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ABSTRACT 

 

At the heart of liberal political theory is a formula for enabling diverse groups to coexist 

peacefully in spite of their differences. This formula involves seeking broad consensus on 

certain key political institutions as well as on moral norms against imposing views on others. In 

recent centuries, this formula has been highly successful. However, it is now under attack from 

green theorists who claim liberal societies will systematically fail to protect the environment, 

precipitating a global ecological crisis. The radical societal transformations advocated by these 

greens diverge from traditional liberal arrangements and seek to entrench green ideas in the 

foundations of the political order. In this dissertation, I examine how liberals can rebut such 

proposals without simply dismissing greens and their beliefs. I argue that the most promising 

route to a satisfactory liberal response is pragmatic in nature, showing that greens have little to 

gain from radicalism and more to gain from a continued commitment to liberalism. I develop 

this argument in two complementary ways, demonstrating first that greens have overestimated 

the likely benefits of their transformational proposals and second that a conciliatory approach in 

the spirit of liberalism offers great promise for achieving green goals. Ultimately, I contend that 

even for those who see a crisis on the horizon and worry that liberal societies will not respond 

appropriately, liberalism remains the best available approach to political life. 
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1. Introduction 

Our societies are home to myriad religious, cultural and ideological groups, and so too 

to beliefs and values that diverge. Living together amidst these differences has not always been 

easy, and for much of western history, diverse communities were held together through the 

hegemony of one prevailing group. The Catholic Church, for example, held sway over 

European Christendom for centuries. This did not make for open and inclusive political bonds 

like those we cherish today. But it was generally believed that without one group in charge, 

violence and turmoil would be inevitable as factions struggled for supremacy.1 

Today, most of us doubt that peaceful coexistence requires one group to dominate all 

others. Arguably, this has been the core contribution of liberal political theory. At its heart, 

liberalism is the view that diversity can be accommodated through political arrangements built 

around freedom, equality, respect, and reciprocity.2 Instead of compelling people to agree, 

liberals seek to enable them to continue to disagree without threatening their abilities to coexist 

as neighbors.3 Liberalism’s rise has meant the decline throughout the west of the idea that 

civilizations must enforce hierarchy, submission, and ideological unity in order to function.  

Practically, liberalism is built around a basic formula for facilitating peace. This formula 

involves seeking consensus on certain foundational political institutions like constitutional 

                                                
 
1 Zagorin 2003; Walsham 2006; Be. Kaplan 2007. 
2 For a historical perspective on the emergence of liberal ideas, see Zagorin 2003. For arguably the most 
influential modern treatment of liberalism as a response to ideological diversity, see Rawls [1993] 2005. 
3 As Benjamin Kaplan puts the idea in the context of religious toleration, liberal communities “establish 
rules of engagement and employ a variety of mechanisms, formal and informal, to regulate conflict and 
keep it within bounds. Peace involves not eliminating conflict but successfully regulating and containing 
it” (2007, p. 9). 
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democracy and basic legal rights, as well as on moral norms against imposing views on others.4 

Embracing this formula has enabled liberal societies to achieve unprecedented peace and 

prosperity despite the differences that continue to divide their citizens. 

Despite its track record, however, liberalism is under fire. According to some “green” 

theorists, the paradigm’s ascendency gravely threatens the future of the planet. These greens 

accuse liberal societies of deteriorating ecological systems and creating the conditions for a 

global crisis. On their accounts, liberal democracies characteristically prioritize immediate 

concerns—especially short-term economic performance—over less salient ones like the long-

term integrity of the biosphere.5 They shy away from reforms that would burden powerful 

constituencies, even when these would serve the broader good.6 And the robust systems of 

individual liberty and free enterprise that drive liberal economies empower industrialists to 

pillage nature for their own narrow ends rather than holding them accountable for the damage 

                                                
 
4 In this dissertation, I treat these elements as essential to the liberal tradition. This is a simplification, and 
liberal theorists do not always embrace the full package I describe here. For example, a tight connection 
between liberalism and democracy is not evident in some liberals’ writings, and some liberals have raised 
doubts about whether democratic procedures deserve allegiance at all (e.g., Br. Kaplan 2007; Brennan 
2016). I will ignore these complexities, however, and focus on liberalism as it has been traditionally 
understood, acknowledging that this may expose my discussion to objections from within the liberal 
camp. 
5 Kirkpatrick Sale, for instance, believes that greens should simply give up on “the business-as-usual 
politics of all the major parties of all the major industrial nations, not one of which has made ecological 
salvation a significant priority, not one of which is prepared to abandon or even curtail the industrial 
economy that is imperiling us” (1985, p. 48). 
6 John Dryzek, for example, writes that in a liberal democracy, “Business always has a ‘privileged’ 
position due to the financial resources available to it, government officials’ need for business cooperation 
in implementing policies, and government’s fear of an investment strike and economic downturn if it 
pursues anti-business policies. And business, of course, will normally push for policies that favor its own 
profits, rather than ecological values. Waves of public concern for environmental values…typically break 
when they threaten the privileged position of business. Election day in November, 1990 saw 
environmental initiatives failing wholesale as business mobilized a public relations blitz declaring that 
these initiatives would take away people’s jobs” (1992, p. 22). 
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they do.7 Hence, greens worry, if liberalism is allowed to persist, it will plunge humanity 

headlong into cataclysmic climate change, species extinctions, and ecological destabilization. 

These concerns go beyond those of mainstream “environmentalists” who advocate 

policy reforms and lifestyle changes in response to ecological challenges. Greens 

characteristically believe that “a sustainable and fulfilling existence presupposes radical 

changes in our relationship with the non-human natural world, and in our mode of social and 

political life.”8 In their views, the only way to prevent catastrophe would be to fundamentally 

remake our societies to align with ecological imperatives. These would be controversial 

transformations, to be sure, grounded in distinctively green beliefs and ideas. But to their 

proponents, such radical changes represent humanity’s only hope to avert a disaster that liberal 

societies have helped to create. 

These green perspectives yield a puzzle for liberal political theory. Traditionally, liberals 

have held that the key to successful coexistence is not constructing foundational political 

arrangements around the doctrines of particular groups. Yet liberals resist the idea that this 

approach is ideological or sectarian in itself. Their accounts seek to provide all citizens with 

                                                
 
7 As Robyn Eckersley puts it, “In effect, a minority of the human race has been able to deny ecological and 
social responsibility and transcend biological embodiment and ecological limits (i.e., achieve greater 
physical resources, more time, and more space) at the expense of others, that is, by exploiting, excluding, 
marginalizing, and depriving human and nonhuman others” (2004, p. 10). 
8 Dobson 2007, p. 3. As Dobson observes, this commitment to radicalism distinguishes the “greens” I will 
be discussing from more moderate “environmentalists” who defend “a managerial approach to 
environmental problems, secure in the belief that they can be solved without fundamental changes in 
present values or patterns of production and consumption” (ibid., p. 2). For a similar distinction between 
“shallow” and “deep” strands of environmental concern, see Naess 1973. 
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adequate reasons to embrace liberal institutions and norms from within their own worldviews.9 

Given the catastrophe greens see on the horizon, however, we must ask: How can greens accept 

liberal arrangements they see as so threatening to the future of the planet? Is Freya Mathews 

right to worry that “A new moral dimension of life may have been brought into view by the 

ecological crisis, one that cannot be encompassed within liberal ideology”?10 

In this dissertation, I work to meet the challenge posed by greens’ concerns on 

liberalism’s behalf. I argue that greens expose a gap in liberal theorizing that has existed since 

the Reformation, one having to do with liberalism’s compatibility with worldviews that treat 

opposing perspectives as threats. I show that liberals can effectively fill this gap in the context of 

environmental debates by responding to greens on pragmatic and comparative grounds. Even if 

circumstances are as dire as greens claim, liberals can demonstrate that there is little to gain 

from efforts to remake societies in line with green worldviews and more to gain from liberal 

forms of cooperation. 

Ultimately, my aim is to show that the case for liberalism does not collapse in the face of 

an ecological crisis, contrary to what greens have alleged. Given the danger greens allege, I will 

suggest that liberals may have to address greens with more pragmatic and comparative 

arguments than they are accustomed to providing in defense of their views. But even for greens 

who foresee catastrophe and doubt liberalism’s ability to respond to it, I argue that liberalism 

remains the best available option. 

                                                
 
9 Some versions of liberal theory hold that the relevant question is not whether citizens have reasons to 
accept or embrace particular arrangements, but rather whether they have good reasons to reject them (e.g., 
Scanlon 1998). I will not use the latter phrasing here, but I take it that my discussion in this dissertation 
aligns with this way of formulating liberalism’s justificatory criterion. 
10 Mathews 1991, p. 158. 
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1.1. Green Concerns 

In the remainder of this chapter, I elaborate on the views held by greens and their 

opponents and then discuss the political inferences that greens have drawn from these disputes. 

Green accounts of the coming crisis differ in important ways, but one can identify several key 

ideas to which most greens assent. Let us therefore begin by laying out a generic green account 

of our ecological predicament, acknowledging from the outset that certain details may not align 

with the views held by particular greens.11 

The first idea at the core of the generic green perspective is that of ecological limits. 

Humanity depends on natural goods and services that can be depleted, degraded, or destroyed 

by human activities. Greens believe that human dependency on nature implies the existence of 

constraints on what societies can do without undermining the bases of their prosperity. 

Accounts differ on exactly what these limits are and which are most relevant today. Many have 

focused on the exhaustion of natural resources or the impossibility of indefinite expansion of 

material production.12 Others have seen the disordering of critical planetary systems as more 

pressing challenges.13 Still others have seen little reason to choose, speaking instead of a 

multidimensional “safe operating space for humanity.”14 Despite the differences between these 

views, however, the affirmation of ecological limits is a standard characteristic of green 

                                                
 
11 For more comprehensive treatments of the green paradigm, see Goodin 1992; Dobson 2007. 
12 For especially famous examples, see Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1968; Meadows et al. 1972. Earlier expressions 
of similar concerns can be found in Pinchot 1910; Van Hise 1910. 
13 Green treatments of such concerns have often been articulated in terms of the amplification of 
“entropy” in ecological systems, following Georgescu-Roegen 1971. However, more recent accounts have 
typically presented themselves as building on mainstream scientific understandings, as contained in 
MEA 2005; IPCC 2014.  
14 Rockström et al. 2009a; Rockström et al. 2009b; Steffen et al. 2015. 
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perspectives.15 Greens believe not only that these limits exist, but also that civilizations are in 

the process of breaching them today. Moreover, they see these limits as genuine constraints 

which cannot be pushed back indefinitely by technological progress and innovation.16 

A second, related idea is that the consequences of crossing ecological boundaries will be 

catastrophic and irreversible, and not merely inconvenient or imprudent. Societies regularly 

adjust without hardship to changes in the availability and production of necessary goods and 

services, but greens believe that the consequences of undermining key ecosystems will be 

severe. In their views, transgressions of nature’s limits will yield widespread suffering, 

dislocation, and public discord beyond anything in memory, especially in less-developed 

regions of the world.17 

Greens insist that our evaluations of these challenges should not revolve solely around 

their human impacts: effects on nonhuman nature should also be recognized as morally 

significant. Greens believe the natural world and its constituents have moral importance 

independent of their usefulness and value to human beings. In Andrew Dobson’s estimation, 

                                                
 
15 Dobson 2007, pp. 11-12, 53-62. 
16 Ibid., pp. 56-57. This view was highlighted especially by early proponents of the green view. As 
Meadows et al. put it, “technological optimism is the most common and the most dangerous reaction to 
our findings… Faith in technology as the ultimate solution to all problems can…divert our attention from 
the most fundamental problem—the problem of growth in a finite system—and prevent us from taking 
effective action to solve it” (1972, p. 154). Somewhat more bluntly, Goldsmith et al. describe the view that 
innovation can displace reliance on nature as “an absurd piece of anthropocentric presumption belonging 
to the realm of pure fantasy” (1972, p. 73). 
17 Green accounts differ on precisely what the impacts of the ecological crisis will be, but they are unified 
in the assurance that the consequences will be very, very bad. James Kunstler, for example, anticipates “a 
dire and unprecedented period of difficulty” in which “humankind will survive and continue further into 
the future—though not without taking some severe losses…in population, in life expectancies, in 
standards of living, in the retention of knowledge and technology, and in decent behavior” (2005, p. 5). At 
their most extreme, greens have claimed that continued ecological destruction would yield “the 
cumulative collapse of our civilization” (Goldsmith et al. 1972, p. 102). 
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many greens see concerns about nonhuman nature as even more pressing than concerns about 

the ramifications of environmental problems for human civilizations.18 

Greens’ concerns are further amplified by the special role they think wild, well-

preserved natural systems play in facilitating good human lives. According to many greens, our 

flourishing is intimately tied to our personal relationships with nature. Without access to the 

right sorts of landscapes and natural assemblages, our lives and characters would be stunted. 

Preserving the ecological bases for rich engagements with nature is thus a key green concern 

over and above the conservation of resources for material consumption.19 

One additional source of amplified concern has to do with the way greens treat the 

moral significance of distant future outcomes. Most greens hold that the common practice of 

“discounting” benefits and costs for their futurity rests on a grave moral mistake. The 

significance of felicity and harm, they claim, does not depend on when it occurs or who will 

experience it. Instead, we should treat advantages and (especially) burdens borne by future 

generations on a par with outcomes experienced today.20 

A final idea at the core of greens’ views is that societies should take aggressive 

precautions against ecological disasters even when we are uncertain about their likelihood. 

                                                
 
18 Dobson 2007, p. 15. 
19 This strand of green theorizing can be traced back to Henry David Thoreau, who held that “in wildness 
is the preservation of the world” ([1862] 1965, p. 613. More recent articulations of this view can be found 
in Kellert 1996; Cafaro 2001. 
20 The practice of discounting for futurity can be distinguished from the related practice of adjusting 
calculations of expected costs and benefits for the chance that anticipated events will not occur. Nicholas 
Stern, for example, applies a low discount rate to his projections to represent the possibility that life on 
Earth will be annihilated (say, by a meteorite impact) before his predictions can play out. At the same 
time, however, he repudiates the notion that future outcomes should be discounted simply because they 
will occur in the future (2006, pp. 35-37). It is the practice of discounting for futurity that raises the ire of 
greens, and not discounting as such. 
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Some of the dangers that drive greens’ apocalyptic narratives rely not on mainstream scientific 

projections but rather on claims and predictions that are controversial in the scientific 

community.21 Yet greens believe it would be misguided to wait for scientists to quiet their 

doubts before taking preventative action. Instead, they favor immediate precautions to mitigate 

the risk of catastrophe.22 

Together, these ideas paint a grim picture of the planet’s future and present an urgent 

case for action. On the generic green perspective articulated here, humanity is transgressing 

ecological limits, and this will this yield severe impacts on humanity and nature into the future. 

Though important uncertainties remain about these dangers, aggressive responses are needed 

to mitigate them. Given our ecological predicament, greens believe, we have strong reason to 

treat environmental protection as a central—even overriding23—imperative. 

1.2. Sources of Resistance 

Despite the urgency with which greens present these concerns, political responses have 

been sluggish at best. Writing for the Worldwatch Institute, Petra Bartosiewicz and Marissa 

Miley observe that that in the last decade in the United States alone, “more than 20 bills have 

been proposed in Congress to create a federal market-based carbon emissions cap; not one of 

them has become law.”24 Efforts at the international level have been similarly ineffectual, with 

                                                
 
21 In the context of debates over climate change, for example, many greens have latched onto recent work 
by Hansen et al. (2016) that describes impacts many times more severe than those anticipated by the IPCC 
(2014). 
22 This position tracks to so-called “Precautionary Principle” (United Nations General Assembly 1992; 
Science and Environmental Health Network 1998), which many greens regard as an important standard 
for guiding decisions despite controversies about its meaning and legal significance. 
23 For special emphasis on the overriding nature of ecological imperatives, see Dryzek 1987, ch. 5. 
24 Bartosiewicz and Miley 2014, p. 115. 
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the United Nations settling most recently for an unenforceable scheme under which countries 

are asked to contribute to global environmental goals on a voluntary basis.25 Responding to this 

state of affairs, Bill McKibben lamented in the New York Times, “In the hot sodden mess that is 

our planet as 2015 drags to a close, the pact reached in Paris feels, in a lot of ways, like an 

ambitious agreement designed for about 1995, when the first conference of the parties to the 

United Nations Framework Convention took place in Berlin.”26 (Needless to say, the recent 

election of Donald Trump as President of the United States has done little to quell these 

frustrations.) 

Many factors contribute to reluctance to act on greens’ concerns. For some citizens—and 

even world leaders—resistance can be ascribed to ignorance of greens’ best arguments or an 

inability to grasp their significance.27 For others, opposition proceeds from cultural and political 

traditions that preach distrust toward greens and the challenges they raise to longstanding 

ways of life.28 Some dissension can be explained as denial, as individuals apprehend the 

seriousness of environmental problems but fail to summon the motivation to act.29 And some 

can be ascribed to greed and selfishness, as individuals seek to maximize their own gains at the 

expense of the common good. 

                                                
 
25 UNFCCC 2015. 
26 McKibben 2015. 
27 Dale Jamieson reminds us that many citizens of modern democracies are ignorant of even the most 
basic matters of science (2014, pp. 61-67). Given this, we should hardly be surprised that many do not 
understand issues as complex and multidimensional as those surrounding the future of the planet. 
28 Kahan 2010; Kahan et al. 2011; McCright and Dunlap 2011. Relatedly, Matthew Feinberg and Robb 
Willer suggest that environmental discourse is often framed around a “harm- and care-based morality” 
than is less intuitive to conservatives than it is to those on the left (2013). 
29 Ungar 2000; Norgaard 2006. Meanwhilse, Feinberg and Willer find that some may be especially 
disposed to deny or discount warnings about environmental problems when they conflict with the 
supposition that the world is just (2011). 
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Yet it would be unrealistic to suppose that people like these are the only ones who are 

not on board with greens’ agendas. Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger observe that the 

great majority of Americans agree that environmental problems are serious and worthy of 

political responses. However, most see other problems as more urgent. When asked to rank 

environmental issues against others like the state of the economy, access to health care, and 

Social Security, most Americans place environmental concerns near the bottom of the list.30 

Nordhaus and Shellenberger are themselves sympathetic to green concerns, but they too 

express reservations about the political programs greens have pursued. In their views, green 

activists concern themselves too much with the biosphere and not enough with the needs of 

human communities. As a result, greens marginalize themselves in the eyes of all but the most 

ecologically devoted groups. Nordhaus and Shellenberger claim greens also err in their 

reluctance to affirm the desirability of economic growth and prosperity. In their views, growth 

and prosperity are actually crucial preconditions for addressing ecological challenges. These 

authors therefore characterize the modern green movement as moribund, not because its 

concerns are invalid, but because it is a misguided response to those concerns.31 

Other critics question the concerns themselves, accusing greens of exaggerating the 

severity of ecological challenges while underestimating the potential for societies to adapt to 

                                                
 
30 Nordhaus and Shellenberger 2007, pp. 31-33. 
31 Nordhaus and Shellenberger 2007. For another expression of similar concerns, see Kareiva et al. 2011. 
For another expression of similar concerns, see Kareiva et al. 2011. Along similar lines, some 
commentators have questioned whether the concrete policy measures proposed by greens would actually 
have a significant enough impact on future outcomes to justify the costs they would entail. For an 
example of such a critique in the context of the United Nations’ ill-fated Kyoto Protocol, see Shogren 
1999. 
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them.32 These authors claim that the jeremiads of contemporary greens are not news, as 

industrial civilizations have long heard warnings of impending catastrophe because of 

ecological shortsightedness. In each episode, prophesies of doom win support from prominent 

intellectuals but then fail to eventuate. However, cries of alarm never dissipate: they simply find 

a new theme.33 Trepidations about overpopulation and starvation34 have transformed into 

warnings about coal exhaustion and timber famine,35 then chemical pollution and physical 

limits to growth,36 and now climate change and ecological disruption. As Julian Simon 

complains, “doomsaying” appears to be a perpetually viable enterprise: “The very persons who 

were entirely wrong in the 1960s and 1970s, and who should have been entirely discredited by 

the total failures of their forecasts, continue to have the same credibility and prominence as 

before. That’s life, I suppose.”37 

Related arguments target the claim that, without action to address environmental 

problems, humanity’s future will be bleak. In fact, the general global trend since the industrial 

revolution has been one of steadily increasing prosperity, with billions rising out of extreme 

poverty and achieving insulation from the worst hardships of human existence. Many 

mainstream assessments project that these trends will continue, with ecological challenges like 

climate change serving more to slow rates of progress than to plunge civilization into 

                                                
 
32 E.g., Beckerman 1996; Simon 1996; Lomborg 2001; Lomborg 2007; Sagoff 2008, ch. 6; Scruton 2012, ch. 2. 
33 According to Roger Scruton, this is because “The heartfelt sense of alarm is not a result of collecting the 
evidence, but at best the cause of it. The alarm comes first, the evidence later. And it is the alarm that is 
adhered to as the evidence changes” (2012, pp. 81-82). 
34 Malthus [1798] 1993. 
35 Jevons 1865; Pinchot 1910. 
36 Carson 1962; Meadows et al. 1972. 
37 Simon 1996, p. 15. 
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darkness.38 In line with these projections, some commentators argue that even without 

aggressive actions to prevent environmental deterioration, future generations will live better 

than we do by a considerable margin.39 

These perspectives attack greens’ assertions about ecological limits and the dangers in 

store for humanity. But other aspects of the green paradigm attract resistance as well. For 

example, critics deny that impacts on nonhuman nature should be at the center of focus when 

evaluating the significance of ecological challenges.40 They insist that future impacts ought to be 

discounted despite greens’ protestations.41 And they characterize precautionary responses to 

uncertainty as misguided and potentially even self-defeating.42 

Few greens see such stances as grounds for abandoning demands for change.43 But 

opponents like those described here have dogged the green movement for decades. And 

although many of these critics can aptly be labeled ignorant, provincial, greedy, and selfish, 

others are clearly driven by earnest convictions that greens are misguided about key aspects of 

their worldviews and political programs. It is thus unsurprising that many feel morally 

required to block attempts to remake societies along distinctively green lines. 

