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Abstract

Implementing Environmental Policy in Cuba:
An Assessment of Eco-Socialist Theory

by Zoé Nicole Boutilier

A branch of environmental theory known as eco-socialism posits that socialist political
economies incorporate systemic features which better enable them to achieve sustainable
environmental management.

This study assesses eco-socialist theories in two steps. The first step is a case study
which addresses the question: What are the major factors influencing the implementation
of Cuba’s new environmental framework law, Law 81?7 The second step is a comparison
of the results of the Cuba case study to two seminal models of policy implementation.

This comparison yields insight into the influence of political economy on sustainable
environmental management. It demonstrates that the factors that influence environmental
policy implementation in central command economies are similar, with some key
differences, to the factors that influence environmental policy implementation in liberal
market-based economies.

The results of this study suggest that political economy is not a critical determinant of a
society’s ability to achieve sustainable environmental management.

July 2005
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Chapter One
Introduction

The Development Problem

Human beings have but one home: planet earth. As far as we know, it is the only place in
the galaxy where we can survive and multiply. After millions of years of mutual
evolution, Homo sapiens rely on planet earth to provide more than just the air we breathe,
the food we eat, and the water we drink. Vitally, the earth permits us to propagate by
recycling the very elements of which we are all composed. As a species, our reliance on
earth is so rudimentary that we are blind to it. Insanely, incredibly, unbelievably, modem
human beings are progressively destroying the very ecosystems upon which our survival

depends.

The progressive destruction of ecosystems is aggravating the already uneven distribution
of natural resources among humans. The progressive destruction of ecosystems has a
human price that is disproportionately born by the voiceless: the poor and the unborn.

This is the fundamental, underlying problem of global human development.

The challenge of development is compartmentalized in theory and in practice.
Development ‘professionals’ work sectorally in fields such as water and sanitation,
health, agriculture, security, economics, governance, and gender. But if you are a
development professional working in water and sanitation, you know that human beings

are overburdening the earth’s organic cleansing capacities. If you are a development
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professional working in the field of security and counter-terrorism, you understand that
all wars are essentially disputes over resources. If you are a development professional
and you work in gender, you have seen that resource scarcity impacts women before men.
If you are at all concerned about human development, you should comprehend that the
underlying problem of global human development is an unequal access to necessary

resources that disproportionately disadvantages the poor and the unborn.

The underlying problem of global development is a human problem with the possibility
of human solutions. While the tide of human behavior seems to be thundering along a
path of ongoing environmental destruction, it is still possible to implement the necessary
change in behavior that will allow us to live off the planetary interest as opposed to the

planetary balance.

The human problem of environmental degradation is not a technical one. We possess
sufficient science and technology to guide the re-establishment of a sustainable
relationship with the Earth’s ecosystems. I believe, for example, in the science of climate
change that underlies the Kyoto Protocol. I believe in the ecological facts that underpin
the Convention on International Trade of Endangered Species (CITES), and the
Biological Diversity Convention (Biodiversity Treaty). What I do not have faith in is the
ability of humans to construct a society that recognizes and prioritizes the environmental
problematic such that international and national policies, such as the ones just mentioned,

take precedence even when they clash with economic priorities.
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What would an environmentally sustainable society look like? What would be the
fundamental characteristics of a society that would recognize the primacy of national and
international environmental policies over short-term economic priorities? These are, in
my opinion, questions that are fundamental to human global development, and they are

the broad theoretical questions that motivate this study.

The Thesis of this Study

According to eco-socialists, a society that is motivated to recognize the primacy of
national and international environmental policies over short-term economic priorities
would be the antithesis of the dominant neoliberal model. It would be a society in which
1) the government would have the power to enforce regulations, 2) government would be
stacked with environmental expertise, 3) the public would have ownership of natural
resources and the means of production, planning, and rationing, 4) use-values would more
accurately reflect nature’s intrinsic value through expanded utilization time of
commodities and energy, 5) socio-cultural morality would emphasize volunteerism,
solidarity, public good, and self sacrifice, 6) regulation and enforcement would be

enhanced, and 7) the economy would be centrally planned.

Cuba is a country that displays many of the systemic political and economic
characteristics that have been identified by eco-socialists as being conducive to
sustainable environmental management. It follows that if eco-socialist theories are
correct, sustainable environmental management should be relatively easier to achieve in

Cuba than it is in other countries.
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This study sets out to probe the truth of the eco-socialist logic that leads to the conclusion
that sustainable environmental management should be relatively easier to achieve in Cuba
and in other central command economies with the above-mentioned characteristics. Since
the achievement of sustainable environmental management in a holistic sense is
impossible to ascertain, this thesis will focus on one component of sustainable

environmental management: the implementation of environmental law.

In 1997, Cuba passed a new framework environmental law that was widely considered to
be progressive, far-reaching, and ambitious. Compared to previously existing
environmental legislation, Law 81 was revolutionary in its scope and in the authority it
vested in the implementing environmental agency, CITMA. The law was described by
one observer as “more ambitious in its goals and its details than any comparable
legislation in the United States or Western Europe” (Houck 2000). This thesis, then,
looks at the implementation of the Cuban framework environmental law, Law 81.
Specifically, the field research component of this thesis is a case study on the question:
What are the major factors influencing the implementation of Law 81? This Cuba case
study, which uses interviews, questionnaires, and community case studies as data
collection techniques, identifies the major factors that influence the implementation of

Law 81.
The results of the Cuba case study are compared to implementation models that

demonstrate the factors influencing the implementation of policies in liberal market-based

countries. This enables the comparison of two sets of factors; one set that has been
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shown to influence implementation in Cuba, and another set that has been shown to
influence implementation in the United States and Western Europe. I am thus able to
compare factors that influence implementation in a central command economy to factors

that influence implementation in liberal market-based economies.

This comparison shows that the process of implementing environmental policy in a
central command economy is in many ways very similar to the process of implementing
environmental policy in a liberal market-based economy. The chief ways in which the
two processes are similar are: 1) the bureaucracy of implementing policy and 2) the
necessity of creating concerted, widespread public buy-in to policy goals. The primary
notable differences between the processes in each context are 1) environmental policy in
a central command economy tends to be generated and enforced from the national level
and 2) the general public in a command economy has much less opportunity to
communicate with decision makers and to influence the policy process. Overall, there
seem to be more potential challenges to successful implementation in the central

command context.

The results of the comparison yield theoretical insight into the influence of political
economy on sustainable environmental management. Based on the assumption (outlined
later in this chapter) that environmental policy implementation can be used as a proxy
measure for sustainable environmental management, this study demonstrates that the
process of achieving sustainable environmental management in a central command
economy is in many ways very similar to the same endeavor in a liberal market-based

economy. However, certain systemic characteristics of central command economies pose

-5-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



additional roadblocks to sustainable environmental management. In other words, central
command economies face additional challenges to sustainable environmental
management that liberal market-based economies do not face. Thus, this study concludes
that contrary to eco-socialist assertions, political economy is not a critical determinant of

a society’s ability to address the fundamental problem of human development.

