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CHAPTER 6 

Digital Disengagement and the  
Environment: Solutionism,  

Greenwashing and Partial Opt-Outs 

Introduction 

This final chapter turns to the relations between digital disengagement and the 
environment, continuing the notion of digital disengagement and its paradoxes. 
As many scholars have pointed out (Brevini 2022; Chen 2016; Cubitt 2017; 
Emejulu and McGregor 2016; Gould 2016; Maxwell and Miller 2020; Qiu 2016, 
Velkova 2016), digital communication technologies inflict significant damage on 
both humans and the environment. These impacts vary considerably and include  
the ever-growing extraction of rare minerals needed to produce digital devices; the  
toxicity of the production process and of the e-waste left behind after their short 
lives, made disposable by design; the rapidly increasing energy demands of AI 
deep machine learning; and the carbon and heat emissions of internet traffic 
and more specifically, of data farms, needed to sustain every click, every website, 
every tweet, every Big Data database, every ‘smart’ network and every bitcoin. 
These activities have profound impact on land, water, landscape and atmosphere, 
and on people and communities. Yet, despite staggering levels of evidence, these 
damages are often overlooked, paradoxically precisely when digital technologies 
are placed at the heart of ‘green imaginaries’ – popular, political and scientific 
narratives that are centred around environmental protection, sustainability and 
other ‘eco’ values. Environmentally oriented digital disengagement, too, often 
finds itself in the trap of digital solutionism and techno-utopianism. 

We begin our discussion by returning to the idea of ‘digital detox’ as discussed 
in detail in previous chapters. Here, we examine more closely how the ‘digital 
detox’ imaginary juxtaposes digital communication technologies with a ‘green’ 
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and ‘safe’ environment, away from the harms of digital life. We ask what exactly 
is viewed as toxic in the notion of ‘digital detox’, and why the environmental 
toxicity of digitisation itself is overlooked. We then turn to green imaginaries in 
academic research and the digital industry, asking whether and when do they 
consider reducing or abandoning the use of digital technologies for reasons of 
environmental harms and their global injustice. We finish the chapter by look-
ing at the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on how digital technologies are  
(re)imagined in relation to the environment. 

Escaping the Digital into the Pastoral: The Semiotic  
Extractivism of Digital Detoxes 

A Google Image search for ‘digital detox’ results in a screen filled with splashes 
of green, pictures of flowers, trees, or grass, and scenic photographs of serene 
landscapes (see Figure 6.1).

Some of the images displayed after a search for ‘digital detox’ simply deploy 
the colour green, semiotically coded as denoting nature and the environment 
(Won and Westland 2017): examples include a green Post-it note with the 

Figure 6.1: Google Image search results for the term ‘digital detox’. (Google 
Images 2020)
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Figure 6.2: Image preview and ‘related images’ in Google Image search results 
for the term ‘digital detox’. (Google Images 2020)
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Figure 6.3: Image preview and ‘related images’ in Google Image search results 
for the term ‘digital detox’. (Google Images 2020)
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word ‘unplug’; a green ‘off ’ button; or a plain green background.1 Other images 
returned contain beautifully photographed landscapes: sunsets, beaches, fields, 
forests, rivers and mountains. Only a few words are added to these photo-
graphs, usually in the form of short titles or slogans. Sometimes, there are no 
words at all. Yet other images use either a combination of photography and 
graphics, or graphics alone, to create a clear visual juxtaposition of nature 
and technology. For instance, a forest rises up behind a hand that is holding 
a smartphone, depicting a ‘lock’ icon. A woman, depicted in bright colours, is 
shown leaning towards a huge, shining flower, her face illuminated by its glow; 
she is surrounded by smaller monochrome figures, who hold devices that emit 
a small amount of light – nowhere near enough to brighten the darkness. A 
massive tree trunk, showered in sunrays, seems to shine from within; on it we 
see a small, wooden-carved sign declaring ‘no phones’. Bright green leaves are 
growing from an unplugged USB-cable-turned-stem. 

The slogans revolve around the idea of departing from the digital: ‘Discon-
nect to reconnect’, ‘Take the digital detox challenge’, ‘Unplug’, ‘Off ’. And as we 
scroll through the algorithmically curated collection of slogan-wrapped visuals, 
each preview leading to further clusters of related or similar images (Figures 6.2 
and 6.3), our screens are awash in green icons or digitally orchestrated nature. 
The latter appears untouched by technology, while in reality it is scrupulously 
photoshopped to perfection. The green colour returns over and over again, 
in an echo-chamber that renders digital disengagement as synonymous with  
(connecting to) nature. But is it? Or rather, what exactly is envisioned when 
disconnection is presented as an escape to nature? 

Some of the websites listed in the search lead to digital detox holiday pack-
ages on major booking platforms such as TripAdvisor: 

Every day more and more information, we need both? We are confident 
that no. That’s why we created DIGITAL DETOX Week (Digital Detoxifi-
cation). This is where you will find the best connection, with nature. Back 
to the pure state. Connect with mountain and combined with your favorite 
activities. We offer everything you need so you can enjoy a carefree week 
and too much information. With all that, we’ll welcome you with a bas-
ket of fruit, vegetables, bread, water, juices, creams, chocolates and other 
products more (TripAdvisor n.d.: emphasis added; spelling original).

