that the Earth as a whole face that same threat (the sixth mass extinction makes this difficult to 

argue against). The first hypothesis gain additional support as this view of climate change is followed 

by “economy-wide” solutions, where the Parties want to continue economic growth (as it is viewed as 

desired development for humanity) and suggest technological solutions to target climate change and 

pursue this growth more sustainably. While protecting environmental integrity, biodiversity or 

ecosystems (nature) is mentioned in some of them, it is often done in relation to human safety, our 

dependence of the earth seems to be the main reason to save it. Nature is rarely mentioned as anything 

else than a resource and while they agree we need to develop more sustainable societies and ways things 

are done, there is little that express the need to fundamentally change the societies through changing 

human behaviour and values. 

In three of the Contributions however, an “ecocentric conception of nature” is dominating (Ecuador, 

Bolivia, India), in these, moving away from “business as usual” is expressed as crucial. The presented 

solutions do not rely on economic and technological innovation but stress the need to combine such 

solutions with changed human behaviour and values of our societies. Further, an interrelated human-

nature is expressed along with critique to the human-nature separation and the causes it has had on 

nature. Climate change is not only viewed as a threat towards humanity – but to the Earth as a whole 

and the goal is to target climate change so that humanity can live in harmony with nature. Despite this 
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dominating “ecocentric conception”, the proposed actions I these Contributions are “conditioned”, 

meaning that unless Annex I Parties provide support, the “revolution of consciousness” that can be 

argued to be found is unlikely to lead to a paradigm shift unless the Annex I countries also embrace such 

an “ecocentric conception of nature”. For this reason, the support for the third hypothesis loses some of 

its strength. 

So; Can a “different conception of nature” be found in the Contributions made in the Paris Agreement? 

Yes, a “different conception of nature” was found, an “ecocentric conception of nature”. However, out 

of ten analysed Contributions, seven were dominated by an “anthropocentric conception of nature” and 

a focus on making “business as usual” more sustainable, rather than moving away from business as 

usual towards a paradigmatic shift. And as the design of this case study was a “most likely design”, it is 

unlikely that a different, “ecocentric” conception of nature will dominate the Contributions that are not 

analysed in this paper either. The “anthropocentric conception of nature” that has dominated much of 

the world for decades has not yet lost its grip. At least it had not done so when these first Contributions 

were submitted in 2015-2019. Instead, it remains to be seen if the second Contributions, that will be 

submitted in 2020, and their expected enhanced ambitions include a “different conception of nature” 

and a possible paradigm shift.  
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5. CONCLUSION 

Like never before, humanity is found in a unique and crucial position of deciding the faith of the Earth. 

The most recent global attempt to decide the faith of the Earth, if one agrees that targeting climate 

change has a role in that decision, is the Paris Agreement.  

The aim of this study was to contribute to the research on the Contributions made to the Paris Agreement 

and evaluate whether or not a “different conception of nature” is found. The Contributions submitted by 

Parties who signed the Agreement are pledges of how they intend to target Climate Change and what 

efforts they will contribute with to prevent global warming from reaching 2°C. In other words, the 

actions proposed in these contributions can be argued to be important when determining the faith of the 

Earth. The Contributions were analysed through the lens of a possible “revolution of consciousness” to 

find out if they have been an arena for “different conception of nature” and possible paradigm shift. 

 

Based on earlier research and theories, three possible “conceptions of nature” were identified. First, an 

“anthropocentric conception of nature”, the conception that has long dominated the much of the world, 

where economic and technological development (often based on extracting ‘resources’ from the Earth) 

is still viewed as the way forward Second, continued “anthropocentric conception of nature” but also 

the pragmatic value of local and indigenous knowledge” where it is realised that local communities and 

indigenous peoples possess useful knowledge on how to care for “resources” sustainably and that this 

needs to be taken into account. Lastly an “ecocentric conception of nature”, based on a non-separated 

relation between humans and nature where humans are not masters over nature, but a part of it. A text 

analysis was then conducted on ten of the Contributions (where a different conception of nature was 

most likely to be found) made to the Paris Agreement to describe how, and if, they could be found.  

 

The findings from the analysis provides evidence of all three conceptions of nature, however, the 

“anthropocentric conception of nature” find strongest support as “business as usual” solutions continue 

to dominate most of the analysed Contributions. While a different conception of nature, an “ecocentric”, 

can be found in three of the analysed contributions, their actions depend on the support (financial and 

technological) from developed countries, it is therefore difficult to argue that even these are strong 

enough to break the grip of “business as usual” and create a paradigm shift.  

 

Further research would be needed to create deeper understandings of how different conceptions of nature 

could determine the faith of the Paris Agreement, and perhaps even the faith of the Earth. It is uncertain 

whether an “ecocentric conception of nature” can shift future politics towards a fundamentally different 

world view. Nevertheless, now is the time to question the “anthropocentric conception of nature” and 

bring other alternatives to the table.   
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