Normative Foundations of this Study

As with all social research, this study was constructed on the foundations of certain
normative convictions that are important to implicitly recognize as much as possible. As
the designer, reporter, and analyst of this research, I recognize that my normative
positions (both conscious and subconscious) underlie all of the choices and decisions that

make this thesis a unique piece of work.

To begin, the majority of my formal education has taught me to view the world through
the lens of natural science generally, and ecology specifically. I am attached to a certain
extent to the positivist traditions of scientific methodology. As a result, I have designed
this research along the lines of an experiment: a question is posed, research is done,
results are collected, and conclusions are drawn. This approach varies somewhat from
the more standard social science approach in which a thesis argument, proposed at the
outset, is advanced in stages until the anticipated conclusion is drawn. This study is
unique in that the results of my research did not support my starting hypothesis. In the
writing of this study, I attempt to reflect the gradual process of discovery that actually
occurred as I proceeded through the various stages of this study. The experience of doing

-6 -

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



this study widened my perspective and provoked a revision of some of my ideas about
environment and development. In other words, I started with one set of ideas and
assumptions, and I ended with as altered set of ideas and assumptions. This process of
discovery and reflection was an integral part of the research experience that I want to

share with the reader of this study.

I also bring to my work an ecologist’s sensitivity to the interlocking codependence of
ecosystems and human beings. Despite the hardy adaptability of the ecological balance
that has evolved in complexity over trillions of years, the ecological balance on which we
depend is in danger of being irrevocably upset. If this happens, disaster for humankind

will ensue.

Above all else, I am a humanist. [ fear the destruction of ecosystems because I care about

the fate of current and future generations of people.

As stated above, I believe that environmental degradation is the fundamental, underlying

problem of global human development.
The problem of environmental degradation can only be solved if human beings, en masse,
find a way to relinquish individual material aspirations in favor of establishing global

ecological stability and a socially just distribution of natural resources.

Overall, I recognize a need for an environmentally sustainable human society. Such a

society could only be built in the context of a global agreement on a basic plateau
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standard of living to be shared by everyone. Material sacrifices would be made by some,

and material gains experienced by others, until the convergence of a sustainable standard

of living. While I am pessimistic about the actual achievement of such a society, it seems
to me the only possible solution to the fundamental problem of global human

development.

Finally, I recognize that my belief in a ‘plateau’ society as described above clearly
overlaps with basic socialist ideals. For this reason, I was compelled from the outset to
use this thesis as an opportunity to examine, as much as possible, the relationship between

socialist ideals and ecological sustainability.

Theoretical Framework

Two fields of thought form the theoretical basis of this thesis.

The first is eco-socialism. Eco-socialism is a school of thought that combines certain
theories of political economy with certain theories of environment. Eco-socialism draws
on political economic theory insofar as it adopts a very structural interpretation of the
systemic structures that characterize various political economic systems. Eco-socialism
draws on environmental theory insofar as its primary preoccupation and motivating force
is the achievement of a sustainable ecological balance. In essence, eco-socialism is a
branch of theory that views political economic structures as the critical determinant of a
society’s ability to achieve sustainable environmental management. Specifically, eco-
socialists argue that certain systemic characteristics associated with capitalist political

-8-
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economic arrangements are inherently incompatible with sustainable environmental
management. They argue in contrast that certain systemic characteristics associated with
socialist political economic arrangements are inherently compatible with sustainable

environmental management.

Curiosity about the real-world veracity and the practical applications of eco-socialist
theory is what originally motivated this thesis. I have been strongly tempted to buy into
eco-socialist theories because they agree to a large degree with my normative
inclinations. I have nevertheless also been uneasy about the general failure of eco-
socialism to agree on a comprehensive plan of action, and thus uneasy about the real-

world applicability of eco-socialist theory.

The role of eco-socialism as a motivating influence and a theoretical foundation of this
thesis is reflected in the broad theoretical objective of this thesis. As outlined below, the
broad theoretical objective of this research is to gain an understanding of the influence of

political economy on sustainable environmental management.

The second field of thought which contributes to the theoretical foundations of this
research is policy implementation. Implementation research is a branch of public policy
research, which is itself a sub-field of political science. Implementation research attempts
to theorize the process of implementing public policy. Since its beginnings in the 1970s,
implementation research has attempted to create explanatory theories which demystify,

order, and render predictable the implementation process. In basic terms, the field
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endeavors to explain why implementation in some cases has “failed” and in other cases

has “succeeded”.

This thesis draws on implementation research insofar as implementation research
provides a basis for comparing the original research results collected in Cuba.
Implementation research is characterized by a number of framework models, which
summarize multiple implementation studies. Thus, studies of the implementation of
many different policies have been summarized into models that purport to describe a
“generalized” implementation process. These models provide a basis for comparison of

my Cuba case study.

An important working idea which I have derived from implementation research is the
idea that implementation is a process which can be facilitated and / or impeded by certain
critically influential factors. Depending on the context, the influence of a factor can be
either positive in that it facilitates the implementation process, or negative in that it
impedes the implementation process. It is important to underline that the same factor can

exert both forms of influence.

Thus eco-socialism and policy implementation are the two principal fields of thought that

form the theoretical foundation of this thesis.

-10 -
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Research Objective, Specific Research Question, and Hypothesis

The broad theoretical objective of this research is to gain an understanding of the

influence of political economy on sustainable environmental management.

The specific research question to be addressed by the in-field data collection of the Cuba
case study is: What are the major factors influencing the implementation of Cuba’s Law

81?7

This broad theoretical objective is addressed by comparing the answer to the specific
research question to two models of implementation that will be described in Chapter
Three. In other words, an understanding of the influence of political economy on the
implementation of environmental legislation will be obtained through comparison of the
factors derived as influential to the implementation of Cuba’s Law 81 against the factors

highlighted by the Sabatier-Mazmanian and Winter’s models.

I hypothesize that the factors identified by Cubans as relevant to the implementation of
Cuban Law 81 will be substantially different from those variables listed in the framework

models.

Methodology and Assumptions

The methodology of this thesis is outlined in specific and comprehensive detail in
Chapter Six. The entirety of Chapter Six is devoted to describing the methodology

-11 -
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because 1) it is not straightforward, 2) a number of assumptions with methodological
implications were made, and 3) I feel it is important to clearly demonstrate how I arrived

at my results.

In the following paragraphs I summarize the methodology although I refer the reader to

Chapter Six for more specific and comprehensive detail.

As the chapter structure of this thesis illustrates, I approach this study in distinct steps.
The first step is a literature review of eco-socialist and implementation theories. This
literature review allows for the identification of the major questions and debates within

each field, and thus the creation of a theoretical framework for the study as a whole.

The second step is the Cuba case study. The Cuba case study is built on original field
research that was conducted in Cuba between January 2003 and May 2003. The Cuba
case study is designed such that it provides an answer to the specific research question:
What are the major factors influencing the implementation of Cuba’s Law 81?. Within
the overall methodological approach of the case study, four separate data collection
techniques are used. These techniques include: 1) semi-standardized, semi-structured
interviews, 2) questionnaires, 3) community case study analysis and 4)

participant observation. These four data collection techniques yielded a large amount of
raw qualitative and quantitative data. To make sense of this large amount of data, I
analyse first the results of each data collection technique. In other words, I individually
analyse the results of the interviews, questionnaires, community case studies, and
participant observation. The results of all four data collection techniques are then

-12-
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combined into a cumulative analysis that is summarized in the form of a model (Figure

).