1.3. The Likelihood of Inaction 

                                                
 
38 See, e.g., Stern 2007, which projects continued economic growth in the face of severe climate change, 
while nevertheless arguing stridently for action to mitigate warming. For further discussion, see Heath 
2016. 
39 E.g., Lomborg 2001; Lomborg 2007; Kahn 2010; Heath 2016. 
40 Heath 2016, pp. 24-27. 
41 E.g., Arrow et al. 2012. 
42 E.g., Goklany 2001; Sunstein 2005.  
43 In fact, many greens view them with derision. Goldsmith et al., for example, speak of “acrobats of the 
imagination who argue that, come what may, technology will find a way” (1972, p. 151). I will have more 
to say about this dismissiveness in Chapter 3. 



 
 

22 

Controversy over environmental issues will remain an enduring feature of the political 

landscape. Yet to many green theorists, there is little suspense about who will ultimately prevail 

in political contestation within liberal democracies. Despite the threat of catastrophe, and 

despite the fact that many recognize this threat and long to address it, greens say we should not 

be surprised to find few meaningful political responses to our ecological predicament. 

Aside from the fact that many reject greens’ views and will likely continue to do so, 

greens point to several further obstacles that stand in the way of their success. For one thing, 

whereas many societies—especially liberal democracies—have entrenched powerful guarantees 

for citizens’ basic rights and liberties, existing political orders make no analogous assurances for 

the biosphere.44 Environmental protection is undertaken only to the extent favored by citizens, 

advocacy groups, legislators, and bureaucrats. Given the likelihood that many of these groups 

will be swayed by criticisms of green views, there is little reason to expect decisions that reflect 

independent ecological imperatives. 

Another layer of difficulties arises from who would bear the costs of environmental 

reforms. According to greens, equitable responses to our ecological circumstances would place 

significant burdens on the citizens of wealthy developed nations. The main beneficiaries would 

be foreign nationals, future generations, and nonhuman nature itself. Yet, these latter groups 

are excluded from the political deliberations that decide their fates.45 Greens expect powerful 

                                                
 
44 As Robyn Eckersley writes, “Whereas fundamental liberal freedoms…are expressed in the idiom of 
rights and are entrenched in the formal and/or informal constitutional structures of the liberal democratic 
state and therefore able to trump competing welfare considerations…environmental considerations are 
considered nonfundamental and therefore negotiable” (2004, p. 100). 
45 Such stakeholders can be represented indirectly in liberal democracies, including through the political 
efforts of greens themselves. But green writers reject the idea that such representation can resolve the 
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constituencies in developed nations (especially corporations and industry groups) to resist 

bearing costs for altruistic purposes. To the extent that victims of inaction cannot 

counterbalance this resistance with advocacy of their own, political conversations will be 

disproportionately shaped by those with an interest in the status quo.46 

Obstacles like these afflict all societies in their attempts to address environmental 

problems. Yet green theorists focus especially on the liberal democracies of developed nations, 

for these regimes bear the most historical responsibility for ecological challenges and seem 

especially vulnerable to making ecologically irresponsible political decisions. As greens point 

out, officials in liberal democracies depend on continued public support to maintain their 

positions. Hence they face especially strong political pressure to deliver short term results—

especially along the dimensions of economic prosperity and growth—and to avoid alienating 

powerful constituencies who might threaten their careers.47 

1.4. Radical Implications 

These considerations have led green theorists to advance the troubling line of reasoning 

to which I alluded above: Humanity faces a severe ecological crisis. However, liberal 

democracies do not guarantee protections that could avert this crisis, and in practice we should 

expect these protections to be neglected. Hence, we have good reason to believe that liberal 

democracies will send humanity over an ecological cliff. 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
problem. As Freya Mathews complains in connection to the marginalization of nonhuman nature, 
“Liberalism…collapses the interests of multitudes of non-human beings and systems into a portion of the 
interests of perhaps no more than a handful of human advocates, and to the extent that those interests are 
taken seriously, it is out of a calculated deference to human autonomy” (1995, p. 70). 
46 Eckersley 2004, chs. 4-5. 
47 E.g., Goldsmith et al. 1972, pp. 19-21; Dryzek 2007, p. 202. For sympathetic takes on this issue from 
outside of the literature of green political theorizing, see Brennan 2009; Scruton 2012, p. 15. 
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Armed with this critique, greens have developed something of a cottage industry 

imagining and advocating for what they see as ecologically saner alternatives to liberal 

democratic relationships. Some have sought ways to reshape political structures to align with 

their ends, imagining constitutional reforms,48 new branches of government,49 or altered modes 

of public deliberation50 to help ensure ecologically responsible policy decisions. Some have 

propounded visionary political orders built around radical decentralization and 

“bioregionalism.”51 And some have looked to existing alternative forms of governance—

especially the authoritarianism instantiated by modern-day China and Singapore—as offering 

greater promise than liberalism in the face of an ecological crisis.52 

Such perspectives have been joined by voices willing to entertain confrontation and even 

violence to ensure that necessary transformations are made. Although we will see in Chapter 3 

that greens are generally inclined toward nonviolent, democratic forms of political action, the 

prospect of catastrophe has led some to question this commitment. As Bron Taylor writes: 

Since current laws and political activities have failed to redress the situation and 

appear unlikely to do so, it is incumbent to ask what strategies and tactics might 

be successful. Such an assessment should include determining whether strategies 

and tactics must be constrained by existing laws and prevailing assumptions 

about what constitutes acceptable political action…Given the urgency of the 

                                                
 
48 E.g., Mills and King 2000; Hayward 2005; Ekeli 2007; Bruckerhoff 2008. 
49 E.g., Ehrlich and Pirages 1974; Dobson 1996. 
50 E.g., Smith 2003; Baber and Bartlett 2005. 
51 E.g., Goldsmith et al. 1972; Bookchin 1982; Sale 1985. 
52 E.g., Shearman and Smith 2007; Beeson 2010. 
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situation, extralegal tactics should be on the table, as they were in earlier causes 

where great moral urgency was properly felt.53 

1.5. Plan for the Dissertation 

In the chapters to come, I develop a liberal response to the challenge posed by these 

radical views. In Chapter 2, I clarify the nature of this challenge and explain why liberals must 

respond to greens on green terms rather than simply dismissing them as misguided or 

unreasonable. I suggest that the most promising way to demonstrate the compatibility between 

liberalism and greens’ views is pragmatic and comparative, showing that greens have more to 

gain from conciliation with their neighbors than from radical attempts to reshape society 

around their views. 

I begin to develop this position in Chapter 3, arguing that greens have failed to show 

how their positive proposals could succeed in societies inhabited by dissenters. I show that even 

accounts that favor authoritarianism as a means for overcoming dissent cannot hope to achieve 

the outcomes greens desire in the face of diversity. Ultimately, I contend that disagreement 

presents a much larger practical obstacle to green radicalism than greens have recognized. 

 In Chapter 4, I argue that greens have underappreciated their opportunities for 

advancing green goals through liberal means. I make the case that greens have set themselves 

back through a confrontational approach to political life that has many of the same pathologies 

as their radical proposals. I describe how a conciliatory approach to environmental politics 

                                                
 
53 Taylor 2013, p. 307. See along similar lines Foreman 1991; Jensen 2006. 
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more in the spirit of liberalism could offer better prospects by turning greens’ adversaries into 

benign neighbors, cultivating respect and cooperation between the now-rival groups. 

Together, these arguments rebut the charge that an ecological crisis fatally undermines 

the case for liberalism. In Chapter 5, I elaborate on this conclusion and consider two objections 

that might be raised against my account. I refute the claim that a pragmatic and comparative 

defense of liberalism would render it a mere modus vivendi—a tenuous formula for peace that 

would collapse if greens achieved greater political power. I also address the possibility that 

greens will feel pushed to “defect” from the arrangements I defend, adhering to them only 

insofar as they cannot do better through strategic opportunism. 

Ultimately, the liberal defense that emerges from this dissertation is rather different 

from the ones that liberal theorists have typically presented. If greens are correct about the 

challenges on our horizon, and if our communities can be expected to continue resisting reforms 

to address them, then our future under liberalism may be one that is filled with tragedy, 

frustration, and loss. Liberals should not conceal this fact or suggest that it does not matter to 

the justification of their theories. But neither should they allow the prospect of hardship to 

cloud the case for embracing the best available approach to political life in our diverse societies. 

Even if liberals cannot promise greens a future that is good full stop, they can still offer 

prospects that are better than the available alternatives. 
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2. The Green Challenge to Liberalism 

We have seen that, according to greens, humanity faces a crisis that liberal democracies 

are unlikely to resolve. Greens believe that overcoming this predicament would require 

transforming our societies to align with ecological imperatives. This chapter clarifies the 

challenge such views pose to liberal political theory and points the way toward an adequate 

liberal response. 

I said at the outset of the previous chapter that liberals have long sought to facilitate 

coexistence amidst conflicting points of view. According to many liberals, the institutions and 

norms which enable other groups to live in peace can accommodate greens’ perspectives as 

well. Yet, as we will see, liberals have not shown why citizens who expect catastrophe from 

such arrangements should nevertheless accept them. I will argue that this omission reflects a 

gap in liberal theorizing that goes all the way back to the tradition’s birth in the Protestant 

Reformation. Ultimately, the challenge presented by radical greens is nothing new: it reflects the 

reemergence of a problem that liberals have struggled with for centuries. 

My discussion will proceed as follows. Section 1 provides a brief overview of the liberal 

formula for facilitating peace amidst diversity. Section 2 surveys liberal attempts to apply this 

formula to the subject of environmental politics. Section 3 shows that, given greens’ concerns 

about our circumstances and the tendencies of liberal arrangements, liberals’ traditional 

recommendations cannot clearly be vindicated. In Section 4, I argue that this difficulty exposes a 

general limitation of liberal theory, namely that liberals have never explained why citizens 

should embrace arrangements that they expect to be disastrous. I show that as a historical 

matter, liberals have overcome this limitation by persuading citizens to modify their convictions 
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in ways that make them easier to reconcile with liberalism. In Section 5, however, I contend 

that, in the realm of environmental politics, liberals should not be satisfied with this approach. 

A truly inclusive and robust liberalism would work to address greens on their own terms, and 

not simply insist they abandon their views in order to fit into a liberal order. 

2.1. Cooperation amidst Disagreement 

At the core of liberal political theory is a powerful formula for accommodating diverse 

perspectives. This formula has two main elements. The first is a set of political institutions built 

around individual rights and liberties as well as constitutionally limited democratic procedures. 

The second is a set of norms urging citizens to respect competing perspectives by not using 

political coercion to impose their views on others. Combining these elements, liberals believe it 

is possible for diverse groups to coexist on bases of freedom, equality, and mutual respect.54 

Historically speaking, this formula has its roots in the religious conflicts of the 

Reformation. Following the rise of Protestantism, European Christendom endured violent 

conflicts for more than a century. The emergence of liberalism played a major role in 

ameliorating these conflicts. Yet liberals did not facilitate peace by dissolving religious 

disagreements or granting power to one chosen sect. Rather, they did so by convincing citizens 

of all denominations that they could honor their religious convictions without stamping out 

other doctrines. In fact, they argued, a political order built around peace and toleration was most 

compatible with faith.55 

                                                
 
54 For classic and contemporary treatments of this formula, see Locke [1689b] 1764; Mill [1859] 1869; 
Rawls [1993] 2005; Gaus 1996. 
55 Zagorin 2003. It is worth noting that figures less clearly within what we now call the liberal tradition 
advanced similar ideas. Benedict de Spinoza, for example, defended a theory of sovereign authority 
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Liberals’ success revolved importantly around the contention that there were good 

reasons for all religious groups to endorse political institutions entrenching robust rights and 

liberties alongside limited democratic procedures. This view is expressed most clearly by John 

Locke, a founder of liberalism and a pivotal exponent of the ideal of toleration. Locke starts 

from the claim that the fundamental purpose of political society is to protect citizens from abuse 

and subjugation. Although individuals might disagree about how exactly protections should be 

contoured and applied, he insists that all can affirm the need to enforce rules to regulate civil 

affairs and to seek impartial arbiters to settle disputes. 56 

To Locke, these broadly acceptable claims seem to provide foundations from which a 

political order can be justified. He holds that all can agree that a society’s laws should recognize 

expansive liberties and protections from harm, enabling each citizen to conduct private affairs 

with minimal interference from neighbors and the state.57 Yet the governments he envisions are 

not to be restricted to resolving conflicts and protecting citizens from harm. They are also to be 

empowered to promote the public good, so long as they respect individuals’ rights and the 

demands of democratic electorates.58 The resulting political theory describes a society in which 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
similar to Hobbes’, yet insisted that a well-functioning state would be tolerant and democratic in ways 
that Hobbes rejected ([1670] 1891). 
56 Locke [1689a] 1824, pp. 42-43; Locke [1689b] 1764, §§123-127. See along similar lines Pufendorf [1687] 
2002, §5. 
57 Locke [1689b] 1764, §§135-138. Although Locke did not believe that such arrangements would 
completely eliminate conflicts in society, he believed that they would at least mitigate the most violent 
aspects of such conflicts: “There are two sorts of contests amongst men: the one managed by law, the 
other by force; and they are of that nature, that where the one ends the other always begins” ([1689a] 
1764, pp. 44-45). 
58 Locke [1689b] 1764, §§95-99. 
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all citizens can pursue their ends without fear of depredation from others, and in which all can 

participate as democratic co-equals in the direction of their governments’ activities. 

Locke believes the appeal of this vision of political life will be clear to all despite their 

disagreements about particular matters of religious doctrine. The plausibility of this view, 

however, relies crucially on a further claim. This is that religious citizens can sensibly keep their 

most controversial convictions separated from politics, and indeed this is what they ought to 

do. The experience of the Reformation seemed to show that government involvement in 

religious affairs predictably yields endless conflicts between competing sects. Locke thus 

regards the separation of religion from politics as essential for ensuring that democracies can 

operate without devolving into ideological struggle: 

I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish exactly the business of civil 

government from that of religion, and to settle the just boundaries that lie 

between the one and the other. If this not be done, there can be no end put to the 

controversies that will always be arising between those that have, or at least 

pretend to have, on the one side, a concernment for the interest of men’s souls, 

and, on the other side, a care of the commonwealth.59 

Fortunately, Locke believes, it is possible to show that government entanglement with 

religion is harmful on independent religious grounds. He observes that when governments take 

up religious agendas, they often do so in manners unfaithful to church doctrines.60 In many 

                                                
 
59 Locke [1689a] 1824, pp. 9-10.  
60 Ibid., pp. 26. 
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cases, officials even manipulate churches to go along with their worldly agendas.61 Since 

different governments will align with different religious positions, there is also the danger that 

political power will be used to suppress true religion instead of advance it.62 For these and other 

reasons, Locke insists that religion groups will do best by their own lights if they divorce their 

religious activities from civil politics. 

Locke’s ideas helped to generate a formula for peaceful coexistence that has driven 

liberal theorizing to the present day.63 Modern liberal accounts no longer typically rely on the 

claims of “natural” justice at the core of Locke’s views,64 and liberals have disagreed amongst 

themselves about how to interpret the details of the liberal formula for toleration.65 Yet for the 

most part, liberals maintain allegiance to the formula’s two core elements. They continue to 

hold that despite the disagreements that continue to divide us, we generally have sufficient 

reasons to embrace political institutions built around robust rights and liberties and limited 

democratic procedures. Moreover, although liberals deem us free to promote our ends within 

the bounds set by such institutions, they generally insist that we should refrain from using the 

political apparatus to impose our views on others.66 

                                                
 
61 Ibid., pp. 27-28. 
62 Ibid., pp. 12-13, 35. In this connection, Locke finds it all too convenient how religious zealots advocate 
intolerance when their side is in power, only to discover capacities for peaceful toleration when their 
rivals take control (ibid., p. 20). In fact, he sees such contingently positive attitudes toward toleration as 
one of the most serious dangers to a peaceful society (ibid., pp. 45-46). 
63 As Benjamin Kaplan puts it, “Religious tolerance became the paradigmatic, first tolerance in Western 
history, the matrix out of which emerged the modern concept of tolerance as applied to all forms of 
difference—ethnic, cultural, and racial as well as religious” (2007, p. 4).  
64 For a review of how liberalism has evolved, see Gaus 2003. 
65 For discussion of some of the key dimensions of these debates, see D’Agostino 1996. 
66 For one noteworthy exception to this generalization, see Kukathas 2003. 
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Having laid out this “party line,” however, a bit of clarification is due. Although 

contemporary liberals support norms against turning politics into a weapon, they disagree 

about how these norms should be interpreted. In countries like the United States, legal norms 

separating religion from politics invite the interpretation that all matters of public policy should 

be free from entanglement with controversial worldviews.67 This perspective has been 

developed in a considerable literature vaunting “neutrality” as a key desideratum for politics in 

liberal societies.68 Yet some liberal theorists have argued that such norms are too restrictive. 

Some believe norms against ideological impositions should apply only to foundational political 

issues and not the mundane matters of everyday politics.69 Others deny the importance of 

separating ideologies from politics, insisting that what really matters is that all citizens have 

reasons within their respective worldviews to regard political measures as justified.70 

I do not want to try to settle these theoretical disputes here. For our purposes, it will be 

enough to say that liberals are relatively univocal in supporting the following view: Societies 

should strive to enable all citizens to see their political orders as justifiable. Institutions like 

basic legal rights and liberties and constitutionally limited democracy can go a considerable 

way toward achieving this goal. But in order for these arrangements to work, groups must 

                                                
 
67 See, e.g., Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 U.S. 602 (1971); Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577 (1992). For discussion of 
other similar norms—as well as some of their drawbacks—see Holmes 1988. 
68 For a survey of key contributions to this literature, along with some important critiques, see Wall and 
Klosko 2003. 
69 The most influential such account is presented by Rawls [1993] 2005, especially at pp. 214-215 (see also a 
similar perspective in Gaus 1991). Although in laying out this view Rawls initially suggests it may be 
nothing more than a convenient simplification (ibid., p. 215), he develops the rest of his view as if he had 
conclusively rejected the need to restrict citizens’ political activities on non-fundamental issues (e.g., ibid., 
pp. 137, 246). This choice has been criticized as obscure (Gaus 1996, p. 232), seemingly baseless (Wall 
1998, pp. 42, 49), and positively misguided (Quong 2011, ch. 9). 
70 E.g., Gaus 2011; Vallier 2014a. 
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refrain from alienating their neighbors by commandeering the political apparatus and 

entrenching their views in the foundations of the political order. Many liberal theorists believe 

that controversial doctrines should be divorced from politics even further than this, and such 

restrictions play important roles in the practices of liberal nations. However, because of the 

deeply transformative nature of greens’ political agendas, even more modest interpretations of 

the liberal formula will suffice to generate the tension I seek to explore. 

2.2. The Extension to Environmental Politics 

Liberal theorists commonly tackle issues in environmental politics through the classic 

formula presented above. The standard theme of their arguments is that greens can fit into 

liberal societies just like any other group.71 Liberal rights equally protect greens, and liberal 

democracies empower greens to participate as co-equals in political processes. Hence, liberals 

say, greens have essentially the same reasons as others to see liberalism as a fitting approach for 

governing their diverse societies. Liberals also insist that greens should refrain from using the 

political apparatus to foist their views on their neighbors, especially in deliberations over 

fundamental matters of social organization. But these restrictions are not meant to target greens 

or suppress their views. Rather, they are presented as following from broader norms against 

ideological impositions that all have ample grounds to embrace. 