Others link to smaller businesses, specialising specifically in retreats in remote 
locations where one can ‘take a proper break from technology’, a break which 
can instead be filled with ‘yoga, good food, refreshing nature and downtime’: 

UK Digital Detoxes: [Teacher’s Name] teaches Jivamukti yoga and leads 
our UK yoga and digital detox weekends. You’ll stay in a 17th century 

1	 ‘Green’ is also commonly equated with being environmentally friendly, giving a rise 
to the phenomenon of greenwashing (Miller 2018).
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manor house, hidden away in a traditional country village an hour 
north of London. On this yoga weekend we invite you to switch off your 
phones, leave your ipads and laptops behind and enjoy three days of 
peace and quiet in the countryside. 

Mongolia Digital detox: There is no phone or internet reception at  
our Mongolia camps, only occasional solar power and the nearest town 
is three hours away. It is so quiet you can hear birds fly! You will be com-
pletely without contact with the outside world while you are on your 
yoga retreat (Reclaimyourself 2020).

These and other similar sites are not solely dedicated to digital detox and discon-
nection – rather, they offer an extensive menu of choices of trips and destinations 
(the Retreat website, cited above, has categories for ‘adventure’, ‘yoga’, ‘foodies’, 
‘sunshine’, ‘digital detox’ and more). ‘Nature’, here, is a resource to be consumed; 
and of course, as such, it is also a brand (as discussed in Chapter 4), mobilised 
to promote tourism and hospitality businesses, as long as there is a demand for 
them. In the process of branding and marketing, ‘nature’ becomes an abstract 
idea– it can be anything and anywhere. It is offered as one of several commodi-
ties, together with fruit, vegetables, chocolates, yoga and downtime; but rarely an 
actual place, with actual landscapes (often ravaged by the tourist industry and 
gentrification). These are places devoid of living and non-living beings – unless 
the place itself needs to be characterised as non-digital, in a colonial imaginary 
of remote wilderness without technology.2 Either way, there is very little nature 
actually included in the digital detox idea of escaping to nature. 

Once we move away from holiday packages to other websites located via the  
Google Image search, we find even fewer traces of natural environments behind 
the pictures that led us to these sites in the first place. Many of the pages do 
not refer to nature at all. With a rare mention of ‘going on a walk’ as one of the 
many things to do instead of being on social media or otherwise staring at one’s 
phone, the sites discuss mental health, information overload and digital addic-
tion; offer tips on how to set up and follow ‘disengagement’ habits (Andrews 
2018; Cherry 2020; Marie Claire 2015; Parikh 2019; Rossi 2015); describe expe-
riences of disconnecting (to be more productive, of course) (Walpert 2019); or 
even present apps to manage the detox (Urbandroid 2021) – all in line with the 
consumer trap of never-ending digitality which we have discussed in the previ-
ous two chapters. Often, the only reference to nature or the outdoors is the one 
image which led us to the website in the first place. 

If we look at the multitude of webpages dedicated to digital detox, the ‘green-
ness’ of disconnection is thus both overwhelming and phantom. Deceivingly, 

2	 Mongolia in the example above. See also Chapter 4 for a more detailed analysis of 
racialised and classed notions of ‘non-Western’, ‘exotic’ locations of digital detox 
retreats.
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nature is repeatedly visualised as the choice of where to escape from tech-
nology, and what to do instead of engaging with technology. It is a touristy 
choice, though – one embedded in a colonial and capitalist logic of objecti-
fication and commodification, where ‘nature’ is a status symbol, a luxury to 
be consumed while seeking wellness, rather than a space to live in, or even a 
treasure to be protected. This commodified nature is cleansed from its human 
(and non-human) inhabitants. Crucially, it is also cleansed from any signs of 
labour involved in sustaining and serving these sites of nature; from social and 
environmental damage, often brought by the globalised ‘wellness’ industry;  
and from the material and immaterial impacts of the digital infrastructure itself, 
which is needed to organise, promote and manage such retreats (for of course, 
to offer a retreat away from digital technology, one needs an extensive web and 
social media presence as well as other means of digital communication). The 
reference to nature, in other words, is an empty gesture – it is merely a symbolic 
resource in the visual attention economy (which, in turn, is tied to the economy 
of tourism and leisure on the one hand, and the data economy, on the other). 
Ironically, but hardly surprisingly, the semiotic extractivism of the digital detox 
imaginary resembles the extractivist nature of tourism itself – where material 
resources and cultural practices are consumed, commodified and appropriated, 
often emptying their communities from natural resources as well as political and 
economic power (in the guise of providing jobs and supporting the economy). 

While the notion of digital detox clearly carries no actual environmental 
agenda beyond consumerism, what about other green imaginaries, which are 
explicitly oriented towards environmental change, such as the idea of environ-
mental sustainability? 

