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Educati onal insti tuti ons play an instrumental role in social and politi cal 
change, and are responsible for the environmental and social ethics of their 
insti tuti onal practi ces. The essays in this volume criti cally examine scholarly 
research practi ces in the age of the Anthropocene, and ask what accountability 
educators and researchers have in ‘righti ng’ their relati onship to the 
environment. The volume further calls att enti on to the geographical, fi nancial, 
legal and politi cal barriers that might limit scholarly dialogue by excluding 
researchers from parti cipati ng in traditi onal modes of scholarly conversati on.

As such, Right Research is a bold invitati on to the academic community 
to rigorous self-refl ecti on on what their research looks like, how it is 
conducted, and how it might be developed so as to increase accessibility and 
sustainability, and decrease carbon footprint. The volume follows a three-
part structure that bridges conceptual and practi cal concerns: the fi rst secti on 
challenges our assumpti ons about how sustainability is defi ned, measured 
and practi ced; the second secti on showcases arti st-researchers whose work 
engages with the impact of humans on our environment; while the third 
secti on investi gates how academic spaces can model eco-conscious behaviour.

This ti mely volume responds to an increased demand for environmentally 
sustainable research, and is outstanding not only in its interdisciplinarity, but its 
embrace of non-traditi onal formats, spanning academic arti cles, creati ve acts, 
personal refl ecti ons and dialogues. Right Research will be a valuable resource 
for educators and researchers interested in developing and hybridizing their 
scholarly communicati on formats in the face of the current climate crisis.
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Against Frontier Sustainability  
(or, Breaking Up with The High Frontier)

Jessie Beier

Dearest [redacted],
I finally received the promotional pamphlets you sent. The 

illustrations look great. The High Frontier (THF) is lucky to have such 
a formidable artist on the team. And only a few parts of your letter 
were redacted this time—here’s hoping my words also get back to you 
without too many interferences.

The pamphlets arrived at just the right time too. Just last week, the 
annual EOD24 was declared (arriving even earlier this year) and, as has 
been the case the last three years, rations have now been imposed on 
every citizen. Meanwhile, state officials have, again, extended unlimited 
access to [redacted]. People are frustrated, but also too exhausted to do 
anything about it. 

And so, as you can imagine, looking at your gorgeous illustrations 
of life on THF has made me consider, once again, taking the leap to join 
you up there. You were right: the brochure really does sell it! I know 
the orbital real estate model has really taken off (so to speak), but the 
marketing team at THF, armed with amazing artists such as yourself, 
really leads the way in terms of selling a rather stellar (!) vision of 
sustainability. ‘Love the Earth? Leave it!’25 —genius slogan. The 
section titled ‘Project Human 2.0’26 is also really compelling: the pitch 
that THF has been able to develop a ‘safe operating space’ for human 

24  Earth Overshoot Day (EOD) marks the date when humanity’s demand for ecological 
resources and services in a given year exceeds what Earth can regenerate in that 
year. Retrieved from https://www.overshootday.org/about-earth-overshoot-day/. 

25  Adapted from actual slogans developed by L-5 space activists in the 1970s, such as: 
“Declare the Earth a wilderness area”; “If you love it, leave it”; and “Decentralize 
— get off the planet”. See Michael A. G. Michaud, Reaching the High Frontier: The 
American Pro-Space Movement, 1972–1984 (New York: Praeger, 1986); Gerald K. 
O’Neill, The High Frontier: Human Colonies in Space (New York: William Morrow & 
Co, 1976).

26  J. Zylinska, The End of Man: A Feminist Counterapocalypse (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2018).
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preservation and perpetuation through sustainable energy (i.e., those 
solar power satellites that provide ‘unlimited clean energy’ enabling 
infinite growth and higher productivity for industry and agriculture) 
is really powerful. (Although I can’t help but wonder, how powerful? 
Like, how are things actually working up there? You mentioned last 
time that there were problems with [redacted] and [redacted]—any 
new updates there?)