The third step is the comparison of the results of the Cuba case study to the seminal
implementation models identified and described in the section of the literature review that
examined implementation theories. The objective of this comparison is to gain an
understanding of the influence of political economy on the implementation of

environmental legislation.

As mentioned above, the methodology of this thesis is built on the basis of a number of
important assumptions. At least two of these assumptions are based on working ideas
derived from the literature review of eco-socialist and implementation theory. For
example, [ borrow from implementation literature the working assumption that
implementation is a process which is helped or hindered by a number of independent
variables. From eco-socialist theory I borrow the assumption that systemic political and

economic structures substantially influence sustainable environmental management.

Another assumption of this thesis, which has important methodological implications, is
that the implementation of environmental policy is an important component and thus a
proxy measure of sustainable environmental management. In other words, I assume that
the successful implementation of environmental policy provides a strong indication of
successful sustainable environmental management. This assumption is made in order to
render ‘testable’ the eco-socialist argument that socialist systemic structures are

inherently more compatible with sustainable environmental management. Since the

-13-
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achievement of sustainable environmental management in a holistic sense is impossible to
ascertain, especially within the limited scope of this thesis, this thesis focuses on one
important component of sustainable environmental management: the implementation of

environmental law.

A second assumption with important methodological implications is that Cuba can be
treated as representative of the kinds of ‘socialist’ societies that eco-socialists are positing
as inherently compatible with sustainable environmental management. Recognizing that
this is a potentially problematic and debatable assertion, Chapter Four systematically
isolates the inherent characteristics that eco-socialists have identified as compatible with
sustainable environmental management, and demonstrates individually that these
characteristics are represented in Cuba. Overall, Chapter Four attempts to show
systematically that Cuba is indeed representative of the kind of society that eco-socialists

are proposing.

The preceding paragraphs provide a macro-level, wide-focus outline of the methodology
employed by this thesis. This methodology is described in more specific and

comprehensive detail in Chapter Six.

Outline of Thesis Structure

Chapter One, as the introductory chapter to this thesis, is a stand-alone chapter. Most of
the other chapters belong to a larger section which plays a definable role in the
advancement of this study.

-14 -
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Section One is comprised of Chapters Two and Three. Section One constitutes a
literature review that focuses on two distinct schools of thought: eco-socialism and policy
implementation. Chapter Two outlines the central debates surrounding eco-socialism.
Specifically, it outlines the objections of eco-socialists to mainstream environmental
literature, the solutions proposed by eco-socialists to the environmental problematic, and
the grounds on which eco-socialist solutions are refuted. The purpose of Chapter Two is
to describe eco-socialism as a school of thought that argues that certain systemic features
of socialist political economies make these economies inherently more compatible with
sustainable environmental management. Ultimately, this is the central argument that this
study attempts to test. Chapter Three provides an overview of the field of policy
implementation. It is necessary to provide this overview because this study assumes that
policy implementation is a suitable proxy measure of sustainable environmental
management. In Chapter Three, implementation is defined and the history of policy
implementation research, with a focus on theoretical debates, is outlined. Most
importantly, Chapter Three introduces the two conceptual models of policy

implementation that will be used as a basis of comparison later in this study.

Section Two is comprised of Chapters Four and Five. Section Two serves as a bridge
between Section One and Section Three, in that it links the literature review to the
ensuing Cuba case study. The purpose of Section Two is to explain, in light of the
working ideas furnished by the literature review, why the Cuba case study is designed
such as it is. Specifically, Chapter Four demonstrates why Cuba is a suitable and
appropriate place to test eco-socialist theory. Chapter Five demonstrates why policy

-15-
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implementation is used as a proxy measure for the larger question of sustainable

environmental management.

Section Three is comprised of Chapters Six and Seven. Section Three presents the
original fieldwork of this study — the Cuba case study. Specifically, Chapter Six outlines
in comprehensive detail the methodology that was followed in executing the Cuba case
study. It describes the procedures that were followed for each of the four data collection
techniques (interviews, questionnaires, community case studies, and participant
observation) that were employed as part of the case study methodology. Chapter Seven

presents the results and the analysis of the Cuba case study.

Section Four is comprised of only one chapter — Chapter Eight. This chapter presents a
comparison of the results of the Cuba case study against the two implementation models
described in Chapter Three. Ultimately, the results of this comparison do not support the
original hypothesis that is outlined in the introductory and methodology chapters.
Overall, the comparison demonstrates fewer than anticipated differences in the ability of

distinct political economies to implement environmental legislation.

Chapter Nine is also a stand-alone chapter. Chapter Nine closes this study by drawing
some conclusions about the influence of political economy on sustainable environmental
management. This chapter thus responds to the broad theoretical objective of this study.
In illustrating what this study demonstrates about the influence of political economy on
sustainable environmental management, this chapter also refutes the eco-socialist
assertions outlined in Chapter Two.

- 16 -
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Chapter Two
Political Economy and Sustainable Environmental Management

Introduction

In the bulk of literature on environmental management, the influence of different political
economic systems upon environmental problems and environmental solutions is not
explored. Nor is the political economic setting in which environmental management
takes place generally questioned. Essentially, mainstream environmental management
literature represents a search for environmental solutions from within the framework of
the liberal-democratic capitalist system, which is the status quo of powerful countries in

the modern world.

Conversely, on the fringes of environmental literature is a branch of theory that focuses
on political economy as the critical determinant of a society’s ability to address the
environment-development problematic. In other words, this literature posits that the
political economic structure of a society will dictate that society’s ability to achieve
sustainable environmental management. With this political economic focus, the debate
centers on arguments about what form of political economy is best suited to foster
sustainable environmental management. While some theorists assume that sustainable
environmental management is best achieved by ‘capitalist’ political economies, others
contend that the environment can only be managed sustainably from within a ‘socialist’

political economic structure.
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This debate as found in the literature can be described as a series of reactions; the first
reaction being a rejection of the status-quo, and the second reaction being a rejection of

the first.

The first reaction is to the lack of explicit treatment of political economy in conventional
environmental management theory. This first reaction posits that capitalism is inherently
incompatible with sustainable environmental management, whereas socialism is
compatible and is therefore the only way to achieve sustainable environmental
management. The argument that capitalism is inherently incompatible with sustainable
environmental management is based on a deconstruction of capitalism into its ‘inherent’
features and a subsequent theorizing of how these inherent features preclude sustainable
human interaction with the environment. Proponents of this argument, referred to
variously as “eco-Marxists” and “social ecologists”, will henceforth be referred to as

“eco-socialists”.