Both of these ideas can be seen on display in the work of John Rawls. Rawls’ famous 

account holds that a liberal society ought to organize its foundational political institutions 

around a “public conception of justice” built up from broadly shared values like freedom and 

                                                
 
71 In addition to the examples discussed below, see Gaus 1998; Scanlon 1998, pp. 167-168, 218-223. 
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equality.72 Rawls argues that such a conception will support vesting every individual with 

powerful rights and liberties (and assuring them adequate resources to use them 

meaningfully),73 as well as instituting democratic procedures to empower citizens to deliberate 

within the bounds set by their respective rights and liberties.74 A principal goal of such 

provisions is to ensure that all citizens have a meaningful opportunity to advance their goals to 

a respectable degree. Liberal societies will not (and cannot) guarantee that citizens succeed in 

satisfying every desire, but Rawls thinks that reasonable citizens will “accept responsibility for 

revising and adjusting their ends and aspirations” to reflect the opportunities they can 

reasonably expect in a society where means are limited and others have goals of their own.75  

Rawls insists that despite their differences, all reasonable citizens will be able to see such 

arrangements as offering fair terms of cooperation.76  Further, he hopes that by specifying their 

basic structures by appeal to broadly shared values, and by ensuring that all citizens are able to 

privately advance their ends, liberal societies will forestall much conflict between their 

members. “Faced with the fact of reasonable pluralism,” he writes, “a liberal view removes 

from the political agenda the most divisive issues, serious contention about which must 

undermine the bases of social cooperation.”77 

Rawls contends that this account can neatly accommodate those who harbor concerns 

about the natural environment. In addition to ensuring that greens are able to pursue their 

                                                
 
72 Rawls [1993] 2005, pp. 66-71. 
73 Ibid., p. 6. 
74 Ibid., lect. VI. 
75 Ibid., pp. 189-190. See also ibid., pp. 33-34. 
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77 Ibid., p. 157. See also ibid., pp. 151-152, n. 16. 
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objectives within the scopes of their private means, liberal regimes also empower greens to vote 

on the basis of their convictions and try to persuade neighbors of their views.78 Rawls expects 

that liberal societies will undertake many measures to protect the environment, especially when 

these connect to broadly shared concerns. Such policies could aim to: 

…further the good of ourselves and future generations by preserving the natural 

order and its life-sustaining properties; to foster species of animals and plants for 

the sake of biological and medical knowledge with its potential applications to 

human health; [and] to protect the beauties of nature for purposes of public 

recreation and the pleasures of a deeper understanding of the world.79 

Yet Rawls’ welcoming stance toward green advocacy is tied to the supposition that 

greens will not seek to fundamentally transform the political order in line with their 

perspectives. As he sees it, “the status of the natural world and our proper relation to it is not a 

constitutional essential or a basic question of justice,”80 and it is for this reason that he urges 

greens to bring their views into democratic debates. His attitude is quite different when it 

comes to deliberations over more foundational matters. In such contexts he contends that 

citizens should recognize a moral “duty of civility” to confine themselves to measures they can 

support with considerations drawn from the shared political culture of their society.81 

A similar picture can be found in the writings of Mark Sagoff. In Sagoff’s view, 

liberalism uses basic institutions to express “neutrality” between competing worldviews, both 

                                                
 
78 Ibid., p. 246. For reiteration and discussion of this point, see Michael 2000; Bell 2002; Bell 2006. 
79 Ibid., p. 245. 
80 Ibid., p. 246. 
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by establishing fair democratic procedures82 and by empowering citizens to pursue their ends 

independently.83 Sagoff contends that within the bounds of liberal democratic procedures, 

greens should be free to advocate on the bases of their distinctive convictions, provided that 

they respect others’ rights and liberties.84 Like Rawls, however, Sagoff’s comfort with green 

advocacy is tied to a particular conception of how it will be pursued and what its goals will be. 

As he sees it, greens should engage their neighbors through arguments with which they “expect 

any member of the community to agree insofar as that person reflects on the values of the 

community, not just on his or her own interests.”85 Responsible greens will recognize the 

importance of impartiality for the legitimacy of political decisions,86 and they will seek to 

“defend what they believe with reasons that will persuade others.”87 

For both Rawls and Sagoff, the idea that greens should avoid impositions on their 

neighbors is more of a side point than a featured contention. In other liberal treatments of 

environmental politics, however, this idea is at the center of discussion. Cary Coglianese, for 

example, argues that given the potentially pervasive impacts of environmental policies on 

citizens’ lives, liberals should insist on strict norms of ideological neutrality in political 

                                                
 
82 Sagoff 1986, pp. 784-786. 
83 Sagoff 2008, p. 68. 
84 Sagoff 1986, p. 786; Sagoff 2008, pp. 63-64. 
85 Sagoff 2008, p. 51. 
86 Sagoff writes, “The idea behind political deliberation and negotiation is that the process can be 
educational and transform confrontation into collaboration…Legitimacy depends on the extent to which 
an outcome represents a policy all can approve after deliberation rather than the preponderance of 
interest or [willingness to pay] before discussion or debate” (ibid., p. 38). 
87 Ibid., p. 29. 
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deliberations over these matters.88 Andrew Morriss, Benjamin Cramer, and Robert Nelson go 

further, identifying environmentalism as a “secular religion,” characterizing environmental 

conflicts as modern-day “holy wars,” and calling for the “disestablishment” of environmental 

politics.89 These writers treat the appropriate response to green concerns as one that can be read 

more or less directly from the practices governing religious politics in the contemporary United 

States. 

As in the broader literature of liberal political theory, there are important differences 

between these accounts. Yet one can nevertheless see a family resemblance between them and 

the ideas that enabled liberal societies to overcome Reformation-era religious conflicts. Liberals 

have held that within the bounds set by their favored institutions and norms, greens can 

promote their ends, deliberate with civility, and preserve the peaceful coexistence on which all 

groups depend. 

2.3. Green Reservations 

 Given liberalism’s history of success in facilitating peace amidst diversity, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that liberals have supposed the merits of their recommendations would be 

apparent to greens. Yet the green concerns outlined it the previous chapter should shake our 

                                                
 
88 Coglianese 1998, pp. 41-43. In Coglianese’s view, distinctively green commitments connected to Deep 
Ecology, the intrinsic value of species, and the prospect of “environmental Armageddon” should be 
considered off limits as foundations for policy measures (ibid., pp. 53-59). It should be emphasized, 
however, that Coglianese does not intend to exclude environmental issues from politics entirely. He 
writes, “Environmental policies…can almost always be justified on some neutral grounds—either as 
means of preventing harm or protecting natural resources” (ibid., p. 47). 
89 Morriss and Cramer 2009; Nelson 2010; Nelson 2011. Like Coglianese, these authors do not advocate 
the complete separation of environmental debates from politics. As Morriss and Cramer explain, their 
proposals would “curtail governments’ ability to act as evangelists of Environmentalism, but would not 
prevent governments from acting to help the environment” (2009, p. 394). See similar comments in 
Nelson 2011, p. 135. 
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confidence in this supposition. To rehearse the main points of that earlier discussion: Greens 

believe that our ecological predicament requires aggressive political responses. However, 

liberal democracies are not built to guarantee such responses, and there are many reasons to 

expect that they will be resisted. Greens argue that fundamental political transformations are 

needed to foster ecological responsiveness. The rationales for these transformations are 

contentious, to be sure, and hence liberals can be expected to object. But serious greens must say 

that this is so much the worse for liberalism. The specter of an ecological catastrophe demands 

considering any and all options for protecting the environment, including possibilities that 

would normally be labeled excessively radical or doctrinaire. 

This line of argument attacks both elements of the liberal formula for toleration. First, it 

undermines the case for thinking that greens’ commitments can be reconciled with the 

characteristic political institutions of liberalism. As we have seen, liberal arrangements 

empower greens to advance their ends through private and democratic means, asking only that 

their expectations be calibrated for what can reasonably be expected given others’ competing 

ambitions. In the abstract, this caveat would seem entirely sensible, for as Rawls writes, “strong 

feelings and zealous aspirations for certain goals do not, as such, give people a claim to social 

resources, or a claim to design public institutions to achieve these goals.”90 But insofar as what 

greens seek is to prevent a global catastrophe, and insofar as liberal arrangements will 

predictably frustrate this aim, it is not obvious that greens would be unreasonable to adopt a 

more demanding and inflexible stance than liberal regimes are built to accommodate. 

                                                
 
90 Rawls [1993] 2005, p. 190. 
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Doubt likewise falls on the view that greens can sensibly refrain from injecting their 

controversial ideas into the specification of foundational political arrangements. The 

transformations greens see as necessary to resolve our ecological predicament are tied to their 

distinctive worldviews and would make little sense if divorced from them. This is partly 

because green proposals often seek to entrench explicitly green ideas in the foundations of the 

political order.91 But it is also because greens’ proposals entail considerable burdens and 

sacrifices for the sake of ecological ends, and these costs would be unjustifiable without appeal 

to benefits that greens’ opponents dispute. If greens are right that their proposals are the only 

things capable of averting calamity, then it would seem sensible for them to seek to define 

debates over foundational political matters around green ideas. Confining their advocacy of 

foundational reforms to those justifiable from within their opponents’ worldviews might be 

untenable.92 

It thus appears that the prospect of an ecological crisis reveals serious limitations of the 

classic liberal formula for toleration. Even if greens acknowledge the merits of liberal 

institutions and norms, the need to avert catastrophe presents an arguably overriding 

                                                
 
91 For example, Andrew Dobson advocates creating political entities charged with representing the 
interests of future generations and nonhuman nature in public deliberations, thereby ameliorating their 
marginalization in existing democratic processes (1996). Robyn Eckersley and Tim Hayward, meanwhile, 
insist that democratic constitutions should be amended to affirm the precautionary principle as a 
foundational standard for reviewing environmental laws (Eckersley 2004, pp. 135-137; Hayward 2005, p. 
104. 
92 This instantiates a more general concern facing liberal approaches that seek to limit how citizens 
participate in political processes. As Ryan Muldoon observes, restrictions on public discourse risk 
“systematically disadvantaging political minorities, especially if their political grievances are related to 
their perspectival differences with the majority. This is a form of a double burden – not only may 
minorities have issues that the political system isn’t addressing, but…they may not even be able to fully 
characterize the nature of their complaint, which makes it remarkably unlikely that it would ever be 
addressed” (2016, p. 65). 
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imperative. Given the stakes, it makes sense for them to investigate pathways for more direct 

assurance than liberalism can provide. 

2.4. Back to the Beginning 

We can now see why greens deny that liberal political arrangements can be squared 

with our ecological circumstances. Liberals portray these arrangements as keys to peaceful 

coexistence amidst the diversity of our societies. To greens, however, they look more like a 

suicide pact. 

Having fleshed out the challenge posed to liberal theory by radical green perspectives, 

we are now in a position to appreciate that its core structure is not especially bound to the 

details of environmental problems. Rather, the difficulty instantiates a more general issue. The 

classic liberal formula for toleration asks citizens to embrace particular institutions and refrain 

from ideological impositions. Liberals can predict with both empirical and theoretical support 

that this will foster peace, prosperity, and mutual respect. Yet there is always the possibility that 

some will claim, on controversial bases, that these superficial advantages mask a hidden 

calamity, one demanding societal transformation imposed through political means. If such 

views attract believers, these partisans will predictably question the formula underlying liberal 

cooperation, wondering how they can possibly accept institutions and norms that cannot ensure 

their success. 

It turns out that this is not a new problem for liberalism. In fact, we can see a version of 

the same challenge in the circumstances from which liberalism originally arose. Let us therefore 

return to the religious conflicts of the Reformation and add further details to the story 

recounted above. 
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When liberals first expounded their formula for cooperation, some of their fiercest critics 

were people who doubted the possibility of reconciling liberalism with their religious 

convictions. Even if liberal arrangements could yield a truce among factions, critics denied that 

this outcome would be desirable due to independent religious concerns. Their stances resulted 

from several features of Reformation-era religious doctrines that distinguished them from 

perspectives that are prevalent today.  

First, early modern Christians believed they had a strong duty of beneficence to reform 

dissenters. In their views, people who held and promoted “heretical” views were a danger to 

themselves: given the gravity of their sins, they risked eternal damnation unless they changed 

their ways. Yet this was not just a problem for the heretics. As most Christians understood their 

doctrines, it was their solemn duty to look out for their Christian brothers and sisters and not 

stand by as they committed themselves to hellfire. Indeed, this duty was considered so strong 

that it would be a sign of uncaring to treat dissenters’ resistance as sufficient reason to back 

down. If people truly cared for one another, they would go to great and uncomfortable extremes 

to save each other from damnation.93 

It was under this rationale that Christians resorted to now infamous enforcement 

mechanisms to bring their neighbors back to the light. The institutions of inquisition were 

harsh,94 but their proponents considered them therapeutic and necessary, believing that failing 

                                                
 
93 Be. Kaplan 2007, pp. 25-26. 
94 On the other hand, Benjamin Kaplan observes that in the era before liberalism’s rise, brutal 
punishments were commonplace for even minor crimes. Hence, their application to heretics should not 
be exaggerated. Of the death penalty in particular, he writes, “we must remember that in the world we 
are considering it was the punishment prescribed for crimes as minor as petty theft. Heretics should be 
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to employ them would breach a duty of care. As Augustine of Hippo had explained over a 

millennium earlier: 

…a doctor is troublesome to a raging madman and a father to an undisciplined 

son, the former by tying him down, the latter by beating him, but both because 

they act out of love. If, however, they neglect them and permit them to perish, 

this false gentleness is in fact cruel. After all, the horse and the mule…resist with 

bites and kicks human beings who treat their wounds in order to heal them, and 

human beings are often put in danger from their teeth and hoofs and at times 

injured. But they still do not abandon them until they have brought them back to 

health by painful and tormenting medical interventions. How much more should 

one human being not abandon another, how much more should one brother not 

abandon another, lest he perish for eternity! For, once he has been corrected, he 

can understand what a great benefit he received when he was complaining of 

suffering persecution.95 

Heretical citizens endangered their neighbors more directly as well. If they succeeding 

in convincing others to share their views, heretics could consign otherwise upstanding people 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
executed, argued Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century, since they were guilty of an offense far 
greater than others, such as forgery, for which criminals were routinely executed” (2007, p. 28). 
95 Augustine [417] 2004, p. 183. It is worth noting that Augustine and others did not ground the case for 
coercing sinners in the idea that the use of force would directly cause them to embrace true religion. As 
members of a formerly persecuted faith, Christians had synthesized powerful arguments against the 
propriety—and, indeed, the possibility—of compelling faith. Yet even if religion could not be imposed, 
many Christians were nevertheless convinced that it could be helped along. As Augustine had observed, 
“it has benefited many, as we have found and continue to find by experience, to be first forced by fear or 
pain so that later they may be instructed” (ibid., p. 191). Here the idea was that coercion could be 
employed to force consideration of arguments in favor of true religious views, at which point the power of 
correct arguments would lead heretics to embrace the truth on their own. 



 
 

43 

to damnation. Moreover, even if citizens did not come to embrace misguided doctrines 

themselves, the mere act of tolerating heresy was a kind of “participation” in the sin. 

Communities that tolerated heretics risked divine retribution in this life and the next.96 It was 

therefore unthinkable to allow heresy to go unmolested. Far more sensible was to seek the 

reformation of dissenters or, at the very least, their expulsion from the community.97 As Saint 

Jerome had once recommended: 

Cut off the decayed flesh, expel the mangy sheep from the fold, lest the whole 

house, the whole paste, the whole body, the whole flock, burn, perish, rot, die. 

Arius was but one spark in Alexandria, but as that spark was not at once put out, 

the whole earth was laid waste by its flame.98 

Interestingly, views like these were not confined to Catholics whose beliefs had long 

held sway over Christendom. Protestants, too, saw religious unity as a precondition for a 

flourishing political society.99 Although they realized that achieving this might require conflict 

and even violence, the value of vindicating the true doctrine of Christianity made these costs 

                                                
 
96 Be. Kaplan 2007, pp. 69-70. 
97 Zagorin observes that the New Testament provides explicit support for dissociation in a way that it 
never does for overt coercion (2003, p. 19). The use of force to correct heresy emerged only after 
Christianity was embraced by Constantine and “became itself a persecutor in the prohibition of paganism 
and heresy” (ibid., p. 22). 
98 Quoted in Aquinas [1485] 2007, p. 1220. 
99 As Benjamin Kaplan explains, as of the 1550s “Reformed Protestantism had joined Lutheran and 
Catholic camps in approving the execution of heretics. Intolerance was henceforth the official teaching of 
all Europe’s governmentally sanctioned churches. Not only was it practiced, it was declared a good thing 
and toleration bad” (2007, p. 21). 
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worth bearing. As Martin Luther put it, “One must either despair of peace and tranquillity or 

else deny the Word.”100  

Views like these raise the question of how liberalism could have emerged in the first 

place. Why did Christians embrace liberal institutions and norms when this would predictably 

frustrate the ascendancy of true religion, allow heresy to persist in the body politic, and 

potentially consign the whole community to eternal damnation? The simple answer is that they 

did not, and indeed, they could not.101 In order for liberalism to succeed, something had to 

change about the way religious groups understood their moral circumstances. 

Fortunately, something did change. Driven partly by the theological urgings of liberal 

theorists themselves—and partly by their interminable, seesawing conflicts with one 

another102—European Christians began to reexamine their foundational beliefs. What they 

discovered was a variety of justifications for toleration and peace that they could reconcile with 

                                                
 
100 Luther [1520] 1914. Elsewhere, Luther adds, “The discord, dissension, and disturbance produced by 
God’s word are blessed events. With them a true faith begins and struggles against false faith. Suffering 
and persecution also begin again, as does the true nature of the Christian people” ([1521] 1970, p. 133). 
Natalie Davis elaborates, “For Protestant zealots, the purging of the priestly ‘vermin’ promised the 
creation of a new kind of unity within the body social, all the tighter because false gods and monkish 
sects would no longer divide it. Relations within the social order would be purer, too, for lewdness and 
love of gain would be limited” (1973, p. 60). 
101 For a disturbingly levelheaded rejection of Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration driven by concerns like 
these, see Proast 1690. 
102 As Benjamin Kaplan extensively documents, many Christian communities responded to conflicts by 
developing practices that prevented violence but did not explicitly license the practice of divergent faiths. 
For example, some left dissenters alone if they worshipped outside of city walls or national borders (2007, 
ch. 6). Others “neglected to notice” clandestine churches in their midst (ibid., ch. 7). Kaplan suggests that 
such practices were critical in helping early-modern Christians to acclimate to practices of peaceful 
coexistence without explicitly endorsing them: “If toleration had depended on friendly acceptance of 
other religions, if it had required an acknowledgment that people had a right to believe and worship as 
they pleased, there would have been precious little of it in early modern Europe. Paradoxically, for 
coexistence to be peaceful, it had to be compatible with confessional antagonisms and take them into 
account” (ibid., p. 218). 
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their faith. Christians came to see themselves not as enforcers of “God’s honor”103 but as 

charitable neighbors bound together by love.104 They began to distinguish between hatred of 

ideas and hatred of the people who subscribed to them.105 And they slowly backed away from 

the idea that dissent was an inherently public act that implicated and endangered the whole 

community.106 As these new ideas took hold in religious communities, liberals’ political 

outlooks became immediately more palatable.107 Liberalism no longer seemed to require citizens 

to suppress their convictions in the name of coexistence: instead, it simply asked them to honor 

their own views.108 

One important consequence of this feature of liberalism’s emergence is that its defenders 

never had to show how a liberal order could accommodate Christians’ original beliefs. In other 

words, liberalism did not succeed by demonstrating how liberal institutions and norms could 

                                                
 
103 Zagorin 2003, pp. 80-81. 
104 Be. Kaplan 2007, pp. 251-252. 
105 Ibid., pp. 262-263. 
106 Initially, this shift was achieved through practices that prohibited public dissent while allowing it to 
persist unmolested in private. As Benjamin Kaplan explains, “the distinction in early modern Europe 
between public and private worship was as much cultural fiction as it was social reality. It was a story 
that enabled Europeans to accommodate dissent without confronting it directly, to tolerate knowingly 
what they could not bring themselves to accept fully. If preserved a public semblance of religious unity, 
and thus contained the threat of religious conflict. It allowed people to go on living as if civic and sacral 
community were still one and the same. This was patently a fiction, and was recognized as such. The 
Dutch spoke of ‘looking through the fingers’; the metaphor captures the self-imposed character of the 
blindness as well as its incompleteness” (ibid., pp. 194-195. In time, however, it became possible for Locke 
to claim without irony that religious misguidedness was as personal a matter as deciding how to plant 
one’s fields or spend one’s money (Locke [1689a] 1824, p. 22)—a view that even many Christians of his 
own time still considered absurd (Be. Kaplan 2007, pp. 70-71).  
107 Zagorin summarizes: “Instead of the age-old assumption that it is right and justifiable to maintain 
religious unity by force and to kill heretics and dissenters if necessary, the opposite assumption came to 
prevail that it is wrong and unjustifiable to use force and to kill in the cause of religion, and, moreover, 
that religious toleration and freedom are morally and politically desirable and should be given effect in 
laws and institutions” (2003, p. 3). 
108 Zagorin 2003. For exploration of the emergence of these ideas in Britain, see Gill 2006. 
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cohere with Christians’ radical religious commitments. Rather, it succeeded by transforming 

those commitments in ways that made them easier to reconcile with toleration and peace.  

The challenge posed by radical green perspectives simply re-exposes this original gap. 