It is very tempting though; the thought of taking a long bath gives 
me goosebumps while memories of fresh herbs make my mouth water. 
Not to mention the job opportunities—the Representational Innovator 
(RI) position you mentioned in your last letter does seem to fit with 
my skills. After reading the material, and especially after taking in 
all of those persuasive illustrations, I was this close to heading to the 
local Expansionist Agency to sign up for work duty abroad. (BTW: The 
recruiters are still doing weekly visits, touting all of the opportunities 
‘up there’ by comparing it to the bleak reality of living ‘down here’.) 
But, like I’ve expressed to you before, I am finding it harder and 
harder to get behind the project. I can’t help but think about how the 
accumulation of things up there, is also the accumulation of extinction 
(or worse, the aggregation of antagonisms, oppression and suffering) 
down here.27 Just yesterday, for instance, [redacted]. Despite the 
ongoing protests from people refusing the options given, [redacted]. 
I could hardly believe it. But, unfortunately, such examples are now 
the norm. It seems that the promise of mining asteroid and lunar 
materials has been swiftly replaced by ‘alternative’ extraction projects 
down here, which have [redacted], leaving the rest of us behind. As 
this year’s EOD makes clear, THF’s ‘sustainable’ endeavours have not 
only carried forward the same old risks, including [redacted], but 
have also introduced radically new risks that are still, even as we are 
experiencing them, difficult to fathom. 

As I contemplated the material you sent, I couldn’t help but be 
reminded of all of those long, and often heated, debates we used to 
have about these things. Remember that time when things almost came 
to blows after our argument about the very tenability of this thing we 

27  Justin McBrien, ‘Accumulating extinction: Planetary catastrophism in the Necrocene’, 
in Anthropocene or Capitalocene: Nature, History and the Crisis of Capitalism, ed. by J. W. 
Moore (Oakland: PM Press, 2016), pp. 116–137.
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call sustainability? It was right after THF made its official public launch 
and you finally told us about your position as Visual Communication 
Manager. At the time, it was hard for me to articulate my discomfort 
with the situation, but now I know it was because all of these pitches for 
a ‘sustainable’ human empire, no matter how artfully presented, could 
only ever be made possible via the continuation of our exploitative, 
extractive, and expansionist legacies. Not to mention, [redacted]. While 
THF is pitched (and sold) as a seemingly endless frontier movement, 
which, through sustainability rhetoric, has been able to ‘solve’ the 
apparently threatened plenitude of (human) Life as we know it, it has 
also perpetuated an untenable vision of human supremacy that has now 
occluded the very possibility of challenging human rule from our range 
of vision. It is simply taken for granted that any sense of sustainability 
will forever be founded on the conservation and triumph of a particular 
expression of human being, and thus all of our future imaginaries 
now operate through an unquestioned dedication to the industry of a 
particular form of human preservation.

That was the night where we began to part ways, I think. It was also 
the night that things crystallized for me, when I realized that perhaps 
there is no ‘human enterprise’ worth defending on a suffering planet, 
that perhaps there is no such a thing as a ‘safe operating space’ for 
humans to persevere after all. While I didn’t have all the words back 
then, I do remember asking you: what is it, exactly, that we are aiming to 
sustain? And so, while I’m glad we have reconnected, I need to tell you 
that my answer remains the same. While I am sometimes envious of 
your ability to keep living a life of convenience and pleasure, of more 
importance to me now is working through collective ways of avoiding 
a political imagination captive to an either/or organization of reality: 
either collapse or sustain. Or, put another way, rather than focusing on 
actions that promise to sustain and extend the present (in all of its 
ecocidal glory) into the future, I have begun to question whether this 
present, with all of its desires and interests, is perhaps not worthy of 
sustaining.28

28  Claire Colebrook, ‘A grandiose time of coexistence: Stratigraphy of the 
Anthropocene’, Deleuze Studies, 10.4 (2016), 440–454, https://doi.org/10.3366/
dls.2016.0238. 
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Fig. 10  Image by Jessie Beier (2019) with source material from NASA Space Colony 
Art from the 1970s: Cylindrical Colonies (public domain), creation by Rick 
Guidice (NASA Ames Research Center), one of the original contributing 
artists to G. K. O’Neill’s The High Frontier: Human Colonies in Space (1976). 