The second reaction is to the first reaction. In other words, the second reaction disputes
the incompatibility of capitalism and the compatibility of socialism with sustainable
environmental management. The logic underlying the basic tenet of eco-socialism (that
of capitalism’s inherent incompatibility with sustainable environmental management) is
challenged as “seriously flawed”. The compatibility of socialism with sustainable
environmental management is refuted based largely on existing evidence of
environmental trauma inspired by ‘actually-existing’ socialist political economies, and to
a lesser extent on purely theoretical arguments.
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The frequency with which the above theoretical positions are found in the literature
underlines the fact that political options other than capitalism are largely dismissed in the
environmental management literature. The sheer amount of this literature produced in the
last few decades is staggering. Comparably, the body of literature that examines
environmental management through a political economic lens is orders of magnitude
smaller. Similarly, the number of writers who have responded to eco-socialist theories
(either positively or negatively) is relatively few. This underlines the fact that eco-
socialism is marginal to the field of environmental management. Certainly, even among
those who do discuss eco-socialism, there is often an overt admission that socialism is

practically non-existent.

The structure of this chapter is as follows: firstly the status quo political economic setting
of most mainstream environmental literature is demonstrated; secondly the theoretical
positions of eco-socialists are delineated, and thirdly the arguments employed to refute
the logic of eco-socialists are outlined. Throughout, I attempt to tease out two types of
ideas: 1) those related to inherent systemic features of capitalism and socialism, and 2)
those related to the presumed detrimental or beneficial influence of these systemic
characteristics on the possibility of attaining sustainable environmental management. In
other words, I focus on drawing out those characteristics that are identified as ‘inherent’
to each system, and to outlining the arguments of why each feature is or is not compatible
with sustainable environmental management. The purpose of this section of the literature
review is to provide an in-depth overview of arguments about the inherent compatibility
(or lack thereof) of capitalist and socialist political economies to sustainable
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environmental management. This chapter is thus intended to showcase the theoretical

debate that motivates the specific research question of this thesis.

The Political Economic Framework of Mainstream Environmental Literature

The sheer volume of environmental literature that has been produced in the last few
decades is staggering. The vast majority of this environmental literature seeks
management solutions from within the framework of the modern world’s dominant

political economic system of liberal-democratic capitalism.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, mainstream environmental theory and
practice has reached an ‘accommodation’ with liberal market-based capitalism. Seen
from a historical perspective, this hasn’t always been the case. As argued by Bernstein,
the current formulation of the environmental problematic “differs substantially from those
dominant when the first concerted efforts at wide-scale global responses to environmental
problems began in the late 1960°s and early 1970°s. From the perspective of these earlier
efforts, focused on the negative environmental consequences of unregulated industrial
development and suspicious of economic growth, the shift in environmental governance
is a remarkable and largely unforeseen departure” (2001, p 3). Bernstein goes on to call
the current form of environmental governance “the compromise of liberal

environmentalism” (2001, p 3).

Saral Sarkar describes a similar evolution in the environmental norm-complex. He

posits that the earlier roots of environmental governance were much more radical, and he
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describes the 1970s and early 1980s in Germany as a time when “radical ecologists
dominated the discourse and projected an eco-radical society and economy opposed, or
alternative to, industrial society” (1999 p 2). By the end of the 1980s, this radical
dominance had been replaced by ideas of ecologically restructuring, or modernizing,

industrial society (Cohen 2001, Sarkar 1999).

Ideas about ecologically modernizing industrial society formed the basis of what
eventually evolved into ‘sustainable development’. Even in 2005, eighteen years after its
appearance, the dominant premises of the mainstream approach are most clearly
illustrated in Qur Common Future (World Commission on Environment and
Development 1987). Our Common Future (also known as The Brundtland Report) is
widely acknowledged to have ushered in the era of sustainable development. While the
idea of sustainable development has been criticized as being inherently contradictory and
ultimately meaningless and co-opted (Sachs 1993, Escobar 1996), it still embodies the
stated environmental aspirations of most governments, industries, and mainstream
environmental organizations. Sustainable development is an approach to the
environmental problematic that looks for solutions in the reform and improvement of
current political and economic systems. In other words, it posits that incremental changes
to political and economic systems are both appropriate and feasible. Given that poverty is
identified in Our Common Future as a major cause of environmental degradation,
sustainable development finds its solutions in the promotion of economic growth through

increased trade, open markets, controlled population growth, and green technology.
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Sustainable development is thus the form of environmentalism adopted by most policy
makers and implementers because it allows, theoretically, for the coexistence of
economic and environmental imperatives. In this sense, mainstream environmentalism
concedes to the overriding imperative of economic growth whereas radical
environmentalism argues that the overriding imperative must be the environment.
According to Bernstein, “The institutionalization of sustainable development...was a
normative compromise that predicated environmental protection on the promotion and

maintenance of a liberal economic order” (2001, p 4).

The normative underpinnings of sustainable development have been critiqued from many
corners. Chatterjee and Finger (1994) criticize modern environmental governance as
being too accepting of the status quo economic practices that created most of the world’s
problems in the first place. These sentiments are echoed by Slaughter (2001), who points
out that global environmental governance is politically constituted by the very power
structures that systematically produced environmental problems to begin with. He
explains that “the form of global governance that prevents the formulation of successful
responses to environmental change and actually reproduces the circumstances that allow
environmental crisis is politically structured by two influences. The first is the normative
structure of liberalism...the second is the conditioning influence of economic

globalization” (2001, p 6).

In the preceding section, I have attempted to show that the dominant political economy
effectively frames approaches to environmental management. Many people have

criticized this framework, seeing it as a norm-complex that both propagates
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environmental problems and precludes their sustainable solutions. The following section
will highlight the arguments put forth by those who have deconstructed the dominant
polity, attempting to explain systematically their belief that liberal-democratic capitalism

is fundamentally incompatible with sustainable environmental management.

The Eco-Socialist Critique

A fringe branch of environmental literature has criticized mainstream environmental
literature for failing to examine or question its liberal-capitalistic normative foundations.
This fringe branch of the environmental literature is variously identified as eco-Marxist,
eco-socialist, eco-anarchist, and social ecologist (and probably there are additional terms
as well). The purpose of the following section is not to highlight the theoretical
differences that distinguish these groups, although these theoretical differences definitely
exist. Rather, the purpose of this section is twofold. First, it is to consolidate the fact that
these groups do agree on one common point: that the modern world’s mainstream
political economy (variously referred to as capitalism, consumer capitalism, liberal
democratic) is incompatible with sustainable environmental management. The second
objective of this section is to deconstruct the general arguments against capitalism into
specific points about the structures which make up capitalism, so that it is possible to see

precisely what systemic components are being objected to, and why.

An isolation of the structural components which are being objected to is particularly
important in the context of the ambiguity surrounding blanket terms such as “the

capitalist system”, “the liberal-democratic system”, “capitalist normative foundations”
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and “liberalism”. While such terms by necessity will be used in this thesis, it 1s
recognized that the meaning of these terms is theoretically imprecise and subject to
debate and interpretation. It is outside of the scope of this thesis to create comprehensive
definitions for these terms, thus it is critically important to separate out and examine in
isolation those structural components that are identified as incompatible with sustainable

environmental management.