Like radical greens, Reformation-era Christians believed that dissenters’ views and actions 

contained seeds of disaster. Like radical greens, they also held that acceptable outcomes were 

only possible through the political ascendancy of their own views. Given these beliefs, liberal 

institutions and norms appeared unattractive to Reformation-era Christians just as they do to 

contemporary greens. These problems are as old as liberalism itself. 

2.5. Recasting Greens’ Commitments 

The experience of the Reformation suggests a straightforward strategy for resolving the 

challenge posed by radical green perspectives. This would be to convince greens that they are 

mistaken about their circumstances and, in fact, liberal arrangements are not a threat after all. 

Several possibilities exist for producing such a shift. For example, greens could be convinced 

that they are mistaken about the empirical facts surrounding environmental issues, thus 

undermining the rationales for the societal transformations they seek. Scientific discoveries 

might raise new doubts about whether an ecological crisis looms; affordable “clean” 

technologies for production, transportation, and electricity generation could emerge, 

precipitating a global economic revolution; or international negotiators could stage a diplomatic 

miracle and embrace sweeping reforms within existing democratic institutions. Developments 

like these would deprive green critiques of much of their bite, enabling liberals to cast radical 

proposals as unreasonable responses to remaining disappointments. 
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Changes in greens’ moral outlooks could yield similar effects. As we have seen, green 

perspectives feature controversial ideas about nature’s moral status, the requirements of human 

flourishing, and the appropriate responses to uncertainty. Weakening or abandoning these 

commitments would reduce the appeal of radical green reforms. Like Christians who no longer 

saw toleration as incompatible with their religions, greens might have an easier time embracing 

liberalism if they saw themselves as, say, mostly committed to protecting widely recognized 

human interests against proven, immediate dangers (and not so committed to protecting 

nonhuman nature against distant, low probability events). 

Some liberal writers have explicitly encouraged greens to move in such directions, 

challenging their premises and lauding more moderate environmentalist views. According to 

Sagoff, for example, many of greens’ most dire predictions—especially concerning the 

“unsustainability” of current consumption patterns—are baseless, and acting on them would be 

counterproductive.109 In his view, the lack of attention to green jeremiads in environmental 

politics is a reflection of their argumentative merits: 

Environmentalism today embraces an authoritarian, secular, scientistic, 

collectivist, elitist, anti-democratic, cosmopolitan, querulous intellectualism, that 

is, a kind of anti-Americanism. The problem is not that environmentalism of this 

sort is dead. The problem is that it deserves to die.110 

                                                
 
109 As Sagoff puts it, “These misconceptions could turn into self-fulfilling prophecies if we believed 
them—and if we therefore failed to make the kinds of investments and reforms that have improved 
standards of living in most of the world” (2008, p. 116). He believes these needed investments and 
reforms would aim largely at increasing consumption, especially among the global poor. 
110 Ibid., p. 207. 
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Sagoff grants that some green concerns are genuinely important and, indeed, shared by the vast 

majority of Americans.111 However, as he portrays them, these have more to do with protecting 

treasured American landscapes and species than forestalling an ecological catastrophe.112 

If green views were reshaped in line with Sagoff’s recommendations, it would become 

easier to see how a liberal order could accommodate even the most passionate greens. Such 

perspectives would seem unlikely to generate problems of ideological divisiveness. Rather, they 

would make the green movement look just like “other ideological groups, including advocates 

of education, the sciences, the arts, disarmament, peace, and so on,” as Sagoff suggests.113 

Recasting green perspectives thus offers a potentially elegant solution to the challenge 

posed by green radicalism. Green perspectives are inconvenient for liberalism only because they 

contain beliefs and convictions that are hard to square with traditional liberal institutions and 

norms. If greens would simply revise those commitments, they could join the ranks of those 

who accept existing arrangements as more or less legitimate (while nevertheless complaining 

about them), and the liberal dream of peaceful coexistence would be safe once more. 

This sort of approach may prove fruitful in coming years, as it did in the aftermath of 

the Reformation. Yet given liberalism’s outward commitments to diversity and toleration, there 

is something unpalatable about the insistence that certain views have no place in a liberal order, 

                                                
 
111 Ibid., p. 61. 
112 Ibid., chs. 8-9. 
113 Sagoff 1986, p. 784. These points are echoed in the way Sagoff presents his broader views about 
environmental politics. At one point, Sagoff contends that some issues are so “knotty” and “fraught with 
passion” that they are best excluded from the political agenda, as with matters concerning religion (2008, 
pp. 41-42). However, Sagoff never explicitly connects this point to his discussion of how environmentally 
concerned citizens should conduct their advocacy. Since Sagoff’s preferred conception of the green 
position is so far from the one we have been discussing here, there is little reason for him to draw the 
parallel between green perspectives and religious ones that I have been exploring in this chapter.  
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and citizens holding such views should abandon them. This discomfort might be minimal when 

dealing with doctrines we can easily see as “not only irrational but mad and aggressive,” to 

steal a phrase from Rawls.114 However, greens—even radical ones—are generally not violent 

megalomaniacs bent on subjugating others to their wills. They are conscientious citizens who 

see their civilizations heading toward catastrophe and genuinely believe that the only solutions 

are extreme ones. If liberals’ only response to such concerns were that they are misguided, then 

greens would rightly see liberalism as a kind of hostile, sectarian doctrine built on opposition to 

their own, and not the open, inclusive tradition it has historically sought to be.115 

Furthermore, liberals have commonly made it a point of pride that their theories are not 

simply exercises in pie-in-the-sky idealizing: rather, they offer efficacious responses to the 

challenges societies face in the real world. According to their defenders, liberal societies do not 

depend for their success on a specific, narrow set of societal conditions. Nor do they require that 

the political leaders of the moment to be virtuous, visionary, and wise. Liberal institutions are 

supposed to be “robust” enough to handle difficult conditions, most notably including those 

posed by humans’ characteristically limited knowledge and beneficence.116 Yet greens’ critiques 

                                                
 
114 Rawls [1993] 2005, pp. 152-153. In Rawls’ view, liberals confronted with such perspectives must simply 
reconcile themselves to “the practical task of containing them—like war and disease—so that they do not 
overturn political justice” (ibid., p. 64, n. 19). 
115 Jonathan Quong has denied that liberals should feel bound to appeal to citizens who are unwilling to 
embrace the liberal paradigm. In his view, the proper task of a liberal political theory is to explain how a 
liberal community could justify its enactments to citizens who are wholly committed to liberalism (2011, 
ch. 5). In my view, however, John Rawls is right when he suggests that liberals should treat attacks on 
citizens’ substantive beliefs as a strategy of last resort ([1993] 2005, pp. 59-60, 152). For extended 
responses to Quong along the lines of the view favored here, see Gaus 2012; Vallier 2014b; Van 
Schoelandt 2015. 
116 See, e.g., Boettke and Leeson 2004; Leeson and Subrick 2006; Pennington 2011. As Ryan Muldoon 
writes of his own approach to liberal theorizing, “Though I tend to agree with liberal premises, I don’t 
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proceed largely from the claim that liberal societies cannot handle the ecological circumstances 

we actually face. Insofar as liberals refuse to confront such allegations head on, they leave open 

the possibility greens are right: if our ecological predicament is especially dire, liberalism may 

be nothing more than a high-minded suicide pact, soothing adherents with visions of harmony 

while ultimately destroying the planet. 

These considerations speak in favor of formulating a defense of liberalism that addresses 

greens on their own terms. Of course, insofar as radical greens are mistaken about important 

factual or ethical matters, these errors should be corrected. However, I proceed in the remainder 

of this dissertation on the assumption that greens’ concerns cannot be dismissed. I argue that 

even if green’s fears prove justified, liberalism can be vindicated all the same. 

2.6. Conclusion 

The positions staked out by radical greens are undeniably extreme. But if liberalism is to 

be the open, robust paradigm its defenders have portrayed it to be, then liberals cannot be 

satisfied simply to repudiate greens and insist they change their views. Rather, liberals should 

search for a way to appeal to greens on green terms and show why radicalism is unwarranted 

even when facing an ecological crisis.  

Fortunately, the prospects for such a case are bolstered by a crucial respect in which 

radical green perspectives differ from Reformation-era Christianity. As we have seen, early-

modern Christians believed that confronting and eliminating rival views was intrinsically 

required to prevent calamity. In the battle for human souls, the political ascendancy of the one 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
think the strength of the liberal argument is demonstrated by assuming liberalism is true. What I take to 
be a great virtue of this approach is that we come to discover which sets of principles work in practice, 
and as we do, we better understand why these principles succeed” (2016, p. 117). 
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true faith was considered conceptually necessary for practical success. However, the same is not 

true of greens. Green radicalism is rooted in the idea that extreme measures are instrumentally 

necessary to forestall an ecological crisis. Greens reject liberalism not because they are 

inherently opposed to its ideals or because they believe their views must be enshrined as 

gospel, but rather because they cannot see how the perpetuation of liberalism could be anything 

but catastrophic. 

This means liberals can address greens in a way that would not have made sense in the 

context of Reformation-era conflicts. Liberals can show that, given the circumstances greens 

face, there is little to gain from efforts to transform civilizations to align with green views. 

Indeed, they can argue, the likely consequences of a liberal approach to political life would be at 

least as good as any alternative. Such a response would appeal to greens from within their own 

worldviews, avoiding the need to ground liberalism on the repudiation of green beliefs. Let us 

therefore turn to developing this line of argument. 
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3. Questioning the Promise of Green Radicalism 

Suppose for the sake of discussion that greens are right about the circumstances we face: 

humanity is on the brink of catastrophe, and liberal societies will unlikely respond with 

appropriate resolve. Given the stakes, it seems reasonable to conclude—as many greens have—

that concerned citizens should stop at nothing to ensure needed reforms. Yet despite this 

urgency, many green theorists have sought solutions to our ecological predicament that would 

not abolish the most attractive elements of liberalism. Green writings describe political societies 

built not on subjugation but rather around rich deliberation, communal autonomy, and the free 

adoption of green ideas. The arrangements greens describe diverge from those favored by 

liberals, including by entrenching explicitly green ideas in the foundations of the political order. 

But they are less illiberal than non-liberal, and—if successful—they might be thought to preserve 

many of the political values liberals seek to protect. 

I will argue in this chapter, however, that green proposals in this strain share a serious 

weakness. Intense controversy over green ideas is not a passing phase, and these accounts 

struggle to show how greens can ensure the achievement of their ends despite opponents’ 

resistance. Ultimately, I will claim, these accounts do not so much resolve greens’ problems with 

liberalism as assume them away.  

Concerns like these set the stage for a proposition that is both alarming and seductive. 

According to some, the prospect of ecological catastrophe means that greens should set aside 

dreams of democratic transformations in favor of an authoritarian approach. In their views, 

liberal traditions of strong rights and liberties, democratic procedures, and constitutionally 

limited governments are untenable in circumstances like ours. If possible, they claim, greens 
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should seize control of the political apparatus and impose needed reforms over opponents’ 

dissent. As Douglas Torgerson explains: 

The authoritarian response gathers credibility from the contention that liberal 

democracies have become too democratic for their own good. What is needed, 

from this perspective, is a concentration of power able to overcome resistance 

from an undisciplined populace and impose a coherent strategy for the common 

good.117 

“Eco-authoritarian” positions initially appeared in the 1970s through the writings of 

Robert Heilbroner and William Ophuls,118 and we will see that calls for authoritarian responses 

to environmental problems continue today.119 Unsurprisingly, contemporary intellectuals have 

largely dismissed such views, especially since the collapse of the Soviet Union and widespread 

failure of planned economies during the 1980s. Indeed, even early eco-authoritarians like 

Heilbroner and Ophuls have distanced themselves from their authoritarian arguments in more 

recent writings.120  

                                                
 
117 Torgerson 2008, pp. 18-19. 
118 For as long as eco-authoritarianism has been a topic of discussion, Garrett Hardin has been cited as 
another one of its early proponents (see, e.g., Orr and Hill 1978; Holsworth 1979; Leeson 1979; Dryzek 
1987, pp. 90-91; Walker 1988; Dryzek 1997, pp. 31-33; Dryzek and Stevenson 2011, p. 1865). However, this 
classification is misguided. Hardin clearly identified as a potential solution to the “tragedy of the 
commons” a private enterprise system based on well-defined property rights. In his view, this sort of 
system was just as worthy of consideration as government administration and clearly appropriate for 
certain contexts (1968, p. 1245; 1972, pp. 110-111). Hardin also discussed at considerable length the 
hazards of relying on administrators without a clear understanding of how they would be monitored and 
held accountable (1968, pp. 1245-1246; 1972, ch. 16). His position seems to have been that a purely 
property-based regime would not likely be capable of effectively governing all common-pool resource 
systems, and thus public administrators would need to play some role in filling the gaps. This is hardly 
an authoritarian position; in fact, most liberal commentators embrace similar views. 
119 E.g., Shearman and Smith 2007; Friedman 2009a; Beeson 2010. 
120 Heilbroner 1991, pp. 111-121; Ophuls and Boyan 1992, pp. 312-314. 



 
 

54 

However, prevailing hostility to authoritarian perspectives has masked important 

developments in the eco-authoritarian view. Today’s eco-authoritarians no longer advocate the 

centralized planning of society. They simply think that green governments should seize the 

power to carry out public programs and intervene in citizens’ activities without having to abide 

by individual rights and democratic demands. 

The new eco-authoritarians take their cues primarily from the People’s Republic of 

China, which has abandoned economic central planning while retaining authoritarian power 

over its citizens. They believe that if governments built on the Chinese model could be directed 

toward addressing our ecological crisis, they would be able to do so in the face of public 

resistance much more effectively than liberal democracies. Transitioning to authoritarian 

systems of government would come with important costs, of course. However, given the 

catastrophe on the horizon, authoritarianism is presented as humanity’s best available option. 

Eco-authoritarianism is plainly an extreme stance. Yet in the context of this dissertation, 

it takes on special significance for its seeming potential to overcome the obstacles raised by 

disagreement with greens’ views. If many of greens’ more moderate proposals offer dubious 

advantages over liberalism in the face of dissent—as I will argue below—eco-authoritarianism 

offers hope that greens have at least one option for averting disaster, unsettling as it may be. 

Greens may seek to develop better options for achieving their ends, but eco-authoritarianism 

could nevertheless provide valuable “proof of concept” for their transformative ambitions. 

In the pages to come, I confront eco-authoritarianism on its own terms in order to 

analyze its merits as an alternative to liberalism. I argue that although previous attacks have 

failed to conclusively undermine the view, eco-authoritarianism ultimately flounders on a 
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choice between the administrative effectiveness needed to achieve green aims and the ability to 

impose unpopular measures that motivates authoritarianism in the first place. These difficulties 

offer an important lesson for would-be societal transformers. In a world where many do not—

and will not—embrace green views, greens cannot hope to solve their problems by simply 

becoming more extreme and uncompromising. Ultimately, I contend, opposition and dissent 

present serious challenges for any attempt to guarantee green outcomes. 

3.1. In Search of Green Democracy 

Whatever merits eco-authoritarianism may seem to have, most greens have advocated 

moving in a very different direction. Typically, they have proposed to remedy liberalism’s 

faults through emancipatory, democratic means—by transforming worldviews, reshaping 

community structures, and enriching public deliberations.121 In the early literature of the green 

movement, such proposals were unapologetically anarchical, vaunting decentralization122 and 

“bioregionalism”123 as appropriate pathways to achieving green ends. More recently, greens 

have begun to integrate similar ideas into non-anarchic political theories that pursue needed 

transformations within a morally driven, community-focused, and robustly deliberative state.124 

Underlying most such proposals is the supposition that authentic, autonomous, and 

politically engaged communities could mitigate the contentiousness that now burdens 

environmental politics, whether through improvements in education, examples of green 

                                                
 
121 As Jim Dodge describes it, a successful green program would involve “a decentralized, self-
determined mode of social organization; a culture predicated upon biological integrities and acting in 
respectful accord; and a society which honors and abets the spiritual development of its members” 
([1981] 1990, p. 10). 
122 E.g., Goldsmith et al. 1972; Naess 1973. 
123 E.g., Berg and Dasmann [1978] 1990; Sale 1985. 
124 E.g., Eckersley 2004. 
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successes, or open conversation and debate. Some greens carry these ideas to utopian extremes, 

imagining societies where all embrace green ideas and are motivated to act single-mindedly on 

their bases.125 Others recognize that some disagreement is inevitable, but believe it can be 

accommodated without derailing green efforts.126 

Even when green visionaries acknowledge the likelihood of diversity, they rarely 

imagine that their sought-after communities would harbor intransigent opponents like the ones 

greens currently face. For example, Robyn Eckersley’s The Green State acknowledges that “the 

green movement faces considerable resistance from a variety of social actors and organizations 

whose material interests and/or political ideals are threatened by the case for a more 

ecologically sustainable society and economy.”127 To achieve needed transformations, Eckersley 

writes, green communities would need to “subject this resistance to critical scrutiny, to test its 

                                                
 
125 Peter Berg and Raymond Dasmann, for example, describe communities in which citizens “want to fit 
into the place [in which they live], which requires preserving the place to fit into. Their most basic goals 
are to restore and maintain watersheds, topsoil, and native species, elements of obvious necessity for in-
place existence… Their aims might include developing contemporary bioregional cultures that celebrate 
the continuity of life where they live, and new region-to-region forms of participation with other cultures 
based on our mutuality as a species in the planetary biosphere” ([1978] 1990, p. 37). Goldsmith et al. 
likewise insist that a rich appreciation of ecological necessities “must be central to the philosophy of the 
stable society, and must permeate all our thinking” (1972, p. 165). 
126 For example, Kirkpatrick Sale writes, “Because it is basic to the bioregional ideal of diversity that we 
take people as they are and insist on letting them behave in their diverse ways in their own separate 
habitats, there is no need or desire to remold them all to some imaginative and impossible design. 
Bioregionalism does require a certain amount of shifting of attitudes and rethinking of premises…and a 
rough sort of common understanding of the bedrock Gaean truths; but nothing wrenching, really, 
nothing more than the wisdom of our forebears and the experience of our predecessors. To come to know 
one’s region, to understand its ecological imperatives, to appreciate certain basic Gaean principles is so 
simple and organic a process that it is available, one has to believe, to any person open to it. Once that is 
understood, there is any amount of other sorts of knowledge and lore—or even miseducation and 
misunderstanding—that can be added on, any tenet or religion or ideology, permitting again the 
diversity of thought requisite for a diverse planet” (1985, p. 179). 
127 Eckersley 2004, p. 247. 
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legitimacy in unconstrained public forums.”128 No doubt the holders of contrary views would 

be reluctant to assent to such interrogations. Hence, Eckersley allows that greens might need to 

consider “enlisting the public power of the state to ensure that powerful social actors—

including corporate executives, scientists, politicians, and bureaucrats—are publicly made to 

listen and publicly made to respond to community ecological grievances by, say, being called 

before public hearings.”129  

Ultimately, Eckersley suggests that genuine opposition to the overarching green 

program would collapse under the weight of examination. Of her opponents’ premises, she 

writes, “It is difficult to see how these dogmas would survive critical scrutiny in a genuinely 

free communication-community in the present ecological age.”130 Indeed, the only reason such 

views have survived as long as they have is that liberal democracies have effectively been 

“sheltering these articles of faith from further critical questioning.”131 Once green societies bring 

about richer and more authentic modes of communication, then, the most serious obstacles 

posed by dissenters views will disappear. 

For the sake of discussion, it can be allowed that if greens could peacefully and stably 

eliminate opposition through education, example, and debate, then liberals would have little 

basis for dissuading greens from reshaping societies around their views. Yet this concession 

grants little about the world greens actually inhabit. As John Rawls has aptly observed, when 

                                                
 
128 Ibid. 
129 Ibid., p. 157. 
130 Ibid., p. 108. On the flip side, when it comes to the thoroughgoing political transformations that she 
herself proposes, Eckersley writes, “[I]ndeed, it is difficult to argue that they are undesirable” (ibid., p. 
198). 
131 Ibid., p. 242. 
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citizens are free to reason for themselves, it is all but inevitable that “a diversity of conflicting 

and irreconcilable—and what’s more, reasonable—comprehensive doctrines will come about 

and persist if such diversity does not already obtain.”132 There is little reason to think that this 

diversity would hew to the boundaries of what greens consider more or less correct. On the 

contrary, it seems all but certain that the free, open communities that greens prescribe would 

provide fertile grounds for the persistence—and reemergence—of worldviews that conflict with 

their own. 

Education, example, and debate might suffice to elevate greens’ views to hegemony in a 

world where opposition reflected clear epistemic or ethical defects. But in the world we actually 

live in, it is ridiculous to present environmental conflicts as, say, “a struggle between the 

bioregional forces (who represent intelligence, excellence, and care) and the forces of 

heartlessness (who represent a greed so lifeless and forsaken it can’t even pass as ignorance).”133 

Disagreement—strident, reasoned, steadfast disagreement—about the future of the planet must 

be taken as a basic fact in any serious green effort to respond to our ecological predicament. By 

indulging in dreams where opponents are simply wished away, greens stipulate out of 

existence the very obstacles that make liberalism frustrating to their ends. 