Are Digital Technologies Here to Save the Planet?  
Environmental Sustainability and Digital Solutionism 

In spring 2017, Sustainability Science, an academic journal dedicated to explor-
ing how sustainability takes shape at the intersection between natural and 
social systems, published a collection of articles entitled ‘The game-changing 
potential of digitalisation for sustainability: possibilities, perils, and pathways’. 
The collection’s Introduction describes Big Data and digitisation as key ‘game 
changers’ in moving towards a more sustainable future: ‘digital technologies in 
the form of e-health services, robotics, or emission reduction solutions could 
help individuals, organisations, and nations achieve a more sustainable planet 
in light of the Sustainable Development Goals’ as set up by the UN (Seele and 
Lock 2017, 183; United Nations 2015). In the rest of the Introduction, the 
authors map the ways in which digital technologies could hold tremendous 
potential in developing planetary and human sustainability, in environmen-
tal, social and economic spheres. Sustainability, the editors argue, will need to 
adapt to the developments of the digital age, whereas digitisation itself is the 
‘driver that changes sustainability’ (Seele and Lock 2017, 183–4). To illustrate 
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this, contributors to the collection describe various perils and benefits of digi-
tal technologies. While briefly acknowledging the former, they predominantly 
focus on the latter, when looking at citizen e-participation in environmental 
projects (He et al. 2017); geographic information systems (GIS) and digitised 
data regarding innovation of water systems (Widener et al. 2017); sustainable 
ICT-based education in developing countries and, in particular, the creation of 
digital content (Tabira and Otieno 2017); Big Data stakeholders as stakeholders 
of sustainability in the digital age (Seele and Locke 2017); and the knowledge 
society and digitisation (Stuermer et al. 2017). Taken together, these articles do 
indeed encapsulate the main areas where digital technologies and sustainability 
meet: engaging and educating citizens via digital communication; using digital 
tools for sustainable innovation; and utilising digital knowledge (and, increas-
ingly, Big Data). Yet, they contain very little critical meditation on the question 
of whether, and to what extent, the digital itself might be unsustainable. 

This collection of articles is only one example of the broader field of scholar-
ship across a number of disciplines where digital technologies are seen as being 
at the service of sustainability projects: from tools of sustainable innovation 
and eco-efficiency that effectively manage and monitor resources; to powerful 
technologies of gathering and communicating information about the environ-
ment including environmental harms; to communication technologies tasked 
with changing consumer and citizen behaviour towards ‘greener alternatives’ 
(for a detailed systematic review of this literature, see Kuntsman and Rattle 
2019). A similar thinking characterises another area where digital technologies 
are rapidly and increasingly embraced as environmental saviours: smart cities. 
Although ecology is usually not the cities’ primary focus – rather, smart cities’ 
websites and policy briefs discuss the infrastructural efficiency that serves the 
economy, governance and citizen needs (Kuntsman 2019) – they are also pre-
sented as projects that will ultimately help the environment. Smart cities will, 
according to their websites, streamline the collection of waste by using smart 
bins with sensors; run smartphone-operated bike-rental schemes; control traf-
fic with the help of apps and dashboards; offer paper-free e-government ser-
vices; or even help asthma-suffering children by digitally communicating the 
level of air pollution in playgrounds and instantly alerting citizens of potential 
dangers (Libelium 2019). Academic literature on smart cities radiates similar 
techno-optimism, putting forward notions of ‘sharing cities’ (McLaren and 
Agyeman 2015); ‘green growth’ (Kim 2018), ‘green infrastructure’ (Vasenev  
et al 2020), ‘progressive urbanisation’ (Gassmann et al. 2019), ‘sustainable 
urbanisation’ (Mukherjee 2018), ‘green technology innovation’ (Tomar and 
Kaur 2020), ‘resilient cities’ (Galderisi 2018), ‘smart future’ (Dastbaz et al. 2019) 
and more. ‘What smart solutions can make life in cities safe, comfortable and 
environmentally friendly?’ (Springer Geography 2020) – the researchers ask, 
over and over. 

Both the literature on sustainability and smart cities displays a range of 
approaches to the digital. Most authors are optimistic and hopeful, although 
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there are also some critical and sceptical voices. Yet even when warning against 
the environmental costs of manufacturing and operating digital devices, plat-
forms and environments, or when cautioning against the unintended effects 
of efforts to change people’s behaviour, or when describing how the devices’ 
improper use or disposal results in toxic e-waste, barely any authors advocate 
for reducing – not to mention opting out of – digital solutions due to their envi-
ronmental harms (Kuntsman and Rattle 2019). If dangers or concerns about 
the environmental toll of digital communication are outlined, it only leads to 
suggestions about how to do it better, not whether to reduce the level of digital 
saturation. More precise tools, further research into their design, critical think-
ing, or better education for better user practices are discussed – but never a 
refusal or an opt-out. 