Because the purpose of this section is to examine arguments against capitalism, the
majority of the authors surveyed are representative of eco-Marxism, which explicitly
names capitalism as the cause of environmental problems. Saral Sarkar, for example, is
an eco-Marxist who is definitive in his belief that a capitalist society cannot be a
sustainable society. He sees “an eluctable and unresolvable contradiction between
capitalism and industrial economy on the one hand and the requirements of a truly
ecological economy on the other” (1999, p 4). Specifically, elements in un-resolvable
conflict with sustainable environmental management are “capitalism’s compulsive
orientation towards growth” and “capitalism’s logic, in which there is no place for justice,
equality, fraternity, solidarity, compassion, morality, or ethics” (1999, p 4). A third
structural element of capitalism discussed by Sarkar is what Marx earlier referred to as
the basic contradiction of capitalist production: the idea that capitalist production saps the

original sources of all wealth, including the soil and the laborer.

James O’Connor is often identified as one of the foremost Marxist social scientists in
North America and the foremost proponent of eco-Marxism. Over the course of three

decades of writing, O’Connor has been a critical observer of American political economy
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and global capitalism. In 1988, he co-founded the quarterly journal ‘Capitalism, Society,
and Nature’, which seeks to develop a fusion of red and green politics, and published the
book ‘Natural Causes: Essays in Ecological Marxism’ (1998). ‘Natural Causes’ gathers
together O'Connor's major writings on capitalism and nature, thus providing an overview
of his contribution to eco-Marxist theory and practice. In ‘Natural Causes’, O’Connor’s
central thesis is that capitalism is unsustainable “because it has an inherently weak
capacity to preserve or maintain its own conditions of production” (1998, p 311). This
line of argument is similar to that of Sarkar, described above, and arises from Marx’s

earlier concept of use values as opposed to exchange values.

Essentially, O’Connor argues that capitalism reduces nature’s ‘use value’ to being merely
an immediate condition of the production of goods and services by human labor. This
instrumental valuation of nature leads to nature being conceived as an aggregate of
separate utilities rather than a functioning and evolving system in its own right. In other
words, nature is merely an instrument for commodity production for profit. The negative
environmental consequences “are not merely excesses of the system of accumulation and
growth but rather are inherent in the capitalistic system. The basic (and not very well
publicized) fact is that by its very nature, capitalisim is bad at preserving things” (1998, p
317). O’Connor shows that within capitalism, there is no profit to be gained from actions
of maintenance or preservation. Instead, “profit is in expansion, accumulation, and

marketing something at lower costs” (1998, p 317).

John Bellamy Foster is another leading eco-Marxist writer. His work includes ‘The
Vulnerable Planet’ (1994) and ‘Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and Nature’ (2000). Like
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Sarkar and O’Connor, Foster also identifies capitalism as the ultimate culprit in the
ongoing process of environmental deterioration. According to Bellamy Foster, the
capitalist economy contains within it one fundamental contradiction: “it cannot separate
advance from destruction, nor progress from waste — however catastrophic the results”
(1994, p 133). Furthermore, Foster argues that capitalist commodity society permits the

exploitation of common environmental resources for individual short-term gain.

The thesis that drives the work of Joel Kovel is implicit in the title of one of his books.
‘The Enemy of Nature' (2002) is divided into three sections; ‘The Culprit’, ‘The
Domination of Nature’, and ‘Towards Ecosocialism’. These three sections correspond to
Kovel’s assessment of the cause of environmental degradation, its origin, and its remedy.
In ‘The Enemy of Nature’, Kovel calls for “a rational dissection of this system’s assault
on nature” and dissects capitalism’s “logic of unceasing accumulation” (p 5).
Capitalism’s logic of unceasing accumulation demands that each unit of capital must
‘grow or die’, and that all markets must constantly expand (2002, p 6). Kovel argues that
the expansion of capital is linked to a corresponding compression of time; where “the
speeding up of buying and selling leads to reduced utilization time of commaodities or the
synthetic production of waste, that is, the throw-away society” (2002, p 60). He also
demonstrates that, under the capitalist system, economic imperatives take precedence
over all others. Thus environmental imperatives, such as the natural limits to growth, are
consistently devalued in the search for profits. “Under such a regime the economic
dimension consumes all else, nature is continually devalued in the search for profit along

an expanding frontier, and the ecological crisis follows inevitably” (2002, p 115).
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Like the other writers discussed above, M. Cahill makes a connection between the
capitalist system and environmental degradation. But unlike the others, he also focuses
on capitalism’s impact in human agency. He analyses the systemic psychosocial impact
of capitalism on people, and shows how the resulting behaviors are unsustainable. Thus
Cahill discusses the psychology and the morality of what he calls ‘consumer capitalists’.
According to Cahill, the psychological and moral impacts of capitalism are what is
incompatible with environmental management, because these undermine concepts of
citizenship and public responsibility. “Generations who have been brought up on ideas of
themselves as consumers do not readily appreciate ideas of public interest or community,
preferring instead to view their contact with the public sector as a consumer / seller
relationship” (2002, p 90). In other words, “...consumer society promotes the realm of
the private individual world as the reality which one can alter and enjoy so that the public

sphere is necessarily regarded as alien and unimportant” (2002, p 90).

Not only is the capitalist consumer less interested in the public sphere, but, according to
Cahill, s/he also feels powerless to evoke changes in the larger world. Adopting
Mestrovic’s (1997) idea of post-emotionalism, Cahill argues that marketing and the media
are constantly manipulating consumers’ emotions. This leads to a population of
consumers who are capable of a great variety of emotions, and yet feel disconnected from
action. “They have reached the conclusion...that they are powerless” (2002, p 92). For
Cahill, a strong sense of obligation and a willingness to work and sacrifice for the public
good is an important measure of a society’s ability to interface sustainably with the
surrounding natural environment. He believes that a society can only move to a less
damaging environmental relationship if its individuals and families value the common
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good ahead of their own wants and needs. Thus the ideology of capitalist consumers is
essentially anti-environmental because it promotes short-term individual satisfaction over

long-term communal benefit.

In his book “Nature, State, and Economy; A Political Economy of the Environment’, R J.
Johnston focuses on economic and political constraints to the resolution of environmental
problems. He concludes that “a sustainable relationship between people and nature is
unlikely to be achieved within the political economy which now predominates in almost
all the world” (1996, p 241). This dominant political economy, which he identifies as the
liberal democratic state, is “oriented to the resolution of immediate problems, whereas a
potential environmental catastrophe requires a solution of the type that it (the liberal
democratic state) cannot deliver” (1996, p 242). This dominant political economy is
built on a foundation of maximizing economic growth at the cost of pollution, of
encouraging consumerism and material desires, and on a lack of restrictions on individual
freedoms. It is these very foundations that encourage environmental destruction.
Johnston concludes that ‘green politics’ is concerned with ends (such as saving the earth,
however this may be possible), whereas dominant liberal politics is concerned with means

(such as defending democracy and ideals of individual liberty) (Johnston 1996).

