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Abstract 

The last years has seen a veritable explosion of projects designed to enable individuals to 

‘do their bit’ in the struggle to limit climate change. Some of these, particularly those 

connected to the market, have been the target of considerable critique as ‘carbon fraud’ 

that draws attention from the collective responsibility to respond to climate change. We 

argue  that  these  practices  are  principally  interesting  because  they  shape  individual 

subjects through exhorting them to manage their climate-related practices themselves. By 

drawing on the concept of governmentality we show how contemporary forms of carbon 

government  works  through  calculative  practices  that  simultaneously  totalises 

(aggregating  social  practices,  overall  greenhouse  gas  emissions)  and  individualises 

(producing reflexive subjects actively managing their greenhouse gas practices). Hence, 

‘my space’ of emissions matters.  
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Introduction

In a speech on the 19th of July, 2006, the British Environment Secretary, David Miliband, 

compared the climate challenge and the need for societal change with another period of 

societal transformation; the movement for social welfare in the 19th and 20th century. A 

new environmental contract should have the same effect on our institutions, norms and 

values  as  the  social  contract  in  the  last  century.  Miliband  announced  that  the  UK 

Government  will  look  more  radically  at  the  option  of  tradeable  Personal  Carbon 

Allowances2 and he provided a thought experiment for how carbon emissions could be 

driven down: ‘Imagine a country where carbon becomes the new currency. We carry bank 

cards that store both pounds and carbon points. When we buy electricity, gas and fuels we 

use our carbon points, as well as pounds. To help reduce carbon emissions, the Gov-

ernment would set limits on the amount of carbon that could be used’ (Miliband, 2006).  

The same year, major US environmental NGO the Sierra Club exhorted people to go on a 

‘low-carbon  diet’ (Zuckerman,  2006).  The  theme  was  picked  up  by  Time  Magazine 

(Stukin,  2006)  in a feature article  and by the  Observer  Magazine  in the UK (Siegle, 

2007b)  where  the  article  was  complete  with  a  tape  running  across  the  pages  for 

measuring  your  carbs  as  if  they  were  your  waistline  (and  interspersed  with  ads  for 

Mediterranean cruises and Hellmans light mayonnaise). The chapter in Mayer Hillman’s 

book  How  We  Can  Save  the  Planet (Hillman  &  Fawcett,  2004)  on  managing  your 

personal carbon emissions is entitled ‘Watching your figure’. In the US version (Hillman, 

2 Miliband used the term ‘Personal Carbon Allowances’ in his speech, but in the report that Defra 
commissioned on the subject in mid-august 2006 (Roberts & Thumin, 2006) the concept of ‘individual 
carbon trading’ is used. 
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Fawcett  & Rajan,  2007), this chapter is called ‘Carbon Watchers’,  alluding to Weight 

Watchers.  An organisation called the Empowerment Institute  produced an entire  book 

entitled  Low Carbon Diet:  A 30 Day Program to Lose 5000 Pounds--Be Part of  the  

Global Warming Solution! (Gershon, 2006). 

The proposal for Personal Carbon Allowances by a minister in the UK government, and 

the exhortation to go on a low-carbon diet, are merely two parts of a veritable explosion 

of projects designed to enable individuals to ‘do their bit’ in the struggle to limit climate 

change. Others include measuring and managing your carbon footprint,  going ‘carbon 

neutral’ through carbon offsetting, and proposals for voluntary carbon rationing. These 

projects are different (but overlapping) and apart from Miliband’s proposal, they are for 

the most part designed by private firms, NGOs, or individuals and groups. The common 

denominator is the focus on individual behaviour in relation to climate change. Hence, 

‘my space’ of  global  emissions  matters.  We invoke the  image of  ‘my  space’ in  part 

because of the similarities between the sorts of communicative rationality involved in 

these  carbon  markets  and  networking  software  like  My  Space  or  Facebook,  in  part 

because it is suggestive of the sorts of appropriation of climate change for an individual, 

almost narcissistic subject, but also because it enables us to focus on the problematization 

of these subjects within the discourses surrounding individuals’ climate change actions.

It  has very rapidly become possible,  for example,  to click on a weblink to offset  the 

emissions from an air flight.3 It has also however become controversial—Tony Blair got 

3 For example, if one goes to the CarbonNeutral website, one can quickly choose from a series of projects 
to invest in which claim to mitigate the emissions from different types of flights. There is also a flight 
calculator to calculate the emissions from any particular flight to guide the purchases. See 
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into trouble for suggesting that curbing air travel was not a reasonable proposition to deal 

with climate change, having to backtrack and announce that he would be ‘offsetting’ the 

flights from his family’s holidays (K. Smith, 2007). Such programmes have been aided in 

the popular imagination by high profile events like Live Earth, and by public figures or 

large  firms  announcing  their  intention  to  ‘go  CarbonNeutral’.  But  perhaps  more 

important  is  the  sense that  they  have come about  ‘from the  bottom-up’,  through the 

demand to be able to ‘do one’s bit’ being articulated and enabled by innovative strategies 

by  environmental  NGOs  or  eco-entrepreneurs  such  as  those  who  set  up  the  firm 

CarbonNeutral.