Stubborn insistence on the almost magical promise of digital technologies 
is another powerful example of digital solutionism, where – as demonstrated 
in previous chapters – digital technologies are seen as the best, and often the 
only, way to solve problems, including problems that were created or exacer-
bated by digital technologies themselves. In the case of environmental issues, 
digital solutionism creates a form of paradigmatic myopia towards the material 
harms of digital dependency, a powerful and powerfully enforced blindness 
that persists despite a wealth of existing scholarly critique. The notion of para-
digmatic myopia is crucial, for it is not the absence of evidence of environmen-
tal digital harms that is at stake (the fields of geography, environmental science, 
human health etc. have them in abundance), but rather, the insistence on the 
immateriality – and the ‘greenness’ – of the digital. This insistence is simultane-
ously ingrained in the power of the global digital economy (Chen 2016; Fuchs 
2015; Qiu 2016) and in cultural beliefs and media practices that accompany 
and sustain it. As several scholars have noted, the digital economy rests on the 
‘planned obsolescence’ (Chen 2016; Gould 2016) of digital devices, purpose-
fully designed to have a short life span and be replaced frequently. 

In addition to its economic hold (where, for example, repair is always more 
costly than upgrade/disposal), planned obsolescence is supported by consumer 
trends, cultures of communication, and by what Good (2016) has poignantly 
called ‘symbolic annihilation’. In her detailed analysis of media representations 
of iPhones, she noted the iconic formation of the iPhone as a seamless dream, 
co-constituted through a consistent erasure of the stories of e-waste and other 
environmental damages which the technology generates. Furthermore, as criti-
cal media and communication scholars remind us, the culture of digital econ-
omy rests on a deliberate and consistent decoupling of ‘digital labor’ (seen as 
immaterial, ‘virtual’, data-based) from environmental degradation, even though 
the two are deeply intertwined (Casemajor 2015; Emejulu and McGregor 2016; 
Fuchs 2008). Within this logic, as Fuchs (2008) states, environmental problems 
continue to be seen as technological, rather than social, perpetuating the myth 
of the ‘sustainable information society’ and the myth of the digital as a ‘game 
changing’ saviour of sustainability hopes. 
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Blindness to the material harms of digital technologies still prevails in media 
studies today. In particular, its English language, white and Western-centred 
mainstream, does not tend to examine digital communication’s complicity in 
environmental degradation. Nor does it tend to account for the materiality of 
the digital and its human toll when discussing culture and communication 
(unless the latter is specifically focused on the environment, or conditions of 
digital labour). Despite decades of critical voices from feminist, post-colonial, 
diasporic and ‘global South’ scholars (Aristarkhova 2005; Gajjala and Gajjala 
2008; Nakamura 2000; Oguibe 2004; Sandoval 2000), mainstream digital com-
munication studies have largely enjoyed – and continue to enjoy! – the luxury 
of ignoring the deeply material consequences of the digital since such con-
sequences mostly impact those in the Global South and the disenfranchised, 
racialised and colonised communities in the Global North (Chen 2016; Cubitt 
2017; Emejulu and McGregor 2016; Qiu 2016). 

There are, of course, a number of notable exceptions. Maxwell and Miller, for 
example, argued over a decade ago for the need of media studies as a field to 
develop ‘eco-ethics’ (2008). Emejulu and McGregor (2016) state that education 
for what they coin ‘radical digital citizenship’ must attend to the materiality of 
digital technologies and centre understanding and resisting of resource extrac-
tion and labour exploitation in the Global South, and displacement and gen-
trification of racialised communities in the Global North, on which the digital 
economy rests. Writing at around the same time, contributors to Carbon Capi-
talism and Communication: Confronting Climate Crisis (Brevini and Murdoch 
2017) offer a thorough analysis of the relations between communication, capi-
talism and environmental degradation, including the impact of digital commu-
nication on power supplies; increased consumption and built-in obsolescence; 
e-waste; pollution; and rapidly growing energy demands in future projec-
tions. Another collection, entitled Sustainable Media (Starosielski and Walker 
2016), similarly situates digital communication ‘within a multiscalar resource 
economy of extraction, production, distribution, consumption, representation, 
wastage, and repurposing’ (Starosielski and Walker 2016, 1). In doing so, the 
collection draws attention to ‘slow violence’ – violence out of sight – inflicted by 
seemingly immaterial digitality, by addressing media as extractive and drawing 
on energy and other resources. 

And yet, even within this critical scholarship lies a paradox. For example, 
despite the environmental commitment of its editors and the global scope of 
the chapters, Sustainable Media is ultimately driven by a belief in the power 
of media as a ‘means to come to terms with and help ameliorate the ecological 
harms produced by industrial processes’ (2016, 3). Similarly, the contributors 
to Carbon Capitalism and Communication: Confronting Climate Crisis fore-
ground the power of communication to tell the untold ‘back story’ of the media 
industry and communication devices, as well as to address climate change and 
confront climate denial. And even Emejulu and McGregor, pioneering in their 
intervention into digital citizenship as embedded in material and environmental  
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responsibility, place hopes for social protest, transformation and justice back 
onto digital communication.