Criticisms of capitalism’s ability to manage the environment are not new. In ‘Ecology
and the Politics of Scarcity’, William Ophuls opines that “given the ultimate natural
limits to environmental growth...capitalism may not be consistent with sound long-term
environmental management” (1977, p 170). At that time, Ophuls described the American
political economy as being based on laissez-faire, individualistic premises that are
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incapable of recognizing or responding to ecological scarcity. Seeing this, Ophuls called
for ‘a new paradigm of politics’ capable of respecting natural limits (1977). Ophuls’
statements were outlined and responded to by Zachary Smith in ‘The Environmental
Policy Paradox’ (1992). Smith’s faith in American-style democracy’s ability to respond
to ecological scarcity is slightly more optimistic. He believes that the system’s ability to
respond to environmental imperatives will depend on the problem’s public exposure and
to the amount of public concern it generates. He sees the American political economic
system is being highly empowered “to respond to crisis situations and those controversies
that attract a great deal of public attention”(1992, p 251). In other words, the nature of
the problem and hence the amount of media attention generated will determine whether or

not the system responds adequately to a given environmental problem.

As we have seen, eco-Marxists such as Foster, O’Connor, Sarkar, and Kovel explicitly
link the policies and structures of capitalism — in particular globalized capitalism — with
an inability to maintain the basic operating conditions of the natural environment. Social
ecologists are distinct from eco-Marxists in that they do not explicitly name ‘capitalism’
as the culprit of environmental problems. Instead, social ecologists emphasize that most
environmental problems arise from the social injustice and inequality that they see as
pervasive in modern society. Social ecology, then, shares with eco-Marxism a belief that
the structures of mainstream society are incompatible with sustainable environmental
management. However, where eco-Marxists focus specifically on capitalism and a
Marxist interpretation of the conditions of production, social ecologists focus more

generally on power imbalances.
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In ‘Defending The Earth’ (1991), Murray Bookchin, a prominent social ecologist and
anarchist, describes society as a hierarchy. It is a hierarchy that concentrates economic
power in corporate elites, and political and military power in state institutions.
Hierarchies and the power imbalances that they represent are exactly what Bookchin and
other social ecologists object to. “While it is theoretically possible that a hierarchical
society can biologically sustain itself, at least for a time, through draconian environmental
controls, it is absolutely inconceivable that present-day hierarchical and particularly
capitalist society can establish a non-domineering and ethically symbiotic relationship
between itself and the natural world” (1991, p 123). Thus, the pervasive persistence of
power imbalances throughout human society is what renders unremarkable, and thus
permits, humankind’ s abusive power relationship with the environment. “As long as the
hierarchy persists”, warns Bookchin, “as long as domination organizes humanity around a
system of elites, the project of dominating nature will remain a predominant ideology and
inevitably will lead our planet to the brink, if not into the abyss, of ecological

extinction”(1991, p 123).

The preceding paragraphs have presented the arguments of numerous prominent eco-
socialists, including Sarkar, O’Connor, Foster, Kovel, Cahill, Johnston, and Bookchin.
As demonstrated, all of these writers share in the belief that the modern world’s dominant
political economy is fundamentally incompatible with sustainable environmental
management. At various points in their writing, they all point to structural features (of
this dominant political economy) that they view as incompatible with sustainable

environmental management. In the preceding paragraphs I have attempted to highlight
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precisely what structural components are being objected to. The following table

summarizes these arguments.

Table 1: Systemic Characteristics that are Inherently Incompatible with Sustainable
Environmental Management According to Proponents of Eco-Socialism

Systemic Characteristics that are Inherently Incompatible with Sustainable
Environmental Management According to Proponents of Eco-Socialism
A compulsive orientation towards economic growth (Sarkar); a logic of
unceasing accumulation and continual expansion of markets (Kovel)

Ethics which do not promote justice, equality, or solidarity (Sarkar)

Mode of production which saps or fails to preserve the necessary inputs to
production (Sarkar / O’Connor)

Lack of material benefit to be gained from maintenance / preservation
(O’Connor)

Short-term gain valued over long-term stability (Foster, Johnston)
Wastefulness is encouraged (Kovel)

Economic imperatives take precedence (Kovel)

Morality / Psychology in which private interests predominate over public
interests (Cahill)

Morality / Psychology in which public feels powerless to evoke social change
(Cahill)

Lack of restrictions on individual freedoms (Johnston)

Society is concerned with means rather than ends (Johnston)

Presence of power hierarchies (Bookchin)

Eco-Socialist Solutions

The previous section outlined some of the criticisms that have been levied against the
dominant political-economic system’s capacity to establish sustainable interaction with
the natural environment. In the context of these criticisms, what, if any, alternative
solutions are proposed? As we will see, some eco-socialists articulate, if not a fully
conceptualized alternative solution, at least the necessary components or the fundamental
outline of a solution. Still others don’t move beyond the stage of criticizing the dominant
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system, and thus never manage to present even a conceptual alternative proposal. The
purpose of the following section is to present some of the most clearly articulated
solutions proposed by those eco-socialists whose criticisms have previously been

outlined.

As early as 1977, William Ophuls called for a new paradigm of politics that would be
more capable of sound long-term environmental management. “Ecological scarcity
undercuts the basic laissez-faire, individualistic premises of the American political
economy so that current institutions are incapable of meeting the challenges...what is
needed is a new paradigm of politics” (1977 p 170). In Ophuls’ view, contemporary
institutions would have to be replaced by “oligarchic governments, staffed with
environmental experts with the power to enforce sound environmental policy” (1977, p

170).

The very title of Saral Sarkar’s book, “ Eco-Socialism or Eco-Capital{sm: A Critical
Analysis of Humanity’s Fundamental Choices” (1999), implies that he will explore the
‘fundamental choices’ and ultimately choose one solution to the environmental
problematic. Indeed, the concluding section of his book, titled ‘Either Eco-Socialism or
Barbarism’, makes clear his esteem of eco-socialism as the only viable alternative.

What, for Sarkar, are the necessary components of this eco-socialist solution?

Sarkar is convinced that “unless we solve the (environmental) question in a socialist and
not a welfare state manner, we have no hope of overcoming the ecological crisis” (1999,

p 4). Sarkar supports a ‘socialist’ method of organizing the economy, considering that
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public ownership of natural resources, and public ownership of the means of production,
planning, and rationing are fundamental to the achievement of an ‘ecological economy’.
Sarkar’s line of logic assumes that a society whose natural resources are publicly owned
has a greater motivation to invest money into the protection of its natural resources. As
opposed to the capitalist logic which forces the externalization of costs wherever possible,
a socialist system would make externalization impossible because all resources and all
means of production would be owned by one common body — the public. In Sarkar’s
words, “any extra profit made by a state-owned enterprise neglecting to protect the
environment would mean losses elsewhere, which ultimately the state would have to
bear” (1999, p 35). Thus a socialist state has a greater motivation for investing in and
protecting its own natural resources. Sarkar’s solution, and his justification of it, suggests
that he judges public ownership (of natural resources, of the means of production, of
planning, and of rationing) to be the key systemic component of a political-economic

solution to the environmental problem.