Once persistent disagreement is allowed back into the picture, the practical power of 

greens’ visionary proposals becomes dubious. Green exponents of emancipatory, democratic, 

and community-oriented political theories struggle to show how their proposals could ensure 

green outcomes in the face of opposition. In fact, the very political empowerment and 

                                                
 
132 Rawls [1993] 2005, p. 36. 
133 Dodge [1981] 1990, p. 10. 
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communal autonomy these proposals seek to expand offer powerful tools for combatting green 

efforts in practice. It is with problems like these in mind that Robert Goodin writes: 

To advocate democracy is to advocate procedures, to advocate environmentalism 

is to advocate substantive outcomes: what guarantee can we have that the former 

procedures will always yield the latter sorts of outcomes? More generally, how 

can we guarantee that localized, or nonviolent, action will always best protect the 

global environment?134 

3.2. The Turn to Authoritarianism 

Some greens have responded to concerns like these by giving up on peaceful, 

democratic solutions in favor of authoritarianism. In its original form as articulated by Robert 

Heilbroner and William Ophuls, eco-authoritarianism was a response to three core intuitions: 1) 

The impending ecological crisis will be attributable to unchecked autonomy in a world 

characterized by ecological limits; 2) Societies governed by democratic institutions will 

systematically fail to impose needed constraints on themselves; and 3) A more effective 

response can be mounted if those who understand what needs to be done are empowered to act 

without public approval. 

The first of these intuitions—that the impending crisis is attributable to excessive 

autonomy—is easy to understand. Given the presence of ecological limits on human activity, it 

is clear that if people are allowed to contribute freely to environmental problems and this 

privilege is exercised to a large enough degree, then the result will be “the ruin of all” just as in 
                                                
 
134 Goodin 1992, p. 168. It is worth noting that Goodin does not here intend to dispense with democracy in 
the name of guarantees. His point is simply to highlight an internal tension in the views that greens have 
unreflectively endorsed. 
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Garrett Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons.135 Directly invoking Hardin, William Ophuls 

contended that “the metaphor for the commons is not merely an assertion of man’s ultimate 

dependence on the ecological life-support systems of the planet, but an accurate description of 

the current human predicament.”136 His recommendation thus mirrored Hardin’s: impose 

constraints on individual liberty.137 

The need for limitations as such did not clinch the case for authoritarianism, since 

needed constraints could conceivably be adopted voluntarily or democratically. Yet Heilbroner 

and Ophuls doubted that societies of free individuals would be able to successfully limit their 

own behavior. They offered a variety of reasons for this view, but two themes were recurrent. 

First, they claimed that the citizens of democratic societies would be too incompetent, myopic, 

and downright recalcitrant to willingly set aside their narrow short-term interests and embrace 

necessary collective actions.138 Second, because averting the ecological crisis would require a 

slowing of economic growth, they expected an explosion of internal conflict over the 

distribution of remaining rights and benefits that would be too messy for democracies to 

handle.139 

                                                
 
135 Hardin 1968, p. 1244. 
136 Ophuls 1977, p. 147. Where Ophuls refers explicitly to Hardin’s analysis, Heilbroner ascribes ecological 
problems more centrally to the modes of thinking endemic to industrialized societies. He argues that 
industrialization tends to produce environmental degradation because it conditions citizens to think in 
terms of profits and losses rather than the rhythms of nature (1974, pp. 76-78). Although this analysis is 
subtly different from Hardin’s, it is consistent with Hardin’s focus on the actions of those who “behave 
only as independent, rational, free-enterprisers” (Hardin 1968, p. 1246). 
137 Ophuls 1977, pp. 155-156. 
138 Heilbroner 1974, p. 136; Ophuls 1977, pp. 160-162, 179-180. 
139 Heilbroner 1974, pp. 86-89; Ophuls 1977, pp. 186-188. 
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These dynamics implied that even when intelligent, informed onlookers could clearly 

see a need for action, it would still be difficult to respond decisively in a liberal democratic 

system. In eco-authoritarians’ eyes, the only viable option would be to put unilateral decision-

making power into the hands of expert officials who could implement and enforce needed 

changes. As Heilbroner put it, “the passage through the gauntlet ahead may be possible only 

under governments capable of rallying obedience far more effectively than would be possible in 

a democratic setting. If the issue for mankind is survival, such governments may be 

unavoidable, even necessary.”140 Ophuls was even more emphatic: 

…scarcity in general erodes the material basis for the relatively benign 

individualistic and democratic politics characteristic of the modern industrial 

era; ecological scarcity in particular seems to engender overwhelming pressures 

toward political systems that are frankly authoritarian by current standards, for 

there seems to be no other way to check competitive overexploitation of 

resources and to assure competent direction of a complex society’s affairs in 

accord with steady-state imperatives. Leviathan may be mitigated, but not 

evaded.141 

In the political structures envisioned by Heilbroner and Ophuls, governments would 

have unlimited control over whatever aspects of social life were implicated in producing the 

crisis.142 As Ophuls put it, the civilization’s future would be entrusted to “a class of ecological 

                                                
 
140 Heilbroner 1974, p. 110. 
141 Ophuls 1977, p. 163. 
142 Heilbroner 1974, pp. 129-136; Ophuls 1977, pp. 159-164. 
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mandarins who possess the esoteric knowledge needed to run it well.”143 Both writers were 

eager to stress the importance of preserving as much liberty as possible within such regimes,144 

even suggesting it could eventually be possible for authoritarianism to give way to more 

equitable and democratic systems.145 Yet desiderata like freedom, justice, and public 

participation were ultimately treated as luxuries that might be unaffordable to societies facing 

disaster. Given the stakes, Heilbroner and Ophuls argued that even our most cherished rights 

and principles would need to be reexamined in order to ensure survival.146 

In its way, this early eco-authoritarian position made sense. If we grant that an 

ecological crisis is being caused by excessive autonomy, that liberal democracies will 

systematically fail to constrain themselves adequately, and that authoritarian governments can 

avert catastrophe through enlightened central planning, then the comparative appeal of 

authoritarianism seems clear.147 The position’s critical weakness, however, was its assumption 

that authoritarian central planning is a practically superior alternative. This premise was 

quickly challenged in the academic literature by critics who doubted whether authoritarian 

governments could navigate ecological challenges while also coping with their own vast size 

                                                
 
143 Ophuls 1977, p. 163. 
144 Heilbroner 1974, pp. 137-138; Ophuls 1977, pp. 162-163. 
145 Heilbroner 1974, pp. 138-142; Ophuls 1977, ch. 8. Ophuls in particular hopes that a “fundamental 
transformation of worldview” might produce a smooth transition to sustainable governance that would 
falsify his dismal prognosis (1977, p. 223). 
146 Heilbroner 1974, pp. 135-136; Ophuls 1977, p. 244. 
147 David Orr and Stuart Hill emphasize a hidden fourth premise: that we have no viable alternatives 
besides liberal democracy and eco-authoritarianism (1978, p. 461). For now, I will set this point aside in 
order to focus on the question of whether eco-authoritarianism offers a bona fide improvement over 
liberal democracy from a green point of view. Since I will deny this, it is less important whether eco-
authoritarianism is the best version of the radical green position. 
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and complexity.148 Bigger blows, however, came from the failures of real-world experiments 

with centralized authoritarianism. With the disintegration of the Soviet Union and 

thoroughgoing reform of the People’s Republic of China, it became untenable to advocate 

centralized authoritarianism as the solution to any problem, never mind one requiring highly 

complex and coordinated actions by public agents.  

Within a few years, pessimism about the prospects for comprehensive central planning 

entered discussions of eco-authoritarianism through the work of critics like John Dryzek, Robert 

Paehlke, and Douglas Torgerson,149 as well as that of the original eco-authoritarians themselves. 

In a 1991 update to his Inquiry into the Human Prospect, Heilbroner acknowledged his and others’ 

“failures to appreciate fully the difficulties of running a centrally planned economy”150 and 

suggested that any feasible way forward would likely have to include some form of market 

organization.151 Ophuls also distanced himself from his earlier authoritarian claims, writing in 

1992: 

…given the appalling record of the administrative state in this century, the better 

solution is to be found in the other direction. We need a form of government that 

is effective in obliging humankind to live with its ecological means but that does 

not require us to erect an ecological Leviathan (which, as many of my critics 

rightly pointed out, simply would not work in the long run).152 

                                                
 
148 Orr and Hill 1978, pp. 461-464; Holsworth 1979, pp. 18-20; Jennings 1983, pp. 378-379. 
149 Dryzek 1987, ch. 8; Paehlke and Torgerson 1990; Dryzek 1992, pp. 23-26. 
150 Heilbroner 1991, p. 112. 
151 Ibid., pp. 117-121. 
152 Ophuls and Boyan 1992, p. 313. In looking back on the initial version of Ecology and the Politics of 
Scarcity, Ophuls claims that he was not calling for an ecological leviathan and insists that he had 
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By the close of the millennium, it had become clear that the inherent problems with 

central planning had rendered defunct the eco-authoritarianism of the 1970s. Dryzek eulogized, 

“the discourse never really got past the simplistic draconian authoritarianism of the 1970s 

survivalists.”153 Andrew Dobson, meanwhile, shrugged off the view as an aberration from “the 

early days of the contemporary environmental movement.”154 

3.3. Eco-Authoritarianism without Central Planning 

Despite these failures, recent years have seen several authors attempt to revive eco-

authoritarianism in response to a still-impending catastrophe. The key difference between the 

new versions of eco-authoritarianism and the originals has been their shift away from central 

planning in favor of an alternative model of authoritarianism patterned primarily after the 

People’s Republic of China. Although China has long since abandoned comprehensive planning 

as its main mode of economic organization, it has retained much of its authoritarian power over 

its citizenry. Moreover, the Chinese government has recently begun directing some of this 

power toward increasing environmental efficiency.155 

Impatience with the glacial pace of environmental reforms in liberal democracies has led 

some western greens to look ruefully eastward and wish their own nations would act with 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
recognized the problems with centrally planned systems (ibid., pp. 312-314). However, I am hesitant to 
accept this version of the story. In my view, a much more plausible reading interprets Ecology and the 
Politics of Scarcity through the lens of Ophuls’ 1973 essay, “Leviathan or Oblivion?” (1973). On this 
reconstruction, the Ophuls of 1977 saw reasons to be concerned about comprehensive planning and 
hoped it could be avoided, but believed a benign transition to a sustainable order was unlikely. A central 
power with “Hobbesian” authority would therefore have to be created at least as a transitional measure 
until more attractive arrangements could be devised. 
153 Dryzek 1997, p. 44. 
154 Dobson 2000, p. 114. 
155 Economy 2010. 
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more impunity. The Hoover Institution’s Ying Ma describes this emerging sentiment as a sort of 

“authoritarian chic”: 

Already, many…observers – pundits, government officials, and policy wonks – wish 

that Washington could push through climate change reforms in Chinese fashion. In their 

policy narrative, climate change demands rapid, large-scale solutions heavily subsidized 

by gargantuan government funding. Naturally, China’s government-led push to 

confront climate change evokes their awe and envy. After all, China’s climate agenda, 

unlike that in the United States, marches on unhindered by businesses that oppose 

policies that may hurt their bottom line, citizens who refuse to accept the prospect of job 

loss, skeptics who question the foundations and conclusions of climate science, or 

lawmakers who put the wellbeing of their districts, states, and constituents before the 

aspirations of global warming activists.156 

The recent eco-authoritarian revival offers a particularly blunt manifestation of this 

phenomenon. Thomas Friedman, for example, writes in The New York Times: 

One-party autocracy certainly has its drawbacks. But when it is led by a 

reasonably enlightened group of people, as China is today, it can also have great 

advantages. That one party can just impose the politically difficult but critically 

important policies needed to move a society forward in the 21st century. It is not 

                                                
 
156 Ma 2010, p. 40. 
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an accident that China is committed to overtaking us in electric cars, solar power, 

energy efficiency, batteries, nuclear power and wind power.157 

Some scholars of Chinese politics and economics have been similarly impressed by the 

possibilities embodied in China’s system of governance. Peter Hugh Nolan, for example, hopes 

that by carrying on in its current authoritarian path, “China’s own survival can contribute to 

global survival and sustainable development, by offering a beacon as an alternative to the US-

dominated drive toward global free market fundamentalism.”158 Mark Beeson likewise suggests 

that if ecological challenges become sufficiently dire, “good” authoritarian governments 

following the Chinese model “may become not only justifiable, but essential for the survival of 

humanity in anything approaching a civilized form.”159 

In The Climate Change Challenge and the Failure of Democracy, David Shearman and Joseph 

Wayne Smith take this line to its radical extreme, arguing that the prospect of catastrophic 

global climate change spells an end to democracy’s viability.160 Following the classic eco-

authoritarian formula, they contend that liberal democracies will systematically fail to resolve 

environmental problems because of the influences of selfish economic interest groups and 

consumption-hungry citizens on shortsighted politicians.161 The resulting crises, they claim, will 

inevitably require a shift to authoritarianism to maintain order.162 

                                                
 
157 Friedman 2009a. See also Friedman 2009b. 
158 Nolan 2005, p. 20. 
159 Beeson 2010, p. 289. 
160 Shearman and Smith 2007. It is worth noting that the authors are skeptical of the value of democracy 
even apart from the prospect of an ecological crisis, suggesting that some form of authoritarianism may 
align better with basic human nature (ibid., chs. 4-5). 
161 Ibid., pp. 91-96. 
162 Ibid., pp. 121-124. 



 
 

67 

Shearman and Smith acknowledge that central planning is unattractive as a solution to 

the failures of liberal democracies.163 They recommend a “firmly regulated” authoritarian 

alternative, citing as their model not China but the tiny island nation of Singapore.164 The 

authors acknowledge that Singapore’s policies have historically been driven primarily by 

economic rather than ecological imperatives, but they express virtual certainty that technocratic 

authoritarian governments like Singapore’s “could be developed to drive vital environmental 

outcomes in the interests of humanity’s future.”165 They even invoke Plato’s “ship of state” on 

the way to suggesting that a virtuous ruling class of “eco-elites” could be raised and educated 

within authoritarian regimes to provide guidance for ecologically challenged societies.166 

3.4. A Dubious Track Record 

As eco-authoritarianism has reemerged into contemporary environmental discourse, a 

number of scholars have begun to pay closer attention to the environmental and political 

performance of actual authoritarian societies. This scrutiny has revealed a mixed record 

including both important successes and significant shortfalls. Critics of China in particular have 

questioned the Communist Party’s ability to effectively implement and enforce its high-minded 

directives, noting that sometimes “being aggressive has no bearing on being effective.”167 

                                                
 
163 Ibid., p. 124. 
164 Ibid., pp. 124-126. 
165 Ibid., p. 126. 
166 Ibid., pp. 140-141. An earlier application of this metaphor can be found in Ophuls 1977, pp. 160-161. 
167 Lo 2010. See also Economy 2010, ch. 4; Ma 2010, pp. 41-42; Gilley 2012, pp. 295-299. 
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Similar reservations about the effectiveness of authoritarian environmental policies have been 

voiced in connection to regimes in Egypt,168 Iran,169 and Thailand.170 

According to Hanna Bäck and Axel Hadenius, such middling performance is indicative 

of a more general “J-shaped” relationship between democratization and administrative 

efficiency. Studying administrations across a variety of countries and time periods, they find 

that “administrative quality is higher in strongly authoritarian states than in states that are 

partially democratised; it is highest of all, however, in states of a pronouncedly democratic 

character.”171 Bäck and Hadenius ascribe this relationship to the fact that highly democratic 

states can rely on a well-developed civil society for help in calibrating policies to particular 

circumstances and for constructive feedback in policy design and implementation.172 

Authoritarian governments can sometimes perform better than those in partially democratized 

nations with poorly developed civil societies, but they have faced difficulty in substituting for 

the citizen participation on which the best-functioning democracies depend.173 Although 

authoritarian governments may be free from certain constraints faced by governments in liberal 

                                                
 
168 Sowers 2007. Note that Sowers’ discussion focuses on the regime of Hosni Mubarak and not the 
current government of Egypt. 
169 Doyle and Simpson 2006, pp. 758-764. 
170 Johnson and Forsyth 2002. 
171 Bäck and Hadenius 2008, p. 2. The authors base their assessments on ratings provided by the Political 
Risk Services Group’s International Country Risk Guide, a publication aiming to inform clients in private 
industry about the risks of initiating business operations in countries around the world (Political Risk 
Services 2005). 
172 Bäck and Hadenius 2008, pp. 15-17. 
173 Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
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regimes, they have historically failed to match the levels of state capacity enjoyed by prosperous 

democratic nations.174 

The mediocrity of existing authoritarian governments may be thought to cast doubt on 

the viability of eco-authoritarianism as a response to the ecological crisis. It is on these grounds 

that Anthony Giddens defends democracy against Shearman and Smith, observing that 

“totalitarian states have generally had poor or disastrous environmental records. So also have 

most of those that have undergone processes of ‘authoritarian modernization,’ such as China, 

Russia or South Korea.”175 What Giddens fails to appreciate, however, is the extent to which 

contemporary eco-authoritarians accept his observations. Shearman and Smith, for example, 

begin The Climate Change Challenge and the Failure of Democracy by announcing, “we agree that 

existing authoritarian societies, largely based upon Marxist doctrines, have had an appalling 

environmental record. We accept that there is no example of an existing authoritarian 

government that does not have a record of environmental abuse.”176 

We must therefore recognize that the case for eco-authoritarianism is not built on the 

assertion that liberal countries should strive to be more like the People’s Republic of China, the 

Republic of Singapore, or any other authoritarian nation. Rather, the idea is that the system of 

governance instantiated by China and Singapore has greater theoretical potential to resolve an 

ecological crisis than liberal democracy. The roles of China and Singapore in these arguments 

are not so much those of role models to be emulated as of imperfect illustrations of an ideal 

                                                
 
174 Ibid., p. 10. The authors note that Singapore is an “extreme outlier,” nearly matching the performance 
of the most effective democratic governments. 
175 Giddens 2009, p. 73. 
176 Shearman and Smith 2007, p. 2. 
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type. Eco-authoritarians believe that real-world societies—including China and Singapore 

themselves—should move in the direction of the idealized system of governance that these 

nations approximate and represent. 

Criticizing the performance of real-world authoritarian regimes can certainly raise 

concerns about the viability of eco-authoritarian proposals. Insofar as attempts to implement 

similar visions have been unsuccessful, this may suggest there is something unworkable about 

the visions themselves, just as the failures of centrally planned societies revealed flaws in earlier 

eco-authoritarian views. However, today’s eco-authoritarians can plausibly object that existing 

authoritarian governments are far from representing the full potential of the system of 

governance they instantiate. Thus a more decisive refutation of eco-authoritarianism would go 

beyond empirical observations to find flaws in the program on a more fundamental level. 

3.5. The Genesis and Stability of an Eco-Elite 

Traditionally, critics of authoritarianism have worried that unrestrained political power 

could fall into the wrong hands, resulting in tyrannical despotism.177 Despotism is obviously 

problematic due to the harms it typically generates for citizens living under it, but in the current 

context we may also worry that a despotic regime would neglect environmental protection and 

thus fail to ameliorate the crisis motivating a shift to authoritarianism in the first place. Eco-

authoritarians therefore need to provide grounds for thinking their prescriptions would entrust 

the future of civilization not to tyrants but rather to administrators with the capacity to fix our 

problems as well as the motivation to do so.  

                                                
 
177 E.g., Locke [1689] 1764, bk. 2, ch. 19; Hume [1741] 1987; Madison [1788] 2001. 
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This challenge has two interrelated aspects. First, it must be shown that a capable and 

trustworthy “eco-elite” could come to rule over us in the first place. Second, it must be shown 

that rule by these eco-elites could be effectively perpetuated over time. 

To my knowledge, the only contemporary eco-authoritarians who have taken up this 

challenge are also the most extreme proponents of the view. In The Climate Change Challenge and 

the Failure of Democracy, David Shearman and Joseph Wayne Smith contend that successful eco-

authoritarianism would require leaders superior to those we find today, and producing such 

leaders would require a radically different system of education. This new system would be built 

around superior “real universities” that would “train holistic thinkers in all of the arts and 

sciences necessary for tough decision making that the environmental crisis confronts us with.”178 

The graduates would be “true public intellectuals with knowledge well grounded in ecology”179 

who would be charged with preserving “remnants of our civilization when the great collapse 

comes” as “the new priesthood of the new dark age.”180 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the authors give only sketchy details of how “real universities” 

would achieve these results. The main proposals in The Climate Change Challenge and the Failure 

of Democracy seem limited to reorienting scholarly research to tackle problems critical for human 

wellbeing,181 expanding information-sharing in the intellectual community,182 and accelerating 

the development of programs in environmental studies.183 Although such proposals seem 

                                                
 
178 Shearman and Smith 2007, p. 133. 
179 Ibid., pp. 133-134. 
180 Ibid., p. 152. 
181 Ibid., pp. 143-147. 
182 Ibid., pp. 147-149. 
183 Ibid., p. 151. This theme is further developed in Smith et al. 2007, pp. 152-170. 
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reasonable and even attractive, they hardly seem like the educational revolutions that would 

create and motivate a superior class of ecological autocrats. 