Awareness rather than refusal, adjustment rather than abolition – these are 
so far the main organising principles in the emerging debates about environ-
mental responsibility and digital communication. Where does that place digital 
disengagement? Looking at the array of discourses on environmental sustain-
ability and the digital in a range of disciplines, our critical questions, therefore, 
remain whether, and how, questions of digital disengagement can enter the 
conversation about environmental accountability and ‘eco-ethics’? How and 
when can we evoke the drive to ‘refuse, reduce, reuse, and recycle’ in relation to 
digital communication?

Partial Refusals 

‘But we cannot give up the digital entirely!’ is a frequent comment we hear 
when speaking about our work on the environmental harms of digital com-
munication or attending presentations and talks by others working on this 
topic. Comments such as this evidence the hopes invested in the transformative 
potentials of online communication, while also demonstrate the powerful eco-
nomic, social and affective grip of compulsory digitality – one that we challenge 
throughout this book. Whether ‘giving up entirely’ is indeed possible is a ques-
tion we cannot answer, though we do offer some thoughts on the matter in the 
Conclusion. In the meantime, what about environmentally motivated partial 
refusals and ways to reduce and reuse? These have long existed on the fringes of 
the digital economy in both the Global North and Global South, usually driven 
by poverty, necessity and creative survival. For example, repairing and resell-
ing second-hand electronics, or scavenging an e-waste site and repurposing its 
components. Yet it is the wealthy centre of the capitalist digital economy that 
urgently needs to reconsider and reduce both production and consumption 
of digital technologies to fully address the planetary costs of our digital living.

To consider the environmental potentials of digital disengagement, we turn to 
several examples of partial refusal coming from the heart of the digital industry. 
The first is the Website Carbon Calculator, a project that addresses the need to 
reconfigure energy-taxing web design. The calculator illustrates how webpages 
can be environmentally ‘dirty’ and encourages developers to shift to renewable 
energy sources and less energy-consuming website design, and by ‘inspire[ing] 
and educate[ing] people to create a zero carbon internet’ (Wholegrain Digital 
n.d.c). ‘How is your website impacting the planet?’, we are asked when arriving at 
https://www.websitecarbon.com, a plain but thoughtfully designed page. At the  
centre of the page is an interactive element: visitors are invited to calculate  
the estimated carbon footprint of a website by inputting a webpage address and 
pressing ‘calculate’. The Website Carbon Calculator provides a short rationale 
for doing so: ‘the internet consumes a lot of electricity. 416.2TWh per year to 

https://www.websitecarbon.com
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be precise. To give you some perspective, that’s more than the entire United 
Kingdom. From data centres to transmission networks to the devices that we 
hold in our hands, it is all consuming electricity, and in turn producing carbon 
emissions’ (Wholegrain Digital n.d.c). 

In addition to the carbon calculator, the website features a call to action: 
‘Here’s three things you can do now: Switch to a Green Host, Make your Web-
site more efficient, Plant trees to reduce carbon impact’ and a link to the busi-
ness behind the project, a London based design agency called Wholegrain 
Digital (Wholegrain Digital n.d.a), promoting its services while also advocat-
ing for a partial digital refusal as a matter of energy accountability. The agen-
cy’s co-founder, Tom Greenwood, has recently published a book describing 
the energy demands and carbon footprints of web design choices, and guiding 
the industry through alternatives that are carbon-efficient (Greenwood 2020). 

Wholegrain Digital makes environmental sustainability its key mission, stat-
ing: ‘if the internet was a country, it would be the world’s sixth biggest polluter. 
As a digital agency, we are world leaders in greening the web and committed to 
being one of the world’s most sustainable businesses’. The manifesto, created in 
partnership with others in the digital industry who are committed to sustain-
ability in their practice, is movingly global in its approach: 

We need a sustainable internet 
We all share and use the web, just as we all share and live on this planet. 
This manifesto is a public declaration of a shared commitment to create 
a sustainable internet. 

The planet is experiencing unprecedented climate change and the Inter-
net is both part of the problem and the solution. From websites to cryp-
tocurrencies, the Internet consumes large amounts of electricity in data 
centres, telecoms networks, and end user devices. If the Internet was a 
country, it would be the 6th largest polluter in the world and is expected 
to grow considerably by 2030. 

If we embrace sustainability in our work, we can create a web that is 
good for people and planet. By signing this manifesto you declare your 
commitment to create a greener web (Wholegrain Digital n.d.b).

The manifesto is a much-needed intervention, placed right at the heart of the 
digital industry and challenging many of its technical principles, which are 
taken for granted and rarely questioned. Instead of corporate greenwashing that 
invests in the appearance of being green, the manifesto calls for actual change, 
on the granular level of design and programming – and comes with a vision, 
too. That said, Wholegrain Digital’s conceptualisation of the planet seems to 
have no concrete people or places. Thus, while calling for environmentally  
responsible practices, there is no call for accountability for how the ‘problem’ of 
the internet is affecting communities around the globe in profoundly different 
ways. There is no reference to the extractivist logic of global digital capitalism  
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that serves the Global North and drains the Global South; nor any inclusion 
relating to the (often inhumane and literally poisonous) human labour involved 
in operating the internet. The web, here, is universal. As an imagined country in 
its own right it bears no connection to the violent geopolitics of digital toxicity. 
Who, then, will this partial refusal of ‘dirty’ web design actually benefit? Who is 
the unnamed inhabitant of the promised greener web? How can we make sure 
that the move away from ‘dirty’ webpages does not become yet another exam-
ple of privilege-centred ‘detox’, attentive to the one being detoxed, but oblivious 
to the global injustice required to sustain it? 