In a very similar argument, John Bellamy Foster calls for the ‘public protection’ of all
nature (1994). According to Bellamy Foster, nature must be centrally and publicly
managed on a nationwide scale. Above all, nature must be removed from the reach of
free exploitation and individual short-term gain. “ Only through the democratically
organized social governance of both production and nature ... is their any meaningful
hope ...that the world will be cared for...in the interest of generations to come” (1994, p
133). Like Sarkar, Bellamy Foster’s formulated solution hinges on public ownership of
the means of production, the environmental inputs to production, and the environmental
sinks into which the after-effects of industrial production are absorbed.
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Bellamy Foster also elaborates on how this necessary condition of public ownership will
be achieved. The necessary condition of public ownership, and thus the possibility of an
environmental solution, will only be possible in the wake of a social revolution. Other
important ramifications of this ecological social revolution will include lowered standards
of consumption, reduced economic growth rates, lower individual incomes, programs of
public education, state subsidized food supplies, guaranteed medical services, and
redistributive policies in favor of the poor (Bellamy Foster 1994). These, according to
Bellamy Foster, are the characteristics of the only type of society capable of sustainably

co-existing with the natural environment.

As we have seen in a previous section, Joel Kovel names capitalism as the root cause of
the environmental problem. If capitalism is the problem, what then does Kovel propose
as the solution? To begin with, Kovel unequivocally rules out any considerations of
reforming the capitalist system. Capital is “unreformable” — “it either rules and destroys
us, or is destroyed, so that we may have a lease on life” (2002, p 6). According to Kovel,
capitalism must be replaced by means of an ‘eco-socialist’ revolution. Kovel’s eco-
socialism is “related to, but distinct from, the socialisms of the past century” (p 6). Like
past socialisms, Kovel’s eco-socialism would have producers reunited with the means of
production. Unlike past socialisms, “limits to growth would be finally respected” and

“nature would be recognized as having intrinsic value” (Kovel 2002 p 6).

In practice, then, Kovel’s eco-socialist revolution would entail replacing capitalist, profit-

oriented production with a form of socialist production, “ through a restoration of use-
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values open to nature’s intrinsic value” (2002, p 10). Nature’s intrinsic value would be
reflected, for example, in an expanded utilization time of commodities through
preservation, re-cycling, repair, and re-use. Such a society would emphasize
volunteerism and solidarity with the larger purpose, as opposed to individual profit.
Energy would be produced only through renewable sources, although ecologically
appropriate technologies would be recognized as a necessary but of themselves
insufficient measure. “Only a basic change in patterns of production and use can allow
ecologically appropriate technologies to have their beneficial effect...this means a basic
change in need patterns and in the whole way life is lived” (Kovel 2002, p 159). In
summary, the necessary component of Kovel’s solution is the ecologically appropriate

valuation of natural inputs to the production process.

Like Kovel, Cahill’s proposed society would recycle, use less energy, and produce less
waste. Unlike Kovel, Cahill does not explicitly talk about use values or the valuation of
natural inputs. Instead, Cahill focuses on the regulatory aspect. “A society which wanted
to move seriously to a less environmentally damaging condition” writes Cahill, “ would
need more, not less, rules” (2002, p 93). Cahill’s rules would be based on, and would
enforce, the concept of putting the common good before individual or even family wants
and needs. The promotion of such values would be enhanced by regulations, however
this public enforcement would require the support, commitment, and goodwill of society
at large. “The transition to a sustainable society” explains Cahill, “cannot be an imposed

process but must be based upon the greatest possible consensus” (2003, p 93).
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R.J. Johnston also highlights political consensus as a necessary prerequisite to a truly
sustainable society. According to Johnston, “true sustainability” requires political
consensus on certain key conditions. Among others, these key conditions include, “
democracy that transcends the nation state and the next election, bringing sacrifice to the
core and regulating self-interest”, and “guarantees of rights and justices to all people...so
that they are allowed to consume resources in an equilibrium manner” (1999, p 254). A
sustainable society would also require public policies that would “discourage conspicuous
consumption, emphasize fulfillment in work, rather than work being the means to meeting
material needs...and rely more on planning and less on markets” (1999, p 254).

According to Johnston, these conditions challenge the foundations of the capitalist world

economy and illustrate the sorts of changes that are necessary.

Before specifying his own preferred solution, T Fitzpatrick outlines what he considers to
be the “ five basic possible forms that a Green democracy might take” (2002, p 68).
These five basic possibilities are: 1) “Green market liberalism where environmental costs
are factored into the price mechanism”, 2) “Green social democracy where redistributive
and managerial means are employed according to the requirements of social and
environmental justice”, 3) “ eco-socialism where the popular control and ownership of the
economy is extended to the environmental preconditions of the economic activity”, 4)
“eco-centralisation within which there is only a limited form of democratic representation
and participation”, and 5) “eco-anarchism where the state is abolished and replaced by
horizontal networks of egalitarian, democratic, and autonomous communities” (2002, p
68). Fitzpatrick goes on to rule out the first, fourth, and fifth options, before proposing

his own theory of “eco-social welfare”, a theory that integrates the second and third
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possibilities. Thus, Fitzpatrick’s proposed solution lies between (and integrates aspects

of) what he calls Green social democracy and eco-socialism.

More precisely, Fitzpatrick’s theory of eco-social welfare represents a means of transition
from liberal democracy (the current dominant system) to a form of eco-socialism.
Fitzpatrick views his solution as a realistic compromise, made necessary because the
ultimate aim of eco-socialism is a goal at which we should aim but which we may never

achieve.

In the preceding paragraphs, I have highlighted some of the most clearly articulated ‘eco-
socialist solutions’ to the environmental problematic. I have attempted to draw out what
Ophuls, Sarkar, Foster, Kovel, Cahill, Johnston, and Fitzpatrick conceptualize, in terms of
systemic features, when they envision a sustainable society. The following table is a
summary of the systemic characteristics that have been identified by eco-socialists as

compatible with sustainable environmental management.

Table 2: Systemic Characteristics that are Inherently Compatible with Sustainable
Environmental Management According to Proponents of Eco-Socialism

Systemic Characteristics that are Inherently Compatible with Sustainable
Environmental Management According to Proponents of Eco-Socialism

Oligarchic governments with power to enforce regulations (Ophuls)

Presence of environmental expertise within governments (Ophuls)

Public ownership of natural resources (Sarkar, Foster) and Public Ownership of Means of
Production, Planning, and Rationing (Foster, Kovel, Fitzpatrick)

Establishment of use-values which more accurately reflect nature’s intrinsic value through
expanded utilization time of commodities and energy supplied by renewables (Kovel)

Moral emphasis on volunteerism and solidarity, with corresponding de-emphasis on
individual gain (Kovel); ethics such that common good is prized before individual needs
(Cahill); regulation of self-interest and increase in ethics of sacrifice (Johnston)
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More (not less) rules ; enhanced regulation and public enforcement (Cahill)

More planning, less markets (Johnston)

Reactions to Eco-Socialist Solutions

The systemic focus of eco-socialism and associated theories and solutions has generated
criticisms. However, this literature devoted to criticisms of eco-socialism is fairly
limited, probably because eco-socialism itself is a “fringe” position constructed largely as
a critique of the mainstream. The mainstream is dominant and self-absorbed enough that
such criticisms go unnoticed by the majority. When they are noticed, they are largely

viewed as improbable, or impossible, and thus safely ignored.