Two sorts  of  question  drive  our  motivation  for  writing  this  paper.  One  is  to  try  to 

understand the reasons for this explosion. Why is it  that  these elements have quickly 

become commonplace currency and seem to many to make obvious common sense? Our 

second is to engage in a more interpretive reflection on the character of these practices as 

parts  of  global  climate  governance.  How to  understand  the  complicated  relationship 

between individual practice and identity (which is clearly central to these projects) and 

the  broad  collective  understanding  of  climate  change  as  a  threat  that  underpins  the 

legitimacy of these projects? Our argument is that there is something complicated and 

interesting going on in these practices which is missed by either managerial/normative 

analyses which seek to establish how they can be made to work best (Seyfang, 2007) or 

those making the critical arguments that these practices are simply scams for companies 

to make money out of people’s sense of guilt, while enabling continued overconsumption 

by the rich (Lohmann, 2006b; K. Smith, 2007). Both of these intellectual exercises are 

http://www.carbonneutral.com/shop/results.asp?cat1=Flights, accessed 16 July 2007.
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worthwhile, but we aim here to complement them with an interpretation of these practices  

in terms of governmentality—the way they entail  shaping individual subjects through 

exhorting them to manage their climate-related practices themselves. We argue that there 

is  an  emergent  governmentality  that  entails  the  ‘conduct  of  carbon  conduct’ through 

moulding  and  mobilising  a  certain  subjectivity  (the  individual  as  concerned  carbon 

emitter) to govern their own emissions in various ways. 

We  start  by  briefly  introducing  the  carbon  market  and  the  main  ways  that  carbon 

offsetting have been interpreted and criticised. We start here because, conceptually, this is 

a  site  where  the  relationship  between  ‘individual  responsibility’  and  ‘collective 

responsibility’ has been clearly articulated and debated. We then draw on the forms of 

power involved in advanced liberal government to develop an account of the government 

of carbon by mobilising individual subjectivity. Following that, we return in more detail 

to an analysis of five principal sorts of individualised carbon practice in the terms of this 

analysis;  footprinting,  offsetting, dieting,  rationing and trading with Carbon Rationing 

Action Groups or through a system of Personal Carbon Allowances).

The Carbon Market and its Critics

The  ‘carbon  economy’  or  the  ‘carbon  market’  works  on  the  premise  that  carbon 

emissions, or knowledge about carbon emissions can be treated as a tradable commodity. 

There is not one international carbon market, but rather a mosaic of markets that can be 

differentiated in various ways; most commonly between the ‘allowance market’ and the 

‘project market’. This distinction reflects the method by which the underlying commodity 
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(a carbon credit, usually a tonne of CO2 equivalent or tCO2e) is created. To simplify, an 

allowance market is created when emitters within a certain jurisdiction receive a ‘cap’ on 

their emissions that enable those emitters who reduce their emissions below the cap to 

trade their unused allowances. In the ‘project’ market are the carbon credits the result of a 

specific offset project.4 The credit is a measure of the difference that a project makes vis-

à-vis  a  certain  baseline  of  emissions.  Another  important  distinction  is  between  the 

‘compliance  market’ and  the  ‘voluntary  market’.  While  the  first  one  denotes  those 

markets that result from public regulation (e.g. the Kyoto Protocol or national emission 

trading  schemes)  the  voluntary  carbon  market  does  not  rely  on  public  regulation  to 

generate demand. Table 1 captures a range of different carbon markets based on these two 

distinctions. 

TABLE 1 IN ABOUT HERE

With the Kyoto protocol, the inception of the EU Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS) 

in 2005, and the more recent development of regional carbon markets in North America 

and Australasia, transactions in carbon emission reductions have become more than mere 

social imagining. As estimated by the World Bank (Capoor & Ambrosi, 2008), as much 

as 2983 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (MtCO2e) were traded by public and 

4 Briefly, a carbon offset project entails an investment by those wishing to offset their carbon emissions. 

Projects can be in a variety of areas, such as renewable energy, energy efficiency, or forestry. The projects 

generate credits which are passed on to the offsetter according to the volume of emissions which would 

have been emitted if the project had not gone ahead. There is therefore a complicated system of calculation, 

monitoring, reporting and verification to both estimate the emissions foregone and verify that the project 

realises these gains. There are also a great variety of companies channelling the money from offsetters to 

the project developers. Most of the latter are entrepreneurs in the developing world.
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private actors in the year 2007 to a total value of US$64 billion. The share of project-

based transactions was 874 MtCO2e. Most carbon credits traded in the voluntary carbon 

market are ‘project-based’ with the exception of the Chicago Climate Exchange, which is 

a marketplace for voluntary emission reductions based on targets that corporations within 

the CCX publicly announce to reduce their emissions. The voluntary carbon market has 

emerged without a direct influence of governmental policies. Carbon offset projects have 

developed  extremely  quickly  since  around  2003  on  both  the  compliance  and  the 

voluntary carbon markets. The voluntary carbon market has expanded from 3-5 Mt of 

carbon in 2004 to 65 Mt in 2007 (Bayon, 2007, p. 14; Hamilton, Sjardin, Marcello, & Xu, 

2008, p. 6). 

The practices of governance briefly outlined in the introduction, have in common the 

focus on individual practice in responding to climate change. As such, they are of course 

fuelled by the hyper-individualism of neoliberal  societies,  which are prone to placing 

moral and political worth on individual effort and to either denigrate or simply ignore 

collectively organized responses to phenomena like climate change. At the same time, 

they  also  clearly  operate  through the  creation  of  commodities  and  markets  and  thus 

through  a  logic  of  commodification  and  profit-seeking  by  the  firms  concerned.  A 

company such as CarbonNeutral, for example, clearly allies a moral exhortation not only 

to reduce emissions radically, but to do so in accordance with principles of global social 

justice (citing explicitly the ‘contraction and convergence’ model proposed by the Global 

Commons  Institute  (Meyer,  2000)),  with  an  entrepreneurial  spirit  in  the  creation  of 

marketing opportunities through which such reductions can be sought through various 
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investments and purchases.