Even if a capable and benevolent eco-elite could be produced, a further hurdle would 

involve demonstrating that the quality of elite rule could be maintained over time. Shearman 

and Smith do not take up this issue, nor to my knowledge does any other contemporary eco-

authoritarian. Yet the challenge of sustaining virtuous rule is a notoriously difficult one. As 

Alan Carter writes: 

Even if a particular leader does turn out to be genuinely benevolent, even if he or 

she is not corrupted by the exercise of power or the need to retain power, how 

can it be guaranteed that those who inherit his or her position will be equally 

benevolent? Hierarchical structures, by their nature, make it easy for the most 

competitive, most ruthless and least caring to attain power. Moreover, the 

centralized exercise of authoritarian rule is an ever-attractive goal for would-be 

usurpers, whose vision is usually less pure than those whom they usurp, as the 

history of many coups attests.184 

These difficulties suggest that eco-authoritarians owe us an account of how their 

proposed regimes could avoid corruption over time. However, although the lack of attention to 

these concerns among eco-authoritarians is troubling, objections formulated along these lines 

might not prove decisive. The functionality of existing authoritarian administrations in China 

and Singapore suggests that societies can end up with serviceable officials even with 
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unremarkable mechanisms for cultivating leadership. Moreover, even with only middling 

individuals in power, an authoritarian political structure might carry an important advantage 

for averting ecological catastrophe through its capacity for implementing unpopular policies. I 

have suggested that eco-authoritarians see the main strength of their proposals as arising not 

from the wisdom and benevolence of potential leaders, but rather from the ability of 

authoritarian governments to implement policies that are both necessary and democratically 

unfeasible. If eco-authoritarians held that their proposed administrations would be populated 

by officials who were capable and benevolent enough, even if not perfectly so, then this might 

suffice for their rhetorical purposes. Faced with an impending catastrophe, the power to act 

decisively where liberal democracies founder in gridlock could be enough to push their 

argument through. 

3.6. The Chimera beyond Politics 

Thus far, I have treated the challenge of producing a capable and benevolent eco-elite as 

one of ensuring that sufficiently good people are given the reigns of power. Eco-authoritarians 

seem to take it for granted that if virtuous enough executives held expansive enough powers, 

they could resolve the ecological crisis whether or not the public approved. In reality, however, 

things are not so simple. It is one thing to say that a regime has the power to act without regard 

to individual rights, democratic procedures, or any other legal constraint. It is another thing to 

claim such a power could be used without undermining the regime’s efficacy over the long run. 

In this section, I argue that authoritarian regimes face a choice between independence 

from citizens’ desires and the effectiveness of their own administrations. It may be possible for 

authoritarian states to achieve the autonomy from public sensibilities that eco-authoritarians 
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covet, but this would only be possible through means that would systematically deteriorate 

officials’ effectiveness. Likewise, it might be possible for authoritarian governments to achieve 

genuine efficacy in formulating and implementing their policies, but this would only be 

possible by remaining attuned to the demands of the general public. 

The experience of the Soviet Union in the 1980s suggests that the connection between 

authoritarian political structures and immunity from the public will is far from automatic. 

Gorbachev’s decision to open channels of public deliberation and criticism through policies of 

glasnost and perestroika quickly led to internal pressures for reform and the disintegration of the 

authoritarian administration itself.185 Once unleashed, popular demands for political autonomy 

and self-government proved difficult to quell, even with renewed efforts at suppression by 

central authorities.186 As Ronald Suny notes, “the development of civil society and coherent, 

conscious nations within the USSR inexorably transformed Gorbachev’s efforts at state-building 

into a liberating process of state-dismantling.”187 

Some observers of modern-day China likewise suggest that the Communist Party 

maintains power over an increasingly critical public only by giving people what they want—

particularly improved economic opportunities and living standards.188 This means that the 

Party’s authoritarian powers may depend on its continued success in producing outcomes its 

citizens like. As political scientist Yuchao Zhu wrote of the recent administration of Hu Jintao 

and Wen Jiabao: 

                                                
 
185 Suny 1993, ch. 4; Malia 1994, chs. 11-12; Brown 1996, ch. 8. 
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By nature, a performance based legitimacy is very fragile. Given the high 

discontent developing in Chinese society and the increasingly confrontational 

state-society relationship in various localities despite the façade of Hu-Wen’s 

‘harmonious society,’ good governance provides the regime with breathing room 

rather than long term political allegiance and social consent. There could still be a 

legitimation crisis if any dramatic and destructive developments occur.189 

History seems to teach us that the only reliable way to achieve true autonomy from 

citizens’ demands is through uncompromising suppression of would-be dissenters. For both the 

Soviet Union and People’s Republic of China, the price of political openness was the risk of 

instability and upheaval if citizens came to disapprove of their leaders’ actions. It is only by 

preventing robust civil discourse and open dissent from emerging in the first place that 

authoritarian governments have been able to retain power and exercise it with impunity.190 

The “good” news for the eco-authoritarian position is that, when pursued consistently, 

political repression does seem to work quite well at quashing dissent. Suppressive, 

uncompromising authoritarian regimes have demonstrated an often terrifying ability to insulate 

                                                
 
189 Zhu 2011, p. 139. 
190 The idea that authoritarian administrations cannot maintain power without suppressing public 
discourse and activism has been cast as one horn of “Gorbachev’s Dilemma,” named for the Soviet leader 
who was eventually impaled by it (Methvin 1987). The other horn, as we will soon see, is a stable 
totalitarianism that quickly undermines its own functionality. As one Polish defector put it, “The 
paradox…is that, without totalitarian methods, the system can hardly survive, but with them, its rotten 
foundations cannot be restructured. Totalitarianism is a weapon that cuts both ways: it defends the ruling 
bureaucratic party elite but, on the other hand, undermines the pillars on which the power of this elite is 
based” (Rhett Ludwikowski, quoted in ibid., p. 42). 
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themselves from constituents’ wills.191 However, such regimes have also been notoriously 

incapable of formulating and implementing policies that actually achieve their aims. This 

should not surprise us, for suppressive, uncompromising authoritarian regimes face serious 

challenges that open, politically sensitive administrations do not. Without free and open public 

discourse, administrators easily get locked into narrow, rigid ways of thinking that impede their 

ability to make good decisions. Fearful and uninvolved citizens also do not provide the honest, 

informative, and critical feedback that would enable administrators to calibrate policies to the 

details of local circumstances, detect their own mistakes, and catch misbehaving officials who 

undermine public objectives. Thus bureaucrats who are insulated from public opinion through 

the naked use of force quickly find themselves operating in a bubble, unable to formulate and 

implement effective policies regardless of their individual virtues as administrators. 

It is partly for this reason that some real-world authoritarian regimes have been moving 

toward greater collaboration with the public rather than less. Larry Diamond has hailed an 

“unprecedented growth in the number of regimes that are neither clearly democratic nor 

conventionally authoritarian” as nations have expanded public participation without embracing 

comprehensive liberal democratic reforms.192 Such “hybrid” regimes have become particularly 

prevalent in Southeast Asia, leading some to suggest that they represent not a “halfway 

                                                
 
191 Perhaps the most visible current example of this comes from the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea. The experiences of the Soviet Union and People’s Republic of China prior to their reforms provide 
powerful illustrations as well. 
192 Diamond 2002, p. 25. Diamond associates liberal democracy with “not only democratic elections but 
solid protection of civil liberties under a strong rule of law” (ibid.). 
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house”193 between authoritarianism and liberal democracy but rather a bona fide regime type of 

its own.194 

Although these movements toward public inclusion have been driven partly by popular 

and international demands for democratization, they also reflect increasing awareness that 

governments’ agendas may be better promoted by fostering public involvement rather than 

excluding it. For example, Elizabeth Economy has documented at length how the People’s 

Republic of China has cultivated dependency on non-governmental organizations, local 

constituencies, and the media in order to facilitate the formulation and enactment of its 

environmental policies.195 She writes: 

China’s leaders have allowed the establishment of genuine NGOs, encouraged 

aggressive media attention to environmental issues, and sanctioned independent 

legal activities to protect the environment, partly to compensate for the 

weaknesses of its formal environmental protection apparatus. Grassroots NGOs 

have sprung up in many regions of the country to address issues as varied as the 

fate of the Tibetan antelope, the deterioration of China’s largest freshwater lakes, 

and mounting urban refuse. And nonprofit legal centers have emerged to wage 

class action warfare on behalf of farmers and others whose livelihood and health 

have suffered from pollution from local factories.196 

                                                
 
193 This language comes primarily from William Case (1996), who attributes it to Samuel Huntington 
(1991, p. 137). 
194 Orts 2001; Jayasuriya and Rodan 2007; He and Warren 2011. 
195 Economy 2010, ch. 5. 
196 Ibid., p. 21. 
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Maria Francesch-Huidobro has likewise chronicled the Republic of Singapore’s efforts to make 

room for civil society to shape its environmental governance.197 These trends reinforce the view 

that effective governments—democratic and otherwise—can trace much of their success to the 

constructive impacts of public involvement in political processes. 

It remains to be seen whether so-called “hybrid” regimes will be able to match the 

administrative efficacy of the best-performing democracies. But we can grant for the sake of 

discussion that authoritarian governments can achieve high levels of state capacity by 

strengthening their bonds with civil society. To realize this effectiveness, however, authoritarian 

regimes would need to abstain from the tactics that would make possible the administrative 

impunity that eco-authoritarians seek. Governments that quash dissent and ruthlessly impose 

their wills will never be able to foster the open discursive environments and active citizenries 

on which authoritarian states have increasingly come to rely. 

We can now see that in practice, authoritarian regimes face a choice between immunity 

from public demands and a highly efficacious administrative apparatus. Yet if this is true, then 

the remaining case for eco-authoritarianism crumbles. As I have said, a shift toward 

authoritarianism might be defensible if the capacity to impose politically unpopular policies 

were sufficiently valuable. But now it seems that this apparent advantage is hollow. In order to 

make use of their capacities to impose green measures in the face of opposition, authoritarian 

regimes would need to employ repressive tactics that would undermine their own long-term 

functionality. If they did not employ such tactics, then they would find themselves bound by 
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the same political realities that supposedly render liberal democracies impotent to address 

ecological challenges. At best, then, eco-authoritarianism offers little clear advantage over 

liberalism from a green point of view. And at worst, eco-authoritarian officials would find 

themselves trapped in a bubble of suppressive, uncompromising inefficacy, subjugating their 

citizens while making little headway in staving off disaster. 

3.7. Dissent as a General Problem 

The failure of eco-authoritarianism illustrates that the challenges posed by disagreement 

are not just tests to greens’ resolve. Greens cannot overcome their rivals by simply becoming 

more ruthless, stubborn, and uncompromising, for strategies built around such qualities face 

serious problems of their own. Still, greens must somehow respond to the likelihood that their 

views will remain controversial. And they must do so without simply assuming this difficult 

obstacle out of existence. 

In general, we can say that disagreement presents at least three challenges to greens’ 

attempts to transform their societies. First, and most obviously, greens would need to overcome 

open resistance from those who see their views as misguided and objectionable. Especially 

insofar as greens’ actions manifest a rejection of liberal norms against ideological impositions, 

they risk devolving politics into a naked struggle for power. Even if greens did manage to 

entrench their views in the foundations of the political order, a second set of problems would 

await in translating these victories into concrete outcomes. It would be naïve to expect 

dissenters to simply go along with laws and commands that they saw as hostile impositions. At 

least some could be expected to circumvent environmental measures, undermining their 
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efficacy and necessitating costly monitoring and enforcement. Others might pressure public 

officials to interpret rules in lenient ways or to grant numerous exceptions to non-compliers. 

The foregoing arguments against eco-authoritarianism highlight a third problem as well. 

Effective governments rely on the active involvement of citizens in processes of policy 

development and implementation. If governments seek to impose radically transformative 

policies that many viewed as misguided, opponents of these measures can be expected to 

obstruct processes of public involvement, refuse to participate in them, manipulate them to 

serve their own goals, or even use them to rally support for opposition. Greens could try to 

devise ways of minimizing the potential for this subversion to occur. But it is hard to imagine 

how this could be done without threatening the high-quality public engagement on which 

effective governments depend. 

The emancipatory visions of green democracy discussed at the beginning of this chapter 

struggle with all of these problems. By laying out political arrangements built around rich 

deliberation and communal autonomy, these proposals leave the door open for hostile views to 

enter the arena and drive public decisions in much the same way they do in liberal democracies. 

Yet even less diplomatic green views cannot completely escape the difficulties raised by dissent. 

Although it is easy to imagine steamrolling opponents and forcing them into obedience (and 

although the prospect of catastrophe makes it possible to rationalize the moral costs of such 

measures) it is hard to see how societies governed through outright subordination could 

maintain their political functionality. 
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This chapter has not exhausted the full range of proposals that green theorists have 

made for reshaping our societies.198 Yet given the many difficulties facing green radicalism in 

the face of diversity, it seems worthwhile to ask: Are there ways for greens to do better at 

achieving their goals without defeating dissenters and transforming the political order? In the 

next chapter, I show that the answer to this question is yes, and I argue that this discovery holds 

the key to completing the liberal response to green views. 

  

                                                
 
198 I should note that at least some green proposals have sought to overcome the difficulties I raise in this 
chapter. For example, proponents of “green constitutionalism” have advocated entrenching strong 
protections for the natural environment in democratic constitutions (e.g., Hayward 2005; Ekeli 2007; 
Bruckerhoff 2008). In their views, appropriately amended constitutions would remove key ecological 
decisions from the reach of democratic electorates, thereby enabling greens to ensure desired outcomes in 
the face of dissent, while also preserving robust public discourse in other domains. I do not believe that 
these proposals could deliver what their advocates seek, even one ignores the question of how such 
amendments would be made in the first place. However, a fair treatment of green constitutionalism’s 
flaws would go beyond what I can attempt here. 
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4. Turning Adversaries into Allies 

The green challenge to liberalism rests on the supposition that dissenters’ priorities are 

so disastrous that greens cannot afford to share the reigns of political society. Yet framing the 

discussion of environmental politics in this way implies that greens can achieve their ends 

without treating their opponents with deference and respect. The analysis of the previous 

chapter calls this assumption into doubt: even if greens are willing to try to subordinate their 

rivals, ensuring green outcomes amidst dissent turns out to be a tall order. 

The aim of this chapter is to show that a more fruitful approach lies in the opposite 

direction. Given the resistance greens face, their best opportunities are likely to come not from 

defeating or even converting dissenters but rather from reconciling with them. My discussion 

proceeds as follows. In section 1, I survey the adversarial approach to environmental politics 

that greens and their allies have historically embraced. I argue that this approach shares many 

of the same pitfalls as the radical proposals discussed in the previous chapter. I then introduce a 

“conciliatory” alternative that hews more closely to the spirit of the liberal tradition. Section 2 

elaborates this approach by laying out a “toolkit” of strategies that can facilitate green goals 

without sacrificing others’ in the process. Section 3 responds to the objection that this toolkit 

would not adequately empower greens to avert an ecological crisis. Section 4 rebuts the claim 

that, even if conciliation were efficacious, greens should reject it on grounds of integrity. 

When conjoined with the analysis of the previous chapter, these arguments yield a 

pragmatic and comparative liberal response to the challenge of green radicalism. In diverse 

societies like our own, a liberal approach to political life does not ask greens to sacrifice the 

future of the planet in the name of toleration. Instead, the case for liberalism turns on the 
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observation that ideological conflict is just as self-defeating in environmental politics as it is 

more generally, whereas conciliation offers hope for genuine progress. 

4.1. Adversarial Advocacy 

Environmental advocacy in liberal democracies has tended to alternate between 

educating people about the seriousness of environmental problems and exposing the ignorance, 

stupidity, or corruption of non-environmentalists’ dissent.199 Al Gore’s famous film, An 

Inconvenient Truth,200 provides a case in point. For the most part, the film is educational, 

presenting Gore’s synthesis of the science behind climate change concerns. Yet on several 

occasions, Gore considers why the administration of then-incumbent George W. Bush had not 

yet acted on the issue. He points to misrepresentations of the broad scientific agreement about 

the dangers of climate change, the pernicious influence of an EPA administrator who eventually 

took a job with ExxonMobil, the view (allegedly held by some) that sacrificing the planet would 

be a worthwhile way to amass greater monetary wealth, and an inability to imagine stopping 

something as massive as climate change once underway. In presenting these feeble justifications 

for inaction, Gore’s implication is clear: there are no serious reasons to resist aggressive 

responses to climate change, only disreputable ones. 

Communications like this send an unmistakable message to those who resist 

environmental reforms, namely that environmental activists are so obviously right that anyone 

who dissents must be ignorant, stupid, or corrupt. Moreover, given the stakes of ecological 

                                                
 
199 There have been exceptions to this, of course, and I will discuss some of these below. 
200 Guggenheim 2006. 
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concerns, the subtext is that dissenters are “in the way”—and for contemptible reasons—such 

that it would be best if they were ignored or overruled. 

By presenting themselves in this way, activists like Gore take an adversarial stance 

toward their political rivals. They encourage people on both sides to see their engagements in 

terms of “winners” and “losers.” And they encourage dissenters in particular to see 

environmental advocates as trying to override their beliefs and priorities, either by replacing 

them with “greener” views or by imposing aggressive reforms despite their disagreement.201 

Stances like this might make straightforward sense if resistance really could be ascribed 

to stupidity and corruption. But as we have seen, the truth is more complex. In our world, 

opposition to environmental reforms cannot be eliminated by simply “educating” people or 

confronting them with allegations of impropriety. Dissenters see their doubts as signifying not 

their own shortcomings but rather sound priorities, sophisticated policy views, and sensible 

refusals to indulge in misguided “alarmism.” In our world, environmental activists should not 

be surprised when critics claim that their attempts at “education” obscure warranted doubts 

                                                
 
201 The agendas pursued by environmentalists like Gore differ importantly from those of radical greens. 
Although environmentalists share the view that ecological challenges demand aggressive responses, they 
typically do not see our predicament as calling for thoroughgoing transformations of the liberal political 
order. Indeed, this “reformist” attitude is often seen as the defining characteristic of “environmentalism,” 
separating from the more radical perspectives we have been discussing (e.g., Naess 1973; Dobson 2007, 
pp. 2-3). Even so, environmentalists’ political failures have been greens’ failures as well, and it is the 
longstanding frustration of environmentalist efforts that stokes the furnace of green radicalism. Without 
the gridlock and inefficacy that has befallen environmentalism, greens would have little basis for insisting 
that liberal democracies will lead humanity into disaster. It is the failure of moderate environmentalism 
that drives greens to see humanity’s only hope in societal transformations. 
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within both scientific and lay communities, or when efforts to “reveal” dissenters’ “corrupting” 

influences are treated as unmerited character attacks.202 

Adversarial environmental advocacy ultimately shares many of the same pitfalls as 

greens’ more radical proposals. It encourages dissenters to obstruct reforms and push contrary 

agendas of their own. It provokes people to circumvent enacted policies and to pressure public 

officials for lenience and exceptional treatment. And it destroys opportunities for collaboration 

and public involvement in the design and implementation of environmental programs. We can 

therefore question the practical wisdom of these adversarial strategies for the same basic 

reasons that the previous chapter raised against radical greens’ proposals. 

Concerns like these push us to ask whether, instead of trying to impose favored reforms 

over rivals’ opposition, greens and their allies could proceed in ways that are compatible with 

other views and priorities. Rather than trying to prevail over rivals, can greens find mutually 

attractive options that eliminated the need to think in terms of “winners” and “losers”? In the 

remainder of this chapter, I argue that the answer to this question is yes: a “conciliatory” 

approach to environmental politics is not only possible but in fact represents the best means 

available to greens.  

The search for conciliation in environmental politics gets its start from the fact that 

people do not oppose environmental protection because they are hostile to planet. What they 

dispute are the means and rationales employed by environmental activists. Few people want to 

see the environment destroyed, and everyone wants a prosperous future rather than a 
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miserable one. What greens’ rivals resist is being subjected to repugnant or burdensome actions 

in the name of ideas they reject. If greens were willing to promote their goals in ways that did 

not threaten their rivals’ interests, and to offer justifications for their proposals that appealed to 

others’ worldviews, much of the resistance greens currently face would disappear. By refusing 

to treat others’ commitments as mere obstacles to green success, a conciliatory approach to 

environmental politics would work to turn adversaries into benign neighbors and to cultivate 

cooperation and respect among the currently rival groups. 

A commitment to conciliation captures an important part of the spirit of liberalism’s 

traditional project of toleration. We saw in Chapter 2 that liberal theorists disagree about when 

their views forbid promoting ideological agendas through political means. But every liberal 

view is rooted in the desire to foster peaceful and respectful coexistence amidst diversity, at 

least to the extent that this can be done. Liberals of every stripe can agree there is something to be 

lamented when groups pursue their ends at others’ expense. From a liberal perspective, win-

win solutions are not only valuable for mitigating conflicts: they also manifest an independently 

desirable kind of respect. Something important is lost from a community when people force 

their neighbors to view them as enemies whose victories imply corresponding defeats. 