Another example of a partial refusal is Fairphone – a Dutch-based social 
enterprise established in the early 2010s to create smartphones that are dura-
ble and fixable (Qiu 2016). Fairphone’s mission is premised first and foremost 
on the refusal to dispose – a challenge to disposability by design of the global 
smartphone industry.3 But it does not stop there. Unlike the universal notion 
of the sustainable web discussed above, Fairphone is committed to both envi-
ronmental and social justice. ‘We care for people and planet’ reads the ‘Our 
mission’ section of Fairphone’s website (Fairphone n.d.c). The company strives 
to reduce both resource extraction and e-waste; commit to using only conflict-
free raw materials; and ensure fair working conditions during phone assembly 
(Qiu 2016). Furthermore, whilst focusing on both the human and the environ-
mental sustainability of producing their phones, Fairphone aims to impact the 
entire industry: ‘From responsible material sourcing to advocating for work-
ers’ welfare, we share all our results freely and set new standards for the entire 
industry’ (Fairphone n.d.a). 

The transformative mission of Fairphone is discussed at length by Qiu (2016) 
in his book, Goodbye iSlave – a powerful and moving monograph dedicated 
to examining the inhumane world of digital capitalism and of Apple smart-
phone production in particular. For Qiu, Fairphone’s vision is an example of 
a true challenge to the violence, corruption and lack of transparency of the 
global smartphone supply chain. Although a small company, unlikely to over-
take, or even compete with, tech giants such as Apple, Amazon or Google, its 
commitment to people and the environment might hold a promise for justice 
in the global digital industry. ‘What Fairphone set out to achieve was noth-
ing short of creating an entire global eco-system of design, supply, assembly, 
and e-waste processing, while involving and engaging consumers effectively’  
(Qiu 2016, 162). 

Here, looking at the actual and imagined users of Faiphone might be insight-
ful. Maxwell and Miller, authors of How Green is Your Smartphone?, state that 
Fairphone is perfectly suitable for environmentally conscious ‘consumers, try-
ing to limit their carbon footprint’ (2020, 114). Qiu similarly notes that the 

3	 Fairphone’s refusal to dispose can be seen as an early bird of broader legal changes, such 
as the recent EU law of ‘the right of repair’, introduced in March 2021. The law dictates 
that electronics, including computing devices, are designed to last at least a decade rather 
than made to be disposed of in 2–3 years.
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Fairphone community consists of mostly tech-savvy users, ‘concerned about 
corporate responsibility’ (2016, 165). And here comes a potential limit to Fair-
phone’s transformative potential. Both statements focus on individual, and 
individualised, practices – which, as we have argued in previous chapters, are 
always in danger of appropriating and depoliticising digital refusal by reducing 
it to a feel-good consumer practice. Indeed, one may argue that Fairphone pro-
duces a commodity that sells progress and clear consciences without the need 
to do or change much (a feel-good practice at a hefty price of £400 – although 
substantially cheaper than an iPhone). 

While celebrating initiatives such as Fairphone, we must therefore also raise 
several critical questions. First and foremost, can a ‘fair’ smartphone change 
the global culture of compulsory connectivity while remaining its active par-
ticipant? (a sustainably made phone is still embedded in the toxic materiality  
of the global digital infrastructure). For Qiu, one of the most celebrated features of  
Fairphone is its preinstalled disconnection app, EnjoySomePeace, which puts 
the phone on silent and disconnects it from the internet for a chosen period. 
‘An abolitionist timepiece this is, simple and functional, in the shape of a well-
designed app’, he writes (2016, 165). Is this indeed a true tool of digital aboli-
tion – a phone that has a disconnection app built into it – or yet another form 
of digital solutionism that we have discussed extensively in previous chapters?

Secondly, can Faiphone empower global solidarity and challenge the North-
South divide and its racial injustice when it comes to its refusal to dispose? 
This is an ongoing mission, one for which both the company and its users are 
responsible. Here, the images displayed in the Fairphone online shop (Fair-
phone n.d.b) are quite telling. One of the images shows a young Black person’s 
hands, palms up, holding a small pile of minerals. Another image shows the 
phone’s screen, displaying photos of two young white women – mostly self-
ies, but also some serene landscapes. On the one hand, such images, especially 
when placed next to each other, document and normalise the racialised global 
division of labour/consumption, by celebrating it – as long as it is ‘fair’. Black 
people are working outside, mining rare metals to make the phone, while white 
people are enjoying leisurely outdoor time with friends, and capturing it on 
their (ethically manufactured) phone. Yet, the page also contains an important 
different image of repair and reassembly, which challenges both the distinction 
between labour and consumption and its racial and geopolitical mapping. We 
see the hands of a young white person, in what looks like a home or a school, 
taking the phone apart to repair or replace its components. Not a repair shop or 
an assembly line labourer, but a geographically and financially privileged phone 
user, taking the responsibility of care and repair. Against the appropriation of 
digital disengagement into Western-centred greenwashing and neoliberal indi-
vidual betterment, projects such as Fairphone can and should become catalysts 
of ‘radical digital citizenship’ (Emejulu and McGregor 2016)– a practice that is 
both accountable to the material harms of the digital inflicted on humans and 
the environment and committed to actively and continuously changing it. 
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The Pandemic and Beyond 