Carbon markets, and in particular the project-based offset markets, have come under a 

good deal  of  critique.  The critique tends to  portray offset  markets  as beset  with two 

principal problems.5 On the one hand they are guilty of ‘climate fraud’ (Bachram, 2004); 

they are based on an essentially specious claim that the investments made in projects in 

developing countries are somehow equivalent to, and compensate for, the emissions made 

by  consumers  in  rich  countries.  On  the  other  hand,  they  are  a  form  of  ‘carbon 

colonialism’ (Bachram, 2004); they both reproduce a highly unequal global pattern of 

consumption, and, perhaps worse, extend the control over developing countries through 

the necessity of monitoring offset projects in the South and thus the practices of those 

who might  endanger  the  project’s  success.  More generally  behind these  two specific 

claims is the argument that offset markets, and the focus on individuals in responses to 

climate  change,  is  precisely  a  political  distraction  –  taking  attention  away  from the 

necessity of collective political responses. While such projects are deemed to work at the 

individual  level  by enabling  the  privileged to  continue  their  over-consuming lifestyle 

while assuaging their ‘guilt’ about this privilege (hence the interpretation of offsets as the 

‘new indulgences’, see Smith (2007), they at the same time take attention away from the 

‘real’ origins of greenhouse gas emissions – large corporations, state policies, and the 

like. 

The argument of those such as Lohmann, Bachram or Carbon Trade Watch an organising 

5 For the best representations of these critiques, see (Bachram, 2004; Lohmann, 2005, 2006a; K. Smith, 
2007a)
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researching and critiquing the carbon markets, in essence turns on a claim that responding 

to climate change is a necessarily collective affair, not an individual one, and one which 

requires  collective  decisions  about  fossil  energy  use,  not  a  reliance  on  individual 

consumerist choices. We agree on the importance of the collectivity here, but the basic 

problem with this argument is that it mis-specifies the relationship between individual 

practice  and  collective  political  choice  in  neoliberal  societies.  They pose  the  two  as 

antithetical: the individual is always impotent in the face of the large structural powers of 

capital and state, and thus to see individual practice as ‘the solution’ is always to distract 

attention  from the  origins  of  the  crisis,  in  the  dynamics  of  capitalism and the  state. 

Climate change is presented as a matter of individualistic morality and lifestyle choices 

that discourages collective political action (K. Smith, 2007). This is of course more or 

less the same argument as common critiques of ‘green consumerism’, (Luke, 1994). 

As we see it, it is more fruitful to understand individual practice precisely as part of the 

reproduction  of  those  very  structures,  capital  and  state.  Individual  practice  is  thus 

managed  by  both  for  a  variety  of  purposes.  The  carbon  market  is  less  therefore  a 

distraction from a ‘real’ response which is about the state or challenging the power of 

capital, but precisely the means by which both interact with, and attempt to channel, the 

desires of many individuals to deal with climate change. Sure, the creation of markets 

does  so  in  a  way  that  pursues  commodification,  but  such  commodification  cannot 

logically exist without individuals to buy and sell in markets. Power operates through 

individual practice, not over and against it.
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Moreover, this claim becomes particularly obvious in a climate context. It is very clearly 

the case that people’s daily practices are shaped by large-scale historical/structural forces 

(the  shaping  of  daily  travel  distances  and patterns  by  planning structures  is  just  one 

particularly prominent example), but to imagine a response to climate change which does 

not entail changes in individual practice, as if all that was needed was to overthrow the 

power  of  TNCs,  is  manifestly  problematic.  In  the  climate  context,  as  elsewhere,  the 

power of those TNCs operates  through individuals’ daily practices of driving,  flying, 

heating, cooling, and now offsetting. 

But it is also not simply offsetting. While offsetting is part of the practice of a firm like 

CarbonNeutral, it is clear in their discourse, as in those of the low-carbon diet books, the 

various online carbon counters, and so on, that this is something which comes after (a) 

you have counted your carbon, and (b) you have acted to reduce it.6 Clearly, some will 

simply offset without changing practice, but as a governance practice, it cannot be simply 

dismissed as designed just to make money through selling offsets. While the practices 

described do have the creation of commodities as a large component, they also do attempt 

to work to shape individual behaviour, to get people onto a ‘low carbon diet’. It is this 

shaping  of  individual  practice  which  is  particularly  interesting,  and invites  a  critique 

beyond that available within standard political-economy discourses. 

6 Smith (K. Smith, 2007a) recognises this claim, but suggests that ‘this is often in the equivalent of the 
small print’ (p.10). This is true for the most part but what is missed in this dismissal is both the intertext 
between the two elements – moral exhortation and commodification, and also the motivations of those 
visiting sites like CarbonNeutral – their assumption is implicitly is that those ‘consumers’ of offset services 
are only interested in a quick fix – the sale of the indulgence, missing that this does necessarily imply they 
are concerned about climate change and its relation to their daily practices. 
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The Conduct of Carbon Conduct

In his comment on the recently published lectures held by Michel Foucault at the Collège  

de France in 1977-1978, Senellart (Senellart, 2007, p. 388) describes how the meaning of 

the concept of ‘governmentality’ shifted during the 1970s from referring to a specific 

historical sequence towards a much broader analytical perspective on relations of power. 