This is not to say that liberals think activists should feel badly if they cannot satisfy 

everybody all of the time. Given the diversity of our societies, it is all but certain that any course 

of action will offend somebody. But when people approach advocacy with the single-minded 

desire to win, they too often forget the disvalue of giving others reason to feel like losers. 

Adversarial approaches to politics tend to guarantee that losers will see themselves as such and 
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will resent their lot. A conciliatory approach, by contrast, views such resentment as something 

to be avoided as a basic matter of principle. 

4.2. A Conciliatory Toolkit 

It is a daunting task to try to meet greens’ objectives without overriding their rivals’ 

goals. People resist environmental protection efforts for many reasons, including not only 

ideological disagreements but also sheer selfishness and obstinacy. It is therefore unlikely that a 

universal strategy exists to enable greens to eliminate opposition to their cause.  

Fortunately, greens do not need a “magic bullet” to turn their adversaries into allies. 

Equally valuable would be a portfolio of complementary strategies for use in different 

situations. This section will explore how such a portfolio can be assembled. The first two 

strategies I describe are moralistic in nature, appealing to the ethical commitments of greens’ 

rivals. The next two appeal to narrow self-interest, seeking ways for people to profit from 

environmentally friendly actions. The final strategy puts greens in the driver’s seat, showing 

how they can achieve desired outcomes through their own private activities. None of these 

techniques offers a universal solution to greens’ needs, but together they provide a valuable 

“conciliatory toolkit” for achieving green goals. 

4.2.1. Seeking Accommodation 

A commitment to conciliation would require greens to back down from the idea that 

they are correct and their rivals should simply capitulate. But this would not imply that greens’ 

own distinctive convictions should be disregarded. For consider this: even among people who 

personally reject green views, there will be many who lament the idea of forcing greens to 

inhabit a society that systematically ignores them and their concerns. Some citizens might 
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actively desire to foster a political community in which greens can see themselves as honored 

members rather than as a marginalized group. 

To the extent greens’ opponents are swayed by such concerns, this will provide them 

with reasons to accommodate greens. Accommodating actions would not imply that these 

people had changed their minds about the independent merits of greens’ desires. Rather, the 

goal of the accommodations would be to help greens feel like fuller and more satisfied 

community members, something seen as valuable in its own right. 

To illustrate this idea, consider the analogous practice of offering vegan options at 

restaurants that serve meat. Given the overall business plans of these restaurants, we can 

presume their proprietors are not vegans. But this does not mean they should ignore vegan 

sensibilities. If restaurateurs recognize how difficult it is for vegans to eat out with friends and 

loved ones, then vegan commitments can provide reasons to take accommodating actions. Of 

course, offering vegan menu options can also make good business sense, and I will elaborate on 

this possibility later on. But the point here is that even when offering vegan options is 

inconvenient, the independent desirability of accommodating vegans can justify offering them 

anyway.203 

This same kind of rationale can be used to persuade some of greens’ opponents to 

accommodate green concerns. We should acknowledge, however, that if people reject greens’ 

                                                
 
203 Of course, there are some people who respond to vegans’ sensibilities by flaunting their carnivorous 
tastes and vocally repudiating vegan ideas. Even if they embrace a conciliatory approach, greens will 
sometimes face similar responses from their rivals. This highlights one reason why it is so important to 
complement calls for accommodation with additional strategies: many of greens’ opponents will simply 
be unmoved by calls for accommodation, and hence other methods will be needed to motivate them to 
stop frustrating greens’ aims. 
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beliefs, values, and tactics, then they will do only so much in the name of accommodation. 

These limits will be clearest when accommodations would be burdensome. Just as vegans 

would be naïve and presumptuous to expect restaurants to ban meat from their menus to avoid 

causing offense, greens must anticipate the limits of others’ patience. 

Greens can expect only so much from requests for accommodations. Even so, this 

strategy cannot be ignored when considering a conciliatory approach, for it plays a crucial role 

in emphasizing that greens’ convictions are morally and politically significant even if people 

with rival views cannot be expected to simply capitulate. The important caveat is that if greens 

want others to accommodate them, then they need to minimize the burdens such 

accommodations would require. As in most areas of social life, greens will get more of what 

they want if they lower the costs that others would have to bear to provide it. With such 

burdens suitably minimized, some of greens’ opponents will back away from resisting green 

projects and perhaps even pitch in to help. On the other hand, when the burdens of 

environmental protection are unavoidably high, seekers of conciliation will do well to consider 

other strategies instead. 

4.2.2. Highlighting Convergence 

To some, the most salient problem with greens’ proposals is that they are rooted in 

unfamiliar values, priorities, and decision-making principles. For example, some critics recoil at 

the idea of setting back key human interests for the sake of the natural world, adopting costly 

measures to mitigate remote and speculative harms, and promoting the interests of people in 

other countries at the expense of national interests. One way for greens to respond to these 

concerns is to show that the projects they advocate can be justified even from their rivals’ points 
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of view. If critics complain that greens seek to sacrifice humanity at the altar of nature, greens 

can work to show that their proposals would benefit people.204 Likewise, greens can defend 

their initiatives entirely by reference to well-understood pathways of harm, or by appeal to 

benefits for the citizens of their own nations. In offering arguments like these, greens can show 

that other worldviews converge with their own to support a shared set of practical conclusions. 

If greens are even close to being right about the challenges on our horizon, then such 

arguments will be available for many—though not all—of the issues that worry them.205 For 

example, climate change is a problem not only because it poses unknowable risks to 

nonhumans and distant future generations, but also because it will harm our own children and 

countries in ways that can plausibly be quantified.206 If greens’ rivals are serious about their 

own convictions, then they will see that they have nothing to gain from ignoring such dangers. 

Likewise, serious greens will see that there is much to gain from finding common ground. 

To be clear: in urging greens to offer convergence-based arguments for the actions they 

favor, I do not mean to suggest that greens should hide their true convictions. A general 

strategy of misleading others in the name of expediency would undermine trust and invite 

warranted charges of insincerity. What I am describing here is something different: showing 

others that their own aspirations can be harmonized with—and perhaps even aided by—greens’ 

                                                
 
204 In this connection, John Broome observes that if climate change represents an instance of economic 
inefficiency, it follows that there is some way to address the problem—at least in theory, and perhaps even 
in practice—that would leave all parties at least as well off as they would have been if no action had been 
taken (2010, pp. 102-104). 
205 Cf. Ehrenfeld 1976. 
206 In the present political climate, it may be that even this modest claim will strike many as controversial. 
In general, the wider the gap is between greens’ views and those of their opponents, the more difficult we 
can expect it to be to identify common ground. 
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proposals. The idea is that so long as all sides can see they have sufficient reasons of their own 

to support a proposal, then no one will have a complaint if it is adopted—even if their personal 

rationales differ from the ones that others find compelling.207 

4.2.3. Uncovering Profit Opportunities 

Both of the foregoing strategies involve appeals to the moral integrity of greens’ 

opponents. This is most obviously true of the accommodation-seeking strategy, which 

recommends proposals specifically because of what they would mean to greens. But it is also 

true of the convergence-seeking strategy, for even here there is an expectation that justifying a 

proposal by appeal to a person’s moral values will motivate her to embrace—or at least not 

resist—its adoption. 

Strategies like these have an obvious practical limitation. Sometimes, greens’ adversaries 

will turn out to be selfish or greedy and hence unwilling to sacrifice their own narrow interests 

for the sake of the broader good. In other cases, people will simply be uninterested in 

considering greens’ moral advice.208 When dealing with individuals like these, it may be of little 

                                                
 
207 In the literature of environmental ethics, the strategy of seeking convergent justifications has been 
spearheaded most forcefully by a group of authors writing under the banner of “environmental 
pragmatism” (e.g., Norton 1991; Light 2002; Minteer 2009). For these commentators, the task of 
generating political unity has seemed to require a rhetorical shift away from stressing nature’s 
independent moral worth and toward emphasizing the long-term benefits of environmental protection 
for human beings. There is little reason, however, to confine their points to this single kind of 
disagreement. Within the context of a conciliatory approach to environmental politics, a search for 
convergence can aim to defuse a variety of disputes by showing that some ways of protecting the natural 
world can be endorsed regardless of one’s ideology. For further discussion of these ideas and their 
applications to environmental debates, see Hajer 1995; Schmidtz 2000; Elliott 2014. For discussion of 
convergence-based justification in the broader literature of political philosophy, see D’Agostino 1996; 
Vallier 2011. 
208 This possibility may be especially significant in light of the adversarial tactics greens have historically 
employed. If people expect greens to view them with smug derision—as obstacles to be surmounted 
rather than potential partners for collaboration—then we can hardly expect them to pay much attention 
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use for greens to plead for accommodation or show how their proposals would promote 

attractive goals. And because such cases are likely to be common, a conciliatory toolkit would 

be incomplete without some means for winning over greens’ morally unreachable opponents. 

Fortunately, there is a straightforward way to promote greens’ goals without drawing 

on the moral integrity of their neighbors. This is to show how ecologically beneficial actions or 

reforms could yield profit opportunities for those they affect. If greens can show that their 

proposals are profitable as well as environmentally friendly, then many will find little reason to 

oppose them even if they are not swayed by greens’ moral arguments. In fact, greens might 

discover that by framing proposals in the language of profits, many would-be adversaries 

quickly become sympathizers, even lining up for a chance to gain from projects that happen to 

benefit the environment. 

I touched earlier on one way environmentally decisions can translate into profit 

opportunities. Just as restaurants can sometimes increase their revenues by offering vegan 

options, so too can businesses boost their sales by marketing directly to environmentally 

concerned consumers. Examples of this practice are ubiquitous, and among marketing 

professionals the art of tailoring products to green sensibilities has been honed through years of 

experience and research.209 

In many cases, moreover, ecologically sensitive choices can be profitable independent of 

their capacities for attracting green consumers. For example, businesses may find that 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
to new formulations of green arguments. Greens’ current tactics may thus be creating opponents with 
much more deeply entrenched hostility than would be indicated by the independent merits of their 
proposals. This is another strike against adversarial tactics, to be sure, but it is also an obstacle that a 
conciliatory approach must now face. 
209 Coddington 1993; Ottman 1998; Fuller 1999. 



 
 

93 

stewarding natural resources under their control enhances their productivity and longevity, 

eliminating the need for expensive capital investments. Polluting corporations may discover 

ways to turn waste into marketable products. And heavy users of electricity, water, and other 

inputs may uncover opportunities to save through efficiency improvements. In cases like these, 

environmental friendliness can turn out to be synonymous with prudent financial 

management.210 

Such observations are not confined to corporate enterprises. Individuals can benefit 

from limiting waste, taking care of their assets, and sustaining nature in their own backyards. 

The same can be true for whole political communities as well. Decision-makers of every kind 

face a variety of opportunities to profit from environmentally friendly choices. Greens can 

achieve many of their goals by drawing attention to these opportunities wherever they exist. 

4.2.4. Striking Bargains 

Although ecologically sensitive actions are often profitable, it would be senseless to 

deny that some are burdensome. Moreover, it seems likely that in many such cases it will prove 

impossible to persuade people to accept significant costs by appealing to their moral 

sensibilities. In circumstances like these, greens need additional strategies to influence others in 

environmentally friendly directions. 

                                                
 
210 Smart 1992; Ditz et al. 1995. More controversially, some commentators have pointed out that by using 
threatened species and precious landscapes as revenue-generating assets, entrepreneurs can rationalize 
protecting environmental values even when they might otherwise be motivated to destroy them 
(Anderson and Leal 1997; Anderson and Leal 2015). For particularly illuminating discussions of this point 
in the context of African wildlife conservation, see Schmidtz 1997; Schmidtz 2000; Schmidtz and Willott 
2003. Some of the ethical concerns surrounding these suggestions are debated in Michael ‘t Sas-Rolfes 
2016. 
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Yet we all familiar with a powerful way to drive morally unmotivated people to accept 

burdens in service of goals they do not share—namely, to pay them for their trouble.211 As 

Adam Smith memorably observed in An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 

Nations, mutually beneficial exchanges can transform societies of largely self-interested 

individuals into thriving communities where citizens eagerly promote others’ ends. In Smith’s 

words: 

…man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain 

for him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail 

if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their 

advantage to do for him what he requires of them. Whoever offers to another a 

bargain of any kind proposes to do this. [“]Give me that which I want, and you 

shall have this which you want,[”] is the meaning of every such offer; and it is in 

this manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part of those good 

offices which we stand in need of. It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, 

the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their 

own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, 

and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.212 

In this passage, Smith focuses on how people can be motivated to serve others’ 

materialistic needs. But his point does not have to be restricted in this way. If we require things 

from our neighbors to promote distinctively public or moral ends, then paying them for their 
                                                
 
211 As Ryan Muldoon observes, mutually beneficial bargains can eliminate the need to agree about ethical 
matters or even what perspective ought to be adopted when formulating ethical evaluations (2016, p. 69). 
212 Smith [1776] 1976, I.2.2. 
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sacrifices can motivate them to help us rather than stand in our way. Because they are 

compensated at a price they agree to accept, our bargaining partners are left no worse off—and 

perhaps even better off—for having contributed to our success.213 

In the realm of environmental protection, this strategy can be seen clearly at work in the 

Nature Conservancy’s conservation easements program. As the Nature Conservancy explains, 

“A conservation easement is a restriction placed on a piece of property to protect its ecological 

or open-space values. It is a voluntary, legally binding agreement that limits certain types of 

uses or prevents development from taking place now and in the future.”214 In recent decades, 

forging these agreements with landowners has become a central part of the organization’s 

overall strategy. In some cases, it persuades landowners to donate easements simply because 

they value environmental protection. But often it pays landowners a fee in exchange for their 

binding promising to protect their land. Through this strategy, the Nature Conservancy has 

been able to ensure the protection of millions of acres of private land in the United States and 

abroad, including in many areas where landowners would be unwilling or unable to guarantee 

that protection without financial remuneration. 

As this program helps to show, paying people to care for the environment can turn 

would-be obstacles into sources of support, with financially concerned landowners 

                                                
 
213 As David Schmidtz observes, Smith’s focus on mutually beneficial exchanges is not simply a 
capitulation to selfishness. Rather, “a man of true benevolence wants his partners to be better off with 
him than without him” (2016, p. 222). Schmidtz’ point is that by approaching one’s neighbors as traders, 
and by making proposals that do not treat them as sacrificial objects, one shows them a distinctive and 
attractive kind of respect. In line with the classic liberal formula for toleration, Schmidtz would say that 
the strategy of striking bargains is attractive not only as a way of driving people to comply with greens’ 
designs but also as a way of exhibiting the respect that forms the foundation of a free and prosperous 
civilization. 
214 Nature Conservancy 2003, p. 1. 
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volunteering their property for use in promoting green goals. In this respect, the strategy of 

striking bargains is similar to that of uncovering profit opportunities. But whereas the profit-

seeking strategy revolves around identifying existing ways for people to benefit from 

environmentally friendly actions, the strategy of paying for environmental protection creates 

new profit opportunities through greens’ own conditional willingness to pay. The strategy of 

striking bargains can thus expand the range of cases in which narrow self-interest can be 

mobilized to serve rather than block greens’ objectives.215 

4.2.5. Taking Charge, Privately 

To this point, I have focused on ways for greens to get others to go along with their 

plans. In some cases, however, the most straightforward way for greens to achieve their ends 

will be to stop making requests in the first place. As we saw in Chapter 2, liberal societies invest 

greens with the freedom to do as they please so long as they respect their governments’ rules 

and others’ rights. Hence they can achieve many of their goals by simply utilizing their own 

time, effort, and resources. Insofar as greens are willing and able to pursue their aims on their 

own, it will matter far less what other groups think about their wisdom. By leaning on their 

own personal rights and liberties, greens can promote their objectives without fearing 

obstruction from differently-minded neighbors. 

The most powerful means to achieving ecological goals in this way is the ownership of 

assets that greens wish to use or protect. By owning a parcel of land, for example, greens can 

choose for themselves how it will be used and managed (including by not using or managing it 

                                                
 
215 For further discussion of this idea, see Minteer and Gerber 2003; Anderson and Leal 2015. 
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at all). They can also deploy their legal rights as owners to exclude unwanted incursions. In 

practice, many environmental activists and organizations have done precisely this, protecting 

large tracts worldwide without ever having to persuade their neighbors to embrace their goals. 

We can see this approach at work in the life of Aldo Leopold. Leopold’s first major foray 

into environmental protection began in 1931, when he and sixteen friends joined forces to create 

the Riley Game Cooperative, an organization that maintained a private hunting reserve on six 

of the members’ properties in Dane County, Wisconsin. The operation was simple: members 

helped to raise and foster game animals within the boundaries of the reserve, and each had the 

right to hunt some portion of the animals over the course of the year.216 In Leopold’s eyes, the 

cooperative was an antidote to the naïve faith that “government can, by some waving of 

legislative wands, spontaneously generate a game crop, to be harvested by all comers, on lands 

not owned by them, and on lands increasingly devoid of food and cover fit for wild life.”217 As 

he and Reuben Paulson contended, the project put into action the “first theorem of social justice: 

The Lord helps those who help themselves.”218 

A decade later, Leopold shifted his focus to a new effort in private conservation, this 

time on his own patch of farmland in Baraboo, Wisconsin. As he described it, the land parcel 

had been burned over, ravaged by drought, and stripped of its remaining fertility during its 

previous owner’s tenure. Leopold made it his personal mission to bring the land back to health, 

                                                
 
216 Leopold and Paulson [1934] 1999; Leopold [1940] 1999. 
217 Leopold [1938] 1999, pp. 73-74. 
218 Leopold and Paulson [1934] 1999. 
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ultimately recording his experiences in what J. Baird Callicott has called “the environmentalist’s 

bible,”219 A Sand County Almanac.220 

In the ensuing decades, numerous activists have followed Leopold’s example and 

poured themselves into stewarding their own private lands. Perhaps the most ambitious 

current attempt to implement Leopoldian principles can be seen in efforts to create a 3-million-

acre American Prairie Reserve in northern Montana. According to the project’s leaders, nearly 

$70 million have been raised in just over a decade to facilitate the purchase or leasing of 300,000 

acres of land.221 This has enabled the group to begin reestablishing wild bison in the area, with a 

current herd of roughly 600 animals and plans to drastically increase this number in years to 

come.222 

The American Prairie Reserve is a bold undertaking—likely one many Montanans 

would be reluctant to support with their own time and money. The project is made possible by 

the simple fact that it is being undertaken privately and so demands much less public support 

in the first place. The general point illustrated by projects like this is that when greens pursue 

their ends within the jurisdictions of their private rights, they can cut their opponents from the 

equation and be limited only by their available resources. These limits may be significant in 

themselves, but they are qualitatively different from—and potentially more tractable than—

those that face efforts to overcome opposition.223 

                                                
 
219 Callicott 1987, p. 3. 
220 Leopold 1949. 
221 American Prairie Reserve 2014. 
222 American Prairie Reserve 2015. 
223 In a twist on the strategy presented here, Ryan Muldoon proposes that governments in liberal societies 
could provide public goods desired by certain groups on the condition that those groups were willing to 
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4.2.6. Assembling the Toolkit 

We have now seen five different strategies for promoting greens’ objectives without 

undermining those of other groups. At the moralistic end of the spectrum, greens can achieve 

some of their goals by appealing to others’ values and priorities, including their willingness to 

accommodate greens. On the other side of the spectrum, greens can succeed by identifying 

profit opportunities, striking bargains, and taking charge of projects for themselves. 

Each of these strategies presents important opportunities along with significant 

limitations. The most powerful argument for adopting these tactics will therefore treat them as 

complementary tools in a conciliatory toolkit, each filling some of the gaps the others leave 

behind. To see this, consider the suggestion to promote green goals through mutually attractive 

bargains. Insofar as greens represent only a fraction of the population and have limited 

resources to devote to activism, it seems clear that they cannot possibly achieve even their most 

central goals by paying for them out of pocket.224 However, the other strategies I have presented 

show that greens do not need to try to do this. Instead, the main purpose of striking bargains 

can be to induce support in cases where others cannot be convinced with moral reasons, where 

desired actions are unprofitable, and where greens cannot take on the relevant projects on their 

own. When employed in this role, the practical limitations of the bargain-striking strategy are 

much less constricting than they would be if the strategy were considered on its own. 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
bear the costs (2016, pp. 106-108). In this suggestion, Muldoon follows a venerable (though controversial) 
tradition in the theory of public finance that insists that taxes to support public programs should be 
levied in proportion to the benefits of those programs (e.g., Buchanan 1949). Muldoon’s proposal would 
face several predictable obstacles in practice, some of which he acknowledges himself. But if it were 
embraced, this strategy could potentially extend the power of a conciliatory approach even further 
beyond what I imagine here. 
224 This point is emphasized by Sagoff 1992. 
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Along similar lines, consider the challenges facing those who would pursue green goals 

through appeals for accommodation. As I have said, greens’ opponents can be expected to have 

little patience for arguments like these amidst massive demands for reform. But if greens lean 

heavily on the other tools in the conciliatory toolkit, this little bit of patience might go a long 

way. If others could see greens devoting themselves to achieving their goals through 

conciliatory channels, and if requests for accommodation were confined to cases where all other 

options had been exhausted, it is not implausible that some such requests would be honored. It 

is by complementing each other, and not by providing universal solutions on their own, that the 

elements of the conciliatory toolkit stand the best chance of facilitating progress for greens. 