When the UK, like many other countries around the world, introduced quaran-
tine and social distancing measures in March 2020 due to Covid-19, the lion’s 
share of people’s everyday activities moved online. This inadvertently created 
a profound yet ambiguous impact on the environment. On the one hand, the 
sudden drop in aviation and motor travel, and the shift to remote working, led 
to an unprecedented reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and dramatically 
improved air quality, albeit only temporarily (Air Quality Expert Group 2020; 
Le Quéré et al. 2020; Monks 2020). At the same time, the increase in video-
conferencing, streaming and cloud storage for personal and professional use 
has created strenuous demands on the capacity limits of broadband and mobile 
services (Marks 2020). Tellingly, in March 2020 the European Commission 
asked streaming companies to place bandwidth limitations on their activities to 
alleviate the strain and to protect communication infrastructures (BBC News 
2020). However, these limitations were minimal, with most streaming compa-
nies using the increased demand for video streaming to justify their growth, 
despite the spike in their carbon footprint (Marks 2020).

The ‘green imaginaries’ in the early months of the pandemic took an interesting  
turn. For many people, unable to travel or even leave their dwellings during 
lockdowns, digital communication became a site of newly formed relations 
with landscapes and animals, through a wealth of ‘virtual visits’, live streaming 
and other forms of digital spectatorship and interactions (see, for example, 
Schultz-Figueroa 2020; Turnbull et al. 2020). Although a new phenomenon 
in terms of the scale of quarantine, closures and isolation, the mobilisa-
tion of digital tools to connect with nature resonates strongly with the digi-
tal solutionism of sustainability education (Dogbey et al. 2014; Giusti et al. 
2012; Howard 2015; Kalogiannakis and Papadakis 2017; Schaal and Lude 
2015), where apps, devices and games act as key mediators in connecting to  
one’s environment. 

But pandemic green imaginaries did not stop there. In the midst of a gen-
eral rise of fake news and disinformation related to the pandemic – what was 
described by many as the ‘Covid-19 infodemic’ (World Health Organization 
2020) – one could also see the rise of an ‘environmental infodemic’ (Kinefuchi  
2020). This included news and social media stories of ‘healing nature’, which 
presented a mixture of true and false information about the reduction of air 
and water pollution and improved conditions for wildlife – a particularly viral 
example was a hoax regarding sightings of swans and dolphins in Venice’s 
canals. As Kinefuchi (2020) aptly argued, such stories and their socio-political 
impact were deeply problematic, firstly because such stories promote the idea 
that ‘nature’ can heal fast (undermining the vast extent and scope of the current 
environmental crisis). Secondly, the environmental infodemic on social media 
juxtaposed nature with people, where humans need to disappear in order 
for nature to ‘heal’. Allison (2020) has further demonstrated that the rise of  
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environmental fake news in the early months of the pandemic was weap-
onised by eco-fascists – far-right environmentalists that merge ecological  
concerns with white supremacy and ethnonationalism. Such a coalition, as 
Haritaworn reminds us, is far from new: ‘as environmental justice activists have 
long argued, the fantasy of pristine landscapes freed of humans lends itself to 
an eco-fascist imaginary (Brown 2020; Gosine and Teelucksingh 2008). In this 
greenwashed variation on White supremacy, nature recovers by ridding itself of 
humans, but never all equally’ (2020, 12.4: citations in original text). 

Indeed, inequality, racialisation and injustice are at the heart of pandemic 
digitalities and their material impacts on both human and non-human 
life. Platform capitalism has expanded and flourished since the start of the  
pandemic – due to the sharp rise in the routine use of digital communication 
in every sphere of everyday life, the use of AI and robotics for many essential 
tasks, and, of course, the unprecedented scale of adopting contact tracing and 
other related technologies of public health management and surveillance. All 
of these have created, and continue to create, a substantial strain on resources, 
infrastructures and energy. The rapid expansion of digital infrastructure and  
technologies, such as mobile phones, broadband and data farms, exposed their –  
now deemed ‘essential’ – workers to both the ruthlessness of global capitalism, 
and the Covid-19 virus itself (Brazier 2020). The rising use of digital consumption 
is intimately tied to the rise of digital labour and its already inhumane conditions 
(Brevini 2022; Cao 2020; Khreiche 2020; Qiu 2016). The same is true for the toxic-
ity of rapidly growing e-waste: devices and gadgets, disposable by design, are poi-
soning lands and communities, already devastated by racism, settler-colonialism, 
imperialism, and their extractive economies of profit before people. As Aouragh 
et al. (2020) remind us, racial capitalism is central to our understanding of how 
extractive infrastructures of both resources and human labour shape the invisible 
violence of pandemic digitisation, in particular for racialised workers and subal-
tern communities in both the Global North and the Global South. 