Foucault drew attention to the meaning of the word ‘government’ in the 16th century that 

contrasts markedly to its modern connotation to centralised structures of authority. As 

Lemke puts it in his reflection on those lectures, ‘Foucault is able to show that up until 

well into the eighteenth century the problem of government was placed in a more general 

context.  Government  was  a  term  discussed  not  only  in  political  tracts,  but  also  in 

philosophical, religious, medical and pedagogic texts. In addition to control/management 

by the state or the administration, ‘government’ also signified problems of self-control, 

guidance for the family and for children,  management of the household, directing the 

soul, etc.’ (Lemke, 2001, p. 191). Hence, the art of government was about the correct 

manner of managing individuals, goods and wealth within the family but applied to the 

state as a hole. (Foucault, 1991, p. 92). Similarly, Gordon, writing in the introduction to 

the edited book where the ‘Governmentality lecture’ was first made available for a wider 

English  speaking  audience,  understood  the  essence  of  government  as  an  activity 

concerning:  the  relation  between  self  and  self,  the  relation  between  self  and  others 

involving some sort of guidance, relations within social institutions or communities, or 

relations related to the exercise of political sovereignty (Gordon, 1991, pp. 2-3). 

After  the  1977-78  lectures,  the  word  no  longer  only  designates  the  governmental 
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practices constitutive of a particular regime of power (police state or liberal minimum of 

government), but ‘the way in which one conducts people’s conduct’, thus serving as an 

‘analytical  perspective  for  relations  of  power’ in  general  (Senellart,  2007,  p.  388). 

Governmentality  combines  two  aspects  of  governing.  On  the  one  hand,  it  entails 

representation and knowing a phenomenon and, on the other hand, acting upon the same 

phenomenon  as  to  transform  it.  Miller  and  Rose  (2008,  p.  15)  call  the  former 

‘rationalities of government’ and the latter ‘technologies of government’. To understand 

government as the ‘conduct of conduct’ is, in a well-known formulation to understand 

power as the possibility to ‘structure the possible field of actions of others’ (Foucault, 

1982, p. 221). Government technologies refer to the complex of techniques, procedures, 

mechanisms and documents through which the government of persons and populations is 

accomplished (Dean, 1996). Problems have to be made thinkable in such way as to be 

operable;  thought and intervention are closely linked. Government as the ‘conduct of 

conduct’ is  in  Dean’s  sense  a  calculated  and  rational  (clear  and  systematic)  activity, 

undertaken  by  a  multiplicity  of  authorities  and  agencies,  that  shape  our  behaviour 

according to particular norms for a variety of ends (Dean, 1999, pp. 10-11). The concept 

of  governmentality  draws  attention  to  the moulding  and  mobilising  of  individual 

subjectivity and individuals capacity to govern themselves (Merlingen, 2006, p. 184).

This  enables us  to  talk about  the  ‘conduct  of  carbon conduct’ by which  we mean  a 

government  of  people’s  carbon  dioxide  emissions  that  does  not  work  through  the 

authority of the state or the state system, but through peoples’ governing of their own 

emissions.  Different  regimes of ‘carbon calculation’ operate  so that individuals either 
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work on their emission producing activities or to ‘offset’ their emissions elsewhere. The 

conduct of carbon conduct is therefore a government enabled through certain forms of 

knowledge  (measurements  and  calculations  of  one’s  own  carbon  footprint)  certain 

technologies (the  turning of carbon emissions into tradable commodities) and a certain 

ethic (low-carbon lifestyle as desirable). 

The  ‘conduct  of  carbon  conduct’  might  be  illustrated  with  returning  to  the  links 

mentioned in the beginning between carbon and carbs.  The explicit analogy of dieting 

goes beyond the simple exhortation to ‘calculate your carbon footprint’, as available in 

many forms, through links from newspapers, websites such as that associated with Al 

Gore’s film/PowerPoint presentation An Inconvenient Truth (at www.climatecrisis.net), or 

in books such as the Collins gem series Carbon counter: calculate your carbon footprint 

(Lynas, 2007), although the dieting metaphor appears occasionally there also.7 Carbon 

counter starts  with the following line:  ‘You’ve heard of counting carbs. This book is 

about counting carbon’ (Lynas, 2007). The dieting metaphor however invokes a whole 

series of connections between self-denial and sacrifice, self-discipline and virtue (‘I really 

want  that  cake/electronic  gadget,  but  I’m going to  be good’),  and  presenting climate 

change fundamentally  as a  question of  forgoing  things  we want  in return for getting 

things which are ‘good for us’. This relation between pleasure and denial is followed up 

in some of this discourse. ‘And best of all, if you reduce your carbon footprint you can 

treat yourself, with a gloriously clear conscience’ (Siegle, 2007). These ‘rewards’ are later  

enumerated, ranging from ‘mowing the lawn once a week +12 CARBS’, to ‘flying from 

7 I (MP) bought this at an airport waiting for a flight! The logic of this book as an airport lounge read is 
either the height of irony or a measure of the dislocation between the world of what is read and understood 
cognitively, and the normal practice of daily life.
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London to Paris 880 CARBS’ (Siegle, 2007).8