When the solutions proposed by eco-socialists are not only noticed but also addressed, a
common (and relatively easy) method of undermining these solutions is to point to
historical evidence. Overwhelmingly, actually existing socialisms of the recent past have
exhibited poor track records of environmental management. The environmental damage
created by historic socialist states is certainly a strong point of evidence that must be
considered. The following section will outline a number of arguments that have been
used to rebut and dispute the validity of the eco-socialist positions as presented in the

previous sections of this chapter.

As discussed above, R.J. Johnston in his book “ Nature, State and Economy”
posits that sustainable environmental solutions would have to “challenge the foundations
of the capitalist world economy” (1996, p 255). While Johnston focuses his analysis on
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capitalist states, he provides analytical balance by pointing out that many of his critical
arguments apply to socialist states as well. “ The pressures on the (socialist) state
regarding environmental use are similar to those in the capitalist world” writes Johnston,
“they (socialist states) must balance the imperatives of their mode of production against

the damage that they do to environmental systems” (Johnston 1996, p 255).

Johnston explains that in a command economy, the same centralized state body is
responsible for economic planning as well as environmental protection. The command
state must weigh the environmental consequences of its economic ambitions against the
economic and social objectives that might be achieved by said economic activity. In
weighing the costs and benefits of economic actions, the command state must determine
to what extent it is willing (and capable) of committing the extra resources that are
usually necessary to diminish or eliminate negative environmental impact. Just like
market-oriented states, command states are also seeking to produce an increasing range of
commodities and products, with all the implications that this production has for the
environment. A command economy state, therefore, weighs relative costs and benefits
and makes a decision on economic versus environmental priorities. Demonstrably, the
balance selected by actually-existing socialisms of the past century has favored forms of
economic production with particularly devastating environmental results. Johnston refers
to the large-scale mining and heavy manufacturing which dominated the national

economies of Eastern Europe during four decades of central planning.

In addition to suggesting that command states and capitalist states are subject to similar

environmental pressures, Johnston highlights situations that are unique to socialist states.
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One of these situations is the relative inability of environmental interest and pressure
groups to exert an influence on the decision making process. Johnston refers to sources
that discuss this situation in the context of Eastern Europe (Carter and Turnock 1993). In
these states, individuals with environmental concerns lacked access to the media and
therefore lacked the possibility of mobilizing a larger population to their cause.
Furthermore, scientists who recognized environmental problems and perceived a need for
change were often working for the state, for example within research institutions or
universities. By virtue of their incorporation within the state apparatus, their ability to
contradict or counteract official policies and priorities was limited. “They competed with
other, generally stronger, parts of the bureaucracy for resources and standing...and their
actions have been described...as not pressure-group politics, but the politics of waiting
for the open window” (Johnston 1996, p 214). Thus, from an environmental management
perspective, command states have the added disadvantage of limited advocacy and

controlled media.

Like Johnston, Smith (1992) takes an analytical stance that critiques the ability of both
systems (capitalist and collective ownership) to sustainably manage environments. His
analysis of the environmental potential of collective ownership systems is based largely
on the circumstantial evidence provided by past collective ownerships. Smith concedes
that theoretically, the collective control and planning functions of communist systems
should provide the means necessary for the internalization of pollution externalities, the
development of renewable resources, and the establishment of sustainable economic and

agriculture practices. In reality, however, the environmental records of China and the
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former Soviet Union suggest that, despite being theoretically better equipped, these

systems were either unable or unwilling to manage their environments sustainably.

According to Smith, a number of critical systemic factors both allowed and exacerbated
rampant environmental damage throughout the former Soviet Union. These factors
included rapid industrial development, a disregard for pollution, and inefficient
consumption of fossil fuels. Smith also quotes the inability of local governments to fight
centrally imposed pollution and the power of official secrecy to conceal industrial and
ministerial misdeeds. And from an intra-governmental perspective, Smith points to the
relative lack of influence available to the environment ministry in comparison to other

more powerful ministries such as those in charge of economic development.

In the case of China, Smith points to the lack of incentives motivating factory managers
to curb pollution and inefficient resource use. Pollution counter-measures require
investments that do not contribute directly to the primary domestic goal of increasing
productivity. Job promotions and other forms of official recognition are often based on
measures of productivity. Thus environmental stewardship by industry is effectively
discouraged. The cases of both China and the Soviet Union show that whereas
monopolistic concentrations of economic and political power can theoretically be
opposed in liberal democracies, such opposition is made impossible when the state itself

is the monopolist.

Based on the collected evidence, Smith concludes that “ neither societies with high
degrees of political freedom nor those with little political freedom have fared
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demonstrably better at ecologically sound management” (1992, p 234). “State controlled
economies are no more likely to protect the environment than are market-based capitalist
economies” (1992, p 251) because “product and profit orientation, regardless of the
system, drives nations in ways not conducive to sound long-term ecological management”
(1992, p 239). Systemic form of ownership is irrelevant, then, because socialist states

have been shown to have the same concem for profits as do capitalist private managers.

While Smith points to the weaknesses of both systems, ultimately he advocates against
resorting to collective ownership systems as a means of solving environmental problems.
Smith understands that a central government authority with the power and the mandate to
deal definitely with environmental problems would also likely be a repressive
government. For Smith, the trade-off of democracy for sound environmental
management is not worth it in the end. In conclusion, then, Smith seems to accept the
admittedly flawed solutions provided by the mainstream. He posits that the
environmental policy process of liberal democracies such as the US will work reasonably
well in some cases, but it will not work in others. Crucial determinants of success are the
nature of the (policy) problem itself and the amount of media attention generated. Smith
believes that the liberal democratic system will “respond well and in a timely manner ...
to crisis situations and those controversies that attract a great deal of public attention”

(1992, p 251).

The preceding paragraphs outline arguments of Johnston and Smith that refute the eco-

socialist solutions described above. The following table summarizes these arguments.
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Table 3: Refutations of Eco-Socialist Solutions

Eco-Socialist Solutions Refuted on Basis Of:

Historical evidence provided by actually-existing socialisms (Smith)

The same pressure exists in both capitalist and socialist systems to balance the
imperatives of modes of production against damage done to environmental systems.
Command states, like market states, are also seeking to produce an increasing range of
commodities and products (Johnston)

Inability of environmental interest and pressure groups to exert an influence on the
decision making process (no access to media, limited advocacy, no means of mobilizing
the larger population) (Johnston)

Potential activists (scientists) are already incorporated into the state apparatus, and thus
have limited ability to contradict or counteract official policies (Johnston)

Inability of local governments to fight centrally imposed pollution (Smith)

Power of the center to conceal environmental misdeeds (Smith)

Relative lack of power accorded to environment ministries as opposed to more powerful
economic ministries (Smith, Johnston)

Monopolistic concentration of economic and political power in the state (Smith)

Conclusions

Without a doubt, it is important and useful to examine environmental management
through a political economic lens. While I am neither a convert nor an evangelist for the
eco-socialist side of the debate, I do believe that eco-socialist theory contains some
fundamental truths and merits more attention than it is currently given in mainstream
environmental literature. In my opinion, eco-socialist theory contributes to the important
task of identifying the necessary structural preconditions that must exist in order for

humankind to achieve sustainable environmental management.
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