Conclusion: Digital Disengagement as Radical  
Environmental Responsibility

This chapter was driven by the following question: can digital disengagement 
bring a positive environmental change? We began answering it by looking 
at the idea of ‘digital detox’ as an escape to nature, where excessive digitisa-
tion was imagined as toxic, whereas the natural world was depicted as simul-
taneously clean and cleansing. Reading this imaginary against the grain, this 
chapter showed that, despite its symbolic orientation towards nature, digital 
detox discourse carries no actual environmental agenda, and no account of the 
material environmental toxicity of the digital. This toxicity is different from the  
metaphorical notion of ‘toxic’ digital habits, and is about the physical destruction  
of land, water, air, animal habitats and human health. Digital environmental 
toxicity is based on ‘resource extraction and labour exploitation’ (Emejulu 
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and McGregor 2016, 134), which is unevenly distributed and mostly affects 
communities in the Global South. And yet, these are invisibilised and ignored. 
Instead, digital detox promotes and centres wealthy, Western and often impe-
rialist individual wellness that is symbolically, physically and infrastructurally 
extractivist (Aouragh et al. 2020), just like the digital economy itself. 

In searching for digital disengagement within the field of environmental sus-
tainability, we have shown that both the academic and industry discourses on 
sustainability are ultimately based on digital solutionism. The notion of ‘digital 
solutionism’, discussed extensively throughout the book, has been particularly 
useful in this chapter to explain how digital technology comes to be perceived 
and promoted as an environmental saviour, while cleansed from recognition 
of, and accountability for, its own environmental harms. In this context, could 
the digital industry ever shift to reduce, reuse, recycle – and possibly even 
refuse? We searched for answers in several examples of partial digital refusal 
– a phone that refuses human and material disposability, and web design that 
refuses carbon heavy internet consumption. These examples, we argued, were 
limited in their impact, and yet they can and should become catalysts for digi-
tal material accountability that is committed to both human life and the planet.

As in previous chapters, this final one ended with the Covid-19 pandemic. 
We started writing this chapter in summer 2020 when much of the mainstream 
view was that pandemic digitality was environmentally beneficial (Arora et al.  
2020; Henriques 2020; Watts 2020).4 At the same time, a number of criti-
cal voices began emerging, including scholars who have long worked on the 
extractivist materiality of the digital, and were now watching it accelerate on an 
unprecedented scale. As we are entering the third year of the pandemic (at the 
time of this book’s production, spring 2022), the question of the materiality of 
the digital – including its environmental harms – is crucial. Environmentally 
motivated digital disengagement, though, seems as imperative as it is incon-
ceivable. The atmosphere created by an ongoing global health crisis acts as a 
catalyst for cementing digital solutionism, with media corporations, tech giants 
and the entire platform economy on standby to grab the gain from the new 
digital normal. Not surprisingly, hearts and minds are expected to follow. It is 
no wonder that bringing up digital disengagement in the context of pandemic 
communication usually triggers arguments about access and the digital divide, 
which in turn is used to shut down consideration of the possibility of digital 
reduction, as if the call to reduce digital consumption is directed at those who 
are excluded, rather than at those who are digitally abundant. Asking to recon-
sider the normalised reliance on digital platforms for every aspect of (post)
pandemic life is often met with defensive fury. And a suggestion that more 
digital tracking tools may not necessarily be a panacea for the global health 
crisis is seen as blasphemy.

4	 While some rapid response research on the topic is currently taking place, it is in the 
early stages and would require more time.
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At the same time, the immediacy of the ongoing Covid-19 crisis acts as a tool 
for obfuscating the racial and global nature of environmental injustice. It is cru-
cial to remember that it is the high-income countries that are the lead culprits 
of digitisation’s environmental toll. The question of environmentally oriented 
digital disengagement is therefore, first and foremost, a geopolitical one. It is 
not about blocking access to digital tools and technologies for those on the 
disenfranchised side of the digital divide. Rather, it is about the responsibility 
of the privileged and the over-digitally-saturated. It is the ‘first world’/Global 
North, high-income countries that must act to reduce the harms of digital (and 
other) overconsumption, for example, by turning to ‘digital sobriety’ and ‘lean 
ICT’ – technology design and use that minimises energy consumption (Marks 
2020, The Shift Project 2019). Digital disengagement, embedded in environ-
mental justice that is also a racial justice, will only be possible if we turn away 
not only from the extractivist world of digital solutionism, but also from indi-
vidualised, Western-centred and whitewashed notions of safety and wellness 
and eco-fascist environmentalism. Digital disengagement must become a form 
of collective turn against the harms of the digital world we are living in. The call 
for radical digital citizenship (Emejulu and McGregor’s, 2016) – and radical 
digital environmental responsibility – is now more urgent than ever.
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