What is therefore particularly interesting about the emergence of what we conceptualise 

as ‘the conduct of carbon conduct’ or perhaps jokingly call ‘My Space’9 is precisely the 

way that it articulates the relationships between individual and collective responsibilities 

to address climate change. The neoliberal relationality at the heart of these practices are 

not so much that their individualizing character attempts to effect a depoliticisation of 

climate change, but rather that it reshapes the boundary between these two dimensions of 

social life. Climate politics as ‘My Space’ simultaneously operates as a vanity-oriented, 

virtue  politics  of self-denial,  sacrifice  and neo-colonial  offsetting,  and something that 

calls into question the freedom-oriented discourse of neoliberal  politics. Individualism 

becomes interpreted increasingly as responsible agency, not quite active citizenship in the 

republican sense, but nevertheless acting in the  private sphere to pursue a  public good. 

The practices of governance that are outlined in this chapter are therefore similar to other 

‘technologies  of  the  self’ (Foucault,  Martin,  Gutman,  &  Hutton,  1988)  that  render 

individual subjects responsible for social risks and turns them into a questions of ‘self-

8 The intertext between dieting to lose weight and to shed carbon emissions is also worth considering. The 
connection is easily made between the reliance on fossil fuel for energy in modern societies and the 
increase in the average bodily weight of westerners, as in the notion that environments organized through 
mechanized mobility and sedentary work are ‘obesogenic’, as is increasingly common in debates in public 
health (Lake & Townshend, 2006) The need for a low-carbon diet and a ‘real’ diet thus effectively become 
the same thing. Michaelowa and Dransfeld (Michaelowa & Björn, 2008) make the claim even more 
explicitly, producing figures showing the extra carbon dioxide and methane emissions produced by the 
obesity of many in the West. The connection is made differently, but also with disciplining consequences, 
in the notion of the ‘100-mile diet’ (A. a. J. B. M. Smith, 2007), where reshaping food cultures around 
notions of ‘local food’, limiting food to those things produced within a particular region in order both to 
reduce the fossil fuel consumed in their production and transport and to improve the healthfulness of the 
food consumed.
9 It is perhaps interesting, perhaps just flippant, to observe the simultaneous explosion of the carbon market 
with that of the range of social networking websites exemplified by MySpace, Facebook, Twitter, Jaiku, 
Tagged and Flickr. Both operate through a communicative logic of obsession with connection to and 
judgment by peers, through the sense of needing to be validated through one’s public presence and 
approbation, and of course, through the constant innovation in the creation of new commodities.
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care’ (Lemke, 2001). These practices entail a range of different ways in which this sort of 

muddied  relation  between  public  and  private  spheres  operates.  Table  1  distinguishes 

between five different sorts of practice. It illustrates how they operate in relation to four 

features suggested by an analysis of how they operate as governmentality. What aspects 

of  practice do they render visible  or  invisible?  By what  instruments,  procedures  and 

technologies  is  rule  accomplished?  What  sorts  of  knowledge  are  required  to  act  or 

brought  about  through  action?  What  sorts  of  subjectivities  are  produced  through the 

action?

 

TABLE 2 IN ABOUT HERE

Carbon footprinting

Carbon footprinting has become perhaps the elemental  form of practice as individuals 

self-govern in relation to climate change. In order to affect one’s practice, so the idea of 

carbon footprinting at least claims, one must first measure it. There are now thus a huge 

range of carbon calculators available, mostly online, enabling individuals to make such 

calculations.  Table  2  gives  a  selection  of  these  calculators  (there  are  many  others 

available). They all share a basic set of features. They enable users to plug in a set of 

figures regarding energy use – kwh of electricity, cubic metres of gas, litres of petrol, 

kilometres travelled by air, in particular - to estimate their annual carbon emissions. They 

usually  enable  the  reader  to  compare  their  own  emissions  to  standard  figures  –  the 

average  in their  country,  the  average  globally,  what  would be needed to stabilise  the 
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planet, and so on. They often combine this with advice and ideas about how to limit one’s 

footprint. As the table suggests, many are closely connected to a range of other aspects of 

the carbon markets – not only offset providers, but vendors of energy efficient products, 

renewable electricity, and so on. 

Footprinting of course entails calculative choices which can serve to render visible some 

things and invisible others. What sorts of emissions are to be included and excluded? Two 

examples suffice here to illustrate this problem. First,  should the embodied energy in 

products  purchased be included? Should the energy entailed in producing a fridge be 

included, or somehow externalised? Second, how should aircraft emissions be calculated? 

Should just  the  direct  CO2 emissions  be included,  or  should the calculator  include  a 

‘multiplier’ to incorporate the other, indirect effects on climate arising from the altitude at 

which aeroplanes operate. In both these instances, the vast majority of calculators resolve 

them in the direction of the easier-to-calculate. Airline calculators for example almost all 

use only CO2, on the grounds that there is much less agreement about what figure for a 

multiplier should be used, and how to deal with the complicated fact that for short-haul 

flights (which don’t reach the upper reaches of the troposphere) the multiplier should be 

shorter (while their direct CO2 emissions would be much higher), so you should end up 

with  a  different  multiplier  depending  on  the  distance  travelled,  and  so  on.  But  this 

happens  to  end  up  systematically  under-estimating  the  overall  amount  of  emissions 

individuals help to produce. 
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TABLE 3 IN ABOUT HERE

Carbon footprinting  thus  serves  to  contribute  to  the  production  of  reflexive  subjects, 

reflecting on  their  carbon emissions  and engaging  in  a  sort  of  calculative  practice  – 

combining rough and ready calculations with constant evaluation of the practices that 

make  up  the  numbers.  The  numbers  are  never  simply  numbers,  they  represent 

immediately moralised activities on which the footprinter is invited, exhorted to act. But 

it is but the first step. What is one to do with these numbers?

Carbon offsetting

Carbon offsetting is the best known of the specific practices that target individuals. It 

entails  the purchase of credits  or permits  which are intended to be equivalent  to  the 

emissions produced by an individuals’ emissions, either from a specific activity (often 

offsetting firms target air travel as a source of emissions) or overall emissions for a given 

period of time. In principle, an individual can offset his or her emissions by any type of 

carbon unit.  In practice,  offsetting has come to be associated mainly with the project 

based  carbon  markets,  where  the  money  is  used  to  invest  in  such  as  for  forestry, 

renewable  energy  or  energy  efficiency  in  developing  countries,  in  return  for  carbon 

credits. Offsetting has been the object of most of the critiques of the carbon market. It 

renders visible carbon emissions in particular through their marketisation – turning them 

into credits or commodities, abstract units, which make the individuals emissions equal to 

the  emissions  (apparently)  foregone  elsewhere.  As  such  it  makes  the  geography  of 

emissions visible, but also the dilemma faced by offsetters; it is always apparent in the 
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websites of carbon offset firms that individuals are engaged in a problematic attempt to 

compensate for their over-consumption..

There are some exceptions to the purchase of project-based offsets. For example,  the 

Swedish  Society  for  Nature  Conservation  (the  largest  Swedish  environmental  NGO) 

recommended  in  2005  individuals,  corporations  and  public  agencies  to  ‘carbon 

compensate’ through buying allowances within the EU ETS before buying carbon credits 

generated  within  the  Kyoto  Protocol  (Joint  Implementation,  Clean  Development 

Mechanism  or  CDM)  or  in  the  voluntary  carbon  market.  This  is  because  EU  ETS 

allowances do not suffer from the methodological problems pervasive in project-based 

markets – in the ETS, there is more certainty that ‘a tonne is a tonne’. For similar reasons, 

a UK-based NGO, Sandbag, operates by buying permits in the EU ETS (EUAs) and 

retiring them, on the behalf of individuals wanting to offset their emissions.10 Following a 

different  logic,  the  New Economics  Foundation  (NEF)  and  International  Institute  for 

Sustainable  Development  (IISD)  have  also  linked  offsetting  to  adaptation  to  climate 

change.  Pilot  projects  will,  for  example,  teach  Indian  children  to  swim so  they  can 

survive floods, and planting the drought-resistant cashew trees (Rowling, 2008).

Carbon markets can broadly be understood as ‘calculable spaces’ subjected to particular 

‘calculative  regimes’  (Miller,  1992).  A  whole  series  of  calculative  technologies  is 

deployed to construct the emissions foregone through the investment in an offset project 

as equivalent to those emissions the individual is attempting to compensate for. These 

entail in particular (1) the calculation of baseline emissions (what would have happened 

10 See their website at http://www.sandbag.org.uk, accessed 12 December 2008. 
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in the absence of the investment), (2) the calculation of the ‘additionality’ of the project – 

what amount of emissions are therefore foregone through the investment, (3) the means 

of verifying that the project in fact realises this promise, (4) the systems of certification 

(Methodological  guidelines,  Gold  Standard,  Voluntary  Carbon  Standard,  etc)  through 

which verification firms and the CDM executive board operate, (5) the legal/contractual 

infrastructure to exchange carbon units like a CERs (Certified Emission Reductions) or a 

VERs (Verified Emissions Reductions) produced by this process. MacKenzie (in press) 

articulates  this  as  an  overall  question of  ‘making things  the  same’ and outlines  how 

different  greenhouse  gases  are  commensurated  through  calculations  of  their  ‘global 

warming potential’. 

 

While it entails such elaborate detailed technical knowledge for the firms operating in the 

offset  market,  for  the  individuals,  such  knowledge  is  largely  delegated.  Rather, 

individuals are engaged in a form of knowledge of how market transactions work, most 

commonly online transactions. The market gives broad sets of choices about what types 

of projects to invest in. As to subjectivity, the critiques of carbon offsetting call attention 

to the way that this produces what might be called a ‘carbon displacer’ – a subject who 

simply displaces onto others (via a monetary exchange) the responsibility for reducing 

overall collective emissions. This is the origin of the claim that the offset market is a 

market  in the ‘new indulgences’ (K. Smith,  2007).  It  entails  a  guilty  subject  seeking 

absolution for their sins. But it also engages a charitable subject – the discourse in most 

offset firms is expressly couched in North-South terms, where the offsetter will not only 

be absolved of their emitting sins but contributing more positively to development in the 

21



South. 

Carbon dieting

Operating similarly through a register of guilt, but without the absolution through market 

exchange, is the discourse of carbon dieting. As outlined in the introduction, dieting is a 

powerful  metaphorical  device.  Much  advice  about  the  ‘how  to’ of  carbon  emission 

reductions is now given in terms of the diet metaphor. Figure 1 shows an example, with 

the waistline measuring tape and scales combined with the image of the earth. 

FIGURE 1 IN ABOUT HERE

Carbon dieting proceeds from the logic of measuring individual carbon emissions and 

renders  this  visible  in  two  different  ways.  It  makes  carbon  emissions  visible  on  an 

individual,  emotional  level,  through the analogy with the management  of  one’s body 

through dieting. Such a connection is at once visceral (literally) and (allegedly) universal 

– speaking to the purportedly universal concern of rich westerners with nutrition, body 

image, weight. But it also engages with us in a moral register, suggesting that like the 

management of our body, the management of our emissions is something to which we 

have obligations to address. The dieting metaphor of course invokes a morality which is 

at  the  same  time  narcissistic  –  our  obligation  to  reduce  our  emissions  connects 

immediately  to  competitive  desires  to  impress  those  around  us.  Carbon  dieting  thus 

entails  a form of subjectivity centred on the relationship between guilt and emotional 
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reward, peer-pressure and mutual judgement. It also makes climate action a specifically 

bodily practice, entailing work. This marks as a significant contrast to offsetting – while 

in  the  latter,  emissions  can  be  eliminated  through  the  artifice  of  the  offset  project 

investment, in carbon dieting, one is stuck with one’s own bodily practice, the only way 

to act is through self-discipline and restraint.

Technically,  a  dieting metaphor  draws attention  to  the minutiae  of  practice  in  a  way 

which goes beyond simple carbon footprinting. With footprinting, we could stay at the 

macro-level of overall consumption; with dieting, we count calories for every single tiny 

practice. The book figured above has appendixes for carbon emissions from a huge range 

of  practices,  distinguishing  even  between  different  cuts  of  meat;  beef  tenderloin 

apparently produces 68kg of CO2 per kg, beef top-round only 42kg (Harrington, 2008, p. 

174). Within the rationality of dieting, consumers must know this in order to manage their 

emitting  behaviour.  But  the  relationship  of  denial  to  luxury  is  also  established;  this 

knowledge enables them to plan their self-denial in order to allow themselves specific 

treats. To earn a couple of bottles of wine from New Zealand, you must save 3.6kg of 

CO2; to fly from London to Paris, you need to find 88kg (Siegle, 2007, p. 29)

Carbon Rationing Action Groups

Like offsetting, carbon dieting is resolutely individualistic – it engages the individual as 

the atomised subject of liberal thought – what will you do to save the climate? But other 

practices engage the individual precisely in relation to a collectivity. One such initiative is  

the development of Carbon Rationing Action Groups (CRAGS). CRAGS started in the 
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UK and are spreading to other places (particularly the US and Canada) as means through 

which individuals collectively work to reduce their emissions. They have a variety of 

means of understanding the way that  individuals can pursue emissions reduction in a 

collective context – for some it operates through competition between those individuals 

as to who can reduce the most, for some it entails an emissions trading system and a 

collective attribution of emissions budgets to individuals, for others it simply operates 

through  a  mutual  learning  process,  sharing  information  about  means  of  reducing 

emissions.  CRAGS  typically  set  quantitative  goals  for  individuals  to  reduce  their 

emissions, impose financial penalties on those who don’t meet them, and often involve 

regular meetings where members report on their efforts to reduce their emissions. CRAG 

groups  are  also  connected  with  each  other  through  a  network  website  for  the  group 

(available  at  www.carbonrationing.org.uk).  Table  4  gives  some  examples  of  CRAG 

groups and their specific practices. 

TABLE 4 IN ABOUT HERE

CRAGS make visible the judgement of others about individuals’ practices, and force a 

collective reflection on these practices. They make the practices of others visible, in order 

to facilitate  collective learning.  Technically,  they rely on Wiki  software to enable the 

sharing  of  knowledge  about  emissions  reductions,  and  their  members’ experience  in 

attempting to reduce their emissions. They also usually entail specific constitutions that 

articulate individuals to the group in specific ways, and the face-to-face meeting should 

also be understood in this context as a technology through which the individuals interact. 
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Carbon  offsetting  schemes  entail  a  certain  amount  of  trust  in  the  technologies  and 

calculations through which projects are defined as equivalent to the offsetter’s emissions. 

In  CRAGS,  trust  is  also  central,  but  operates  in  terms  of  the  reciprocity  of  group 

members, their trust  that each is making a similar effort.  As such, operates with (and 

perhaps builds on) solidaristic subjects, seeking to build their emissions reductions efforts 

in the context of mutual obligations to group members. At the same time, it can operate 

through  a  sort  of  competitive  ascetism  –  not  unlike  dieting,  but  without  narcissistic 

overtones, perhaps. It  also entails subjects  recognising both their interdependence and 

their intersubjectivity – who need both the pressure from and the knowledge gained by 

working with others. 

Personal Carbon Allowances

Personal Carbon Allowances were floated as an idea by Miliband in 2006, but remain 

only an idea; no state is seriously developing proposals for them. But they are a logical 

extension of the premise of neoliberal climate governance – to extend the logic of market 

efficiency underpinning emissions trading schemes, so far only applied at firm level, to 

individuals. Personal Carbon Allowances is therefore a ‘downstream’ system that target 

consumption of emissions instead of its production. 

They  also  reflect  a  significantly  more  egalitarian  logic  than  the  neoliberal  policy 

alternative of carbon taxes. PCAs would for the most part give allowances to the poor, 

which they could sell to rich overconsumers. As such their logic is worth exploring. Also, 
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while they are on the backburner, they have been taken seriously in a number of quarters 

in  the  UK  at  least.  The  House  of  Commons  Environmental  Audit  Committee  held 

hearings on the proposal in May 2008 and its report was broadly in favour of developing 

a  pilot  scheme and a  knowledge base with a  view to developing  some sort  of fully-

fledged scheme in the longer term (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 

2008). There is now a UK and Ireland NGO, Feasta, dedicated to promoting a variant of 

individual  carbon  trading  they  call  ‘cap  &  share’  (Feasta  2008),  and  the  Irish 

government’s  consultative  body  –  Comhar,  Sustainable  Development  Council  –  has 

commissioned a report to assess it (Comhar 2008).

Personal Carbon Allowances extend part of the logic of CRAGS to the regulatory sphere. 

They remain collectivist, but lose both the voluntary character and thus building on the 

normative  identities  of  the  participants,  and  the  inter-subjective  character,  enabling 

individuals to learn from and with others. In its place it makes the individual’s relation to 

a  national  space  visible  –  PCAs  would  be  operated  by  states  acting  through  their 

individual citizens. The market character would also be transformed in consequence – 

instead of being a small-scale market amongst specific individuals, it becomes an abstract 

market amongst anonymous actors. 

As with other  emissions  trading markets,  a  PCA scheme entails  a  series of technical 

questions concerning the rules for allocating permits, the rules for trading allowances 

amongst individuals (or between individuals and firms), penalties for non-compliance, 

decisions  about  the  boundaries  of  the  system  (the  geographical  scope,  who  has  to 
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participate, what sorts of emissions are included and excluded). Such technical features 

entail individuals who need to develop skills and knowledge of how to translate their CO2 

emissions (as calculated through footprinting techniques) into money figures, to know 

where their emissions are in relation to a limit, and to be able to engage in trading activity 

to sell surplus or buy needed allowances. It thus entails subjects who are cost-optimisers 

or  even  profit-maximisers,  incorporating  into  their  daily  carbon-emitting  practice  a 

calculation about the cost-implications in terms of permit requirements for each activity. 

Conclusions

At a brief inspection, it might not seem obvious that social studies of accounting have a 

lot  to say about contemporary patterns of climate governance. But the significance of 

calculative practises to frame the choices open to individuals that in turn influence how 

we administer the lives of others and ourselves is an important insight (Miller & Rose, 

2008, p.  11).  The social  study of accounting showed how such practices enabled the 

invention of ‘calculative selves’ and ‘calculative spaces’ that enclosed individuals within 

‘calculative  regimes’ (Miller,  1992).  We  have  outlined  and  compared  five  different 

practices  governance  that  aims  at  calculating,  measuring  and  managing  emissions  of 

greenhouse gases at the level of the individual (footprinting, offsetting, dieting, rationing 

and  trading  with  Carbon  Rationing  Action  Groups  or  through  a  system  of  Personal 

Carbon  Allowances).  These  practices  are  principally  interesting  because  they  shape 

individual  subjects  through  exhorting  them to  manage  their  climate-related  practices 

themselves. These five sets of practices are therefore  problematizations of individuals’ 

emissions of carbon dioxide. We argue that there is an emergent government of carbon 
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that entails the ‘conduct of carbon conduct’ through moulding and mobilising a certain 

subjectivity (the individual as carbon emitter) to govern their own emissions in various 

ways.  This  carbon  governmentality  is  enabled  through  calculative  practices  that 

simultaneously totalises (aggregating social practices, overall greenhouse gas emissions) 

and individualises (producing reflexive subjects actively managing their greenhouse gas 

practices). Hence, ‘my space’ of carbon dioxide emissions in the atmosphere matters and 

I am made responsible for those emissions and for the ways in which I choose to act on 

them. 

We have articulated a politics of climate change that is largely invisible in contemporary 

discussions,  which  focus  on  the  ‘policy  architecture’  (e.g.  Aldy  &  Stavins,  2007; 

Compston & Bailey, 2008). Our examples of climate politics do not entail ‘power over’, 

with  the  state,  or  an  international  treaty,  enforcing  rules  over  states,  companies  and 

individuals, but rather acting through all such subjects, shaping not only their behaviour 

but  their  internal  rationalities,  identities,  what  they fundamentally  regard  as  ‘normal’ 

behaviour. The element that we have focused on draws this point out particularly clearly. 

The various practices of carbon footprinting, rationing, offsetting, and so on, all share this 

character. They articulate individuals as agents managing their own carbon practice in 

relation to an articulated global public goal of minimizing climate change. This is closely 

connected to the ‘privatized’ character of many of these elements, but the critiques widely  

seen of such or ‘marketized’ governance misses the mark. To operate by shaping and 

producing individuals as particular types of subjects (managing their carbon budgets, etc) 

is  precisely  how  power  operates  in  neoliberalism.  Rather  than  by  using  individual 
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freedom as a depoliticisation strategy, it acts through channelling ways that individuals 

exercise  their  freedoms.  ‘Freedom  in  the  marketplace’  goes  hand  in  hand  with 

increasingly  elaborate  practices  of  self-monitoring  and  management.  And  this 

relationship between market freedom and governmentality applies not only to individuals 

but  to firms,  states,  and others.  In fact,  in a  climate change context,  it  is difficult  to 

envisage how limiting global warming to 2°C (emission reductions by 50-75% below 

1990 levels by 2050) might be avoided without such an intensive, managerial (and self-

managerial) effort. 
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