4.2.7. Facing the Music 

To this point, my presentation of the conciliatory approach has been uncritical. I have 

discussed certain limitations inherent to the individual strategies at its core, but I have held 

back from discussing objections to the approach as a whole. Now that we have surveyed the 

components of the conciliatory toolkit and how they fit together, we must ask whether greens 

really have sufficient reason to adopt the approach I recommend. 

The conciliatory approach is liable to spark a variety of concerns, but two in particular 

stand out. First, greens may think that in practice, the approach would not provide sufficiently 

powerful means for mitigating an ecological crisis. Even when utilizing all of the strategies I 

describe in harmonious concert, greens might still be unable to achieve enough of their 

objectives to make conciliation a tenable option. 

Greens might also worry that—even setting aside the issue of effectiveness—it would be 

inherently objectionable to replace confrontation with conciliation in environmental debates. If 
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greens had real integrity, some might argue, they would not be content to defer to their 

adversaries’ aims. Such a stance might seem disingenuous, insincere, or downright cowardly, 

especially if conciliation would obscure the plights of those victimized by ecological 

destruction. Hence some kind of adversarial approach could be seen as the only appropriate 

way for greens to honor their views. The next two sections consider these challenges in turn. 

4.3. The Question of Practical Adequacy 

What assurance can greens have that the results of conciliation would be sufficiently 

attractive to merit abandoning adversarial means? To answer this question, it will be helpful to 

clarify the standard a conciliatory approach must meet to count as adequate from a practical 

point of view. On one intuitive standard, the approach would be adequate only if it could 

deliver outcomes that greens find—if perhaps not ideal or utopian—at least not terrible or 

grossly offensive. Unfortunately, there is good reason to think that conciliation assessed by this 

standard would fall short of adequacy. Even if greens employed the aforementioned strategies 

in perfect coordination, it seems likely that many of their most important objectives would go 

unfulfilled. Given the severity of the ecological crisis greens see on our horizon, the limited 

power of the conciliatory approach might seem like a grave blow to its viability in the eyes of 

greens. 

Yet we have seen that greens and their allies have spent decades failing to secure 

outcomes that they consider inoffensive, and we have seen that greens’ radical proposals for 

transforming society face serious difficulties. Against this backdrop, greens must ask whether 

any approach can be expected to deliver inoffensive outcomes so long as dissenters continue to 

influence social and political life. If the answer to this question is no—as I believe that it is—
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then the standard of inoffensiveness is inappropriate for assessing the practical merits of 

conciliation. 

An alternative, comparative standard ties the adequacy of conciliation to whether greens 

can achieve better outcomes through some other available approach. On this standard, 

conciliation may turn out to be adequate even if its likely results would be unappealing, simply 

because no better options exist. Such a cynical benchmark might offend the sensibilities of 

idealistic greens and those who suppose that there simply must be a way to avert disaster. But 

given the inherent drawbacks and dismal track records of adversarial environmentalism and 

green radicalism, this seems like the most suitable standard for evaluating the conciliatory 

approach. 

We have seen several reasons to think conciliation would do better at achieving green 

goals than the strategies greens have historically employed. These same reasons apply to 

greens’ radical proposals as well. Conciliatory strategies dodge major sources of resistance and 

preempt factional struggles to control the political apparatus. They also eliminate much—

though not all225—of the motivation for circumventing, coopting, or refusing to participate in 

efforts to protect the environment.   

These advantages speak in favor of the comparative efficacy of conciliation, especially 

relative to the stagnation that alternative methods have found. It will have to be conceded, 

however, that a conclusive argument for this practical contention would require far more 

                                                
 
225 I do not wish to suggest that a conciliatory approach would eliminate opportunism and obstructionism 
in the environmental domain. I take it that, at least to some extent, these are facts of life with which every 
society must vie. The advantage of a conciliatory approach is that it reduces inducements to such 
behaviors, not that it eliminates them. I will have more to say about these issue in the next chapter. 
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information than can be mustered here. It will therefore be worthwhile to bolster the practical 

case for conciliation with a further claim, which I develop below: Even if a conciliatory 

approach cannot conclusively promise better results in the immediate term, its efficacy can be 

greatly expanded over time. Hence if one adopts a long view, the force of concerns about the 

approach’s practical superiority are significantly reduced. 

4.3.1. Innovating Burdens Away 

The practical obstacles facing virtually every element of the conciliatory toolkit arise 

from the fact that greens’ proposals are often burdensome, and such burdens can be expected to 

generate resistance. These obstacles are most obvious when greens ask others to make sacrifices 

in the name of ecological objectives. But similar difficulties can arise even when greens seek to 

bear the burdens of their proposals themselves. For example, when bargaining for 

environmental protection, greens seeking burdensome objectives may lack sufficient assets to 

pay for them. Likewise, greens might lack the resources to carry out expensive and challenging 

projects within land parcels that they themselves own. 

To the extent that these burdens present an obstacle to greens’ efforts, it is not because 

people actively want to frustrate greens’ aims. Rather, the obstacles are an artifact of opportunity 

costs. In some cases, individuals’ aspirations are directly connected to ecologically impactful 

activities. In other cases, greens’ projects demand resources that others would prefer to direct to 

different purposes. In such situations, greens’ desires come into tension with those of others. 

Yet such conflicts are fundamentally contingent. If people had options for achieving 

their goals without harming the environment or using resources greens need, then many 

obstacles to greens’ agendas would disappear. The same would be true if greens could achieve 
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their goals without impeding others or using their resources. Even if many people were not 

intrinsically motivated to promote ecological goals, greens could more easily escape conflicts if 

the opportunity costs of their actions were reduced. 

Happily, avenues abound for greens to reduce opportunity costs through discovery and 

innovation. For one thing, greens can uncover new ways to achieve ends that people currently 

promote through ecologically impactful means: They can develop alternative fuel sources that 

would eliminate the need for fossil fuels, pioneer farming methods that require fewer inputs 

and generate less waste, and create inexpensive technologies for controlling pollution without 

hampering the activities that produce it. For another thing, greens can pursue opportunities 

within their own organizations to reduce resource needs and promote objectives without 

making impositions on others. To the extent that such innovations reduced the opportunity 

costs of greens’ projects, this would open the door for many more green victories than are 

currently possible through conciliatory means. 

4.3.2. Tweaking Institutions 

In some cases, the impossibility of achieving greens’ goals through conciliation arises 

not from any inherent difficulty in the actions they desire, but rather from hurdles placed in 

greens’ paths by legal institutions. In such situations, it may be possible—at least in theory—to 

promote ecological objectives without making anyone objectionably worse off. But even so, 

greens find that the particular means required to act on these opportunities lie beyond the limits 

of existing laws. 

By way of illustration, consider the challenges involved in protecting river ecosystems 

from degradation in the western United States. Throughout the American West, rights to use 
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water are allocated through a “prior appropriation” regime that entitles individuals to water on 

the basis of seniority.226 In many areas, such rights are allocated in such a way that all of the 

water in a river officially belongs to someone, and once these users have exercised their claims 

the result is a dried-up riverbed. 

One intuitive way to prevent this destruction of rivers would be for environmentally 

concerned citizens to purchase rights to some of each river’s water and send their allotments 

downstream to maintain the rivers’ flows. Since these citizens would only be using “their own” 

water to achieve their goals, such a solution might seem to avoid burdening others who rely on 

the rivers for competing uses. Others would still be able to withdraw their allotments as before, 

and yet the rivers would be prevented from drying up.227 

                                                
 
226 This doctrine states that individuals who have begun to utilize water from a particular watercourse for 
beneficial purposes may continue to withdraw a fixed quantity for that use every year in perpetuity. The 
catch is that when multiple people have come to rely on the same watercourse, the parties whose uses 
began first have the right to satisfy their allotments first, with latecomers permitted to withdraw water 
only to the extent that they do not deprive earlier-comers of the opportunity to satisfy their claims (Sax et 
al. 2006, pp. 124-126). In some western states, including California, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and Texas, the 
influence of the prior appropriation doctrine is less than absolute. For discussion of these cases, see 
Gillilan and Brown 1997. 
227 In actual practice, avoiding conflict is not as simple as this, for the total amount of water available to 
users is importantly dependent on the specific ways in which rights-holders use their allotments. For 
example, if a farmer withdraws water to irrigate her crops, some will flow back into the river where 
another user can withdraw it again downstream. If the farmer were recognized as having a protected 
right to send her water downriver instead, then her “return flow” would no longer be available to other 
users down the line. For this reason, any attempt to institutionalize “downstream” flow rights like those 
imagined here would need to account for resulting impacts on downstream users. One possible way to 
do this would be to calculate the amount of water consumed by particular uses (i.e., not returned to the 
watercourse after diversion) and allow rights-holders to send this quantity downriver to maintain river 
flows. Such a scheme would need to account for other factors like natural evaporation and infiltration as 
the water ran downstream. But by making modifications such as these, it seems possible that water rights 
regimes could be adjusted to accommodate citizens’ desires to preserve flowing rivers. On the other 
hand, we can see why it can be so difficult to accommodate greens’ desires through institutional changes 
once we appreciate the complexity of the rules that would be needed to do so. 



 
 

106 

Historically, one major problem with this seemingly elegant proposal has been that in 

many western states, possessors of water rights cannot leave their allotments in the riverbed 

without sacrificing their claims to future flows. This is because the states require rights-holders 

to demonstrate “beneficial use” of their allotments in order to maintain their claims, and leaving 

water in a river for the sake of the environment has not been recognized as a beneficial use in 

the relevant sense.228 

In recent decades, states have increasingly begun to recognize the legitimacy of water 

uses that require water to be left “instream.” In these states, landowners seeking to maintain 

fisheries or riparian habitat on their property may be able to use their allotments to keep rivers 

flowing through their land. Yet no state recognizes as legitimate the specific use of leaving 

water in a river to maintain flows downstream of a rights-holder’s property. Indeed, no state 

recognizes water users as having any claims at all over water downstream of where they draw 

their allotments. 

This example illustrates how legal arrangements can block greens’ goals even when 

conciliatory tools seem to offer pathways to their achievement. Even if greens were willing to 

compensate all water users affected by their desire to maintain flowing rivers, the peculiarities 

of western water law would make it virtually impossible for them to effect the needed 

                                                
 
228 In Wyoming, for example, instream flow rights are recognized for the maintenance, improvement, or 
establishment of fisheries, but no other instream uses are accepted (Gillilan and Brown 1997, p. 119). Even 
in states that legally recognize a broader range of “beneficial” instream uses, it can be difficult for 
individual rights-holders to participate in the protection of instream flows. In Idaho, Kansas, and Utah, 
for instance, instream flow rights can only be held by public agencies and decisions about instream flows 
must be submitted to the state legislature for formal approval (ibid., p. 120). 
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transactions. In cases like this, reforming problematic legal institutions could potentially expand 

greens’ abilities to use conciliatory strategies to achieve their ends.229 

4.3.3. Calling on Dissenters 

At the beginning of Section 2, I suggested that one conciliatory strategy for promoting 

greens’ goals would be to ask others to adopt measures for the sake of accommodating greens’ 

convictions. At that stage of the discussion, I stressed that greens’ opponents may balk at 

bearing significant burdens in the name of accommodation. Now, however, I want to raise a 

different point: To the extent that greens commit to conciliation, they can call on would-be 

rivals to make their conciliatory efforts as successful as possible. 

I have argued that even people who reject green views will often appreciate the disvalue 

of marginalizing greens and ignoring their concerns. Hence we can expect many to be willing to 

go at least a little bit out of their way to accommodate greens’ convictions. This raises the 

possibility that dissenters can be persuaded to use the conciliatory toolkit on their own. Since 

the elements of the toolkit are designed specifically to avoid sacrificing anybody’s priorities to 

greens’ objectives, there is a plausible argument to be made that everyone should be willing to 

use them to address greens’ frustrations.  

In practice, this might mean looking for ways to promote ecological outcomes without 

sacrificing other values, seeking opportunities to profit from environmental protection or deals 

with greens, discovering new and less burdensome ways to be environmentally friendly, or 

examining institutional changes to expand opportunities for conciliation. If greens’ rivals see 

                                                
 
229 For a general discussion of the possibility of reforming institutions to benefit certain groups without 
harming others, see Muldoon 2016, pp. 79-84. 
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the value of building toward a world where their own victories do not have to represent green 

defeats, then they may be willing to adopt methods like these to expand the practical efficacy of 

conciliation. 

We can amplify this point by noticing that when greens commit to conciliation, they 

open the door to relationships of reciprocity that might not otherwise obtain between them and 

other groups. Greens who adopt a conciliatory approach can look their neighbors in the eye and 

say, “I have worked hard to show sensitivity and respect toward your concerns. Will you do the 

same for me?” Of course, in some cases the answer to this question will be “No.” And even 

among those who feel the pull of appeals to reciprocity, there will still be limits on what non-

greens will do for their ideological rivals. But we are now in a position to see that these limits 

may be much less constricting than they initially seemed. 

4.3.4. Playing a Long Game 

Strategies like those presented in this section bolster the claim that conciliation 

represents greens’ most practically efficacious option, especially over the long run. Yet even 

with all these strategies, it is doubtful that conciliation would yield every outcome that greens 

consider important. This seems especially clear in light of the severity of the global crisis greens 

perceive and the short time horizon with which they typically take themselves to be working. 

For the foreseeable future, greens adopting a conciliatory approach would need to brace 

themselves for a future of tremendous frustration and loss. They would need to cultivate the 

fortitude to treat their adversaries with diplomacy and respect even while they continued to 

degrade the natural world. And they would need to marshal their resources and ingenuity to 

promote ecological goals in the limited ways available to them. 
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The conciliatory approach to environmental politics is a long game and not a quick fix 

for our ecological predicament. It is rooted in the conviction that there are no fully satisfactory 

options available to greens, and so the sensible thing to do is find the best of a range of “second-

best” alternatives. The conciliatory approach is worthwhile because greens have little chance of 

success if they insist on trying to dominate their neighbors. But it cannot be claimed that they 

will find the results appealing, especially in the short run. 

4.4. The Objection from Integrity 

Suppose that when evaluated against a benchmark of practical efficacy, a conciliatory 

approach to environmental politics can deliver ecological outcomes at least as good as—if not 

better than—those of any other alternative available to greens. Would this be enough to 

vindicate the approach? There may be reason to think the answer is no. Even if conciliation 

were practically efficacious, some greens might still object that it is wrong to conciliate with 

ecological despoilers. In their eyes, such people are mired in error or immorality: at best 

resistance is due to ignorance or misinformation; at worst it is driven by outright corruption. It 

may therefore seem like appropriate thing for greens to do is not to defer to their rivals but 

rather confront and repudiate them.230 

On the reverse side of the same point, greens might think that committing to conciliation 

would reflect a kind of insincerity, cowardice, or abandonment of proper standards of reason 

and evidence. Because greens believe they hold correct views while their rivals are incorrect, a 

failure to base advocacy on their beliefs might seem to hide, betray, or devalue their real 
                                                
 
230 Of course, greens might first try education and persuasion to invite opponents to reconsider their 
positions. But in the event dissenters proved recalcitrant, it might appear fitting for greens to dig in their 
heels and stand up for the truth. 
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views.231 Greens might thus equate adversarial or radical approaches with moral integrity, even 

if they produced inferior outcomes in practice. 

These concerns may be intensified by the concern that dissenters do not just hold 

mistaken views and live misguided lives: they also conduct themselves in ways that produce 

victims. In greens’ eyes, dissenters directly contribute to the imposition of harms on innocent 

people around the world (including, in some cases, greens themselves). They impinge on future 

generations who stand to inherit a degraded planet. And they threaten nonhuman organisms 

and ecosystems that greens see as possessing independent moral standing. With all these fates 

in the balance, greens may understandably see themselves as advocates for justice, defenders of 

the weak, and emancipators of the voiceless and oppressed. In this context, repudiating 

dissenters might take on special significance as a way of standing up for victims. 

If this is how greens view themselves and their advocacy, then the conciliatory approach 

I defend may seem cringe-worthy, if not downright offensive. We can see this particularly 

clearly by considering an analogy to past “liberation” movements that some greens invoke to 

explain their cause.232 On this analogy, greens’ task is like the one faced those who sought to 

abolish slavery amidst widespread racism. Yet imagine proposing a version of the conciliatory 

toolkit to abolitionists: “Emphasize the fact that you conscientiously oppose slavery and even 

slaveholders should see the value of accommodating your views!” “Find opportunities for 

people to profit from freeing slaves!” “Find mutually beneficial terms by which to purchase 

slaves and then liberate them!” “Create ‘free spaces’ for slaves within the limits of your own 

                                                
 
231 For a general defense of this perspective on political advocacy, see Quong 2011, ch. 9. 
232 E.g., Stone 1972; Rosebraugh 2004. 



 
 

111 

private means!” Presented with such suggestions, we can easily imagine an abolitionist insisting 

that a crucial point had been missed. Abolitionists with real integrity might seem bound to 

insist that slaves should be freed because it is wrong to enslave people, and further to confront 

and repudiate those who disagreed. Likewise, we may expect greens to insist that the 

conciliatory approach misunderstands the role of environmental advocacy in responding to 

injustice. 

One difficulty in appealing to historical analogies, however, is that history has not 

always unfolded as intuition may seem to demand. It is tempting to look back on past liberation 

movements and imagine brave, principled people confronting evildoers and forcing them to 

reform. However, the actual history of liberation movements reveals that the greatest successes 

have often come not through confrontation but rather through conciliation. 

The abolition of slavery provides a helpful example. Throughout most of the 

slaveholding world, a commitment to protecting slaveholders’ interests played a central role in 

ending slavery without violent conflict. When France abolished slavery in 1794, it compensated 

slaveholders for “property” lost as a result of the policy change. When it extended abolition to 

its colonies in 1848, compensation was paid once again for the same purpose. Compensated 

emancipation was likewise enacted by Britain in 1833, Denmark in 1848, and the Netherlands in 

1863. 

These approaches were not motivated by any lack of appreciation for the moral 

significance of the abolitionist cause. In fact, many of the most influential statements of the 

moral equality of human beings emerged from anti-slavery advocates in these countries. The 

purpose of compensating slaveholders for their losses was to prevent opposition from 
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crystalizing among those who stood to lose from abolition. By reducing slaveholders’ financial 

stakes in the perpetuation of slavery, abolitionists preempted the need for adversarial conflict 

and paved the way for their movement’s timely success. 

The main exception to this was the United States, which was the only industrialized 

nation to require a war to end slavery. From a certain point of view, it might seem more fitting 

to have ended slavery through military conflict than through a compensation scheme. In the 

American story, the side of good took a stand and defeated the side of evil on the battlefield 

rather than paying wrongdoers to do the right thing. But on the other hand, the Civil War was 

one of the costliest conflicts in American history, leaving many hundreds of thousands dead, 

destroying large swaths of the country, and saddling the nation with billions of dollars of 

debt.233 

There are reasons to doubt that it would have been feasible to abolish slavery through 

conciliatory means in mid-nineteenth-century America. The sheer numbers of slaves,234 the 

expressed desire by some slaveholders to perpetuate slavery as an independent moral good,235 

and various other sources of political tension make it unclear whether a policy of compensated 

emancipation—or any other conciliatory strategy—could have achieved tolerable moral 

outcomes.236 Yet if slavery could have been abolished in the United States in the way it was 

                                                
 
233 Goldin and Lewis 1975. 
234 Goldin 1973. 
235 E.g., Calhoun [1837] 1853. 
236 Interestingly, Abraham Lincoln actually did enact a compensated emancipation scheme in the District 
of Columbia on the basis of his understanding that “even if Congress had the power to take slaves from 
American citizens, it could only be done through compensation, as required by the Fifth Amendment” 
(Finkelman 2008, p. 355). Similar schemes were proposed in other states in the early years of Lincoln’s 
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abolished almost everywhere else, would we say that American abolitionists should still have 

insisted on confrontation to maintain their moral integrity? 

It is hard to see how the answer could be yes. The monumental moral benefits of 

avoiding a war would seem to vastly outweigh any symbolic value that might have been 

advanced through the Union’s confrontational approach. Indeed, if American abolitionists had 

faced an opportunity to abolish slavery through conciliation instead of confrontation, then it 

seems reasonable to think that they would have regarded doing so—and avoiding bloodshed—

as the highest proof of their moral integrity. The idea that integrity required a civil war thus 

seems to start and end with the proposition that war was the only feasible way to achieve 

abolitionists’ aims. Without such a practical rationale, the case for confrontation would have 

evaporated. 

We have seen that many greens hope to avoid organized violence in addressing our 

ecological predicament. But the lesson of the abolition movement can be applied to lower-level 

confrontations as well. Even without destruction and bloodshed like that of the American Civil 

War, adversarial approaches to political life yield predictable and serious costs that conciliation 

can preempt. Some of these costs have already been discussed: adversarial approaches drive 

factions to obstruct each other’s efforts, compete to impose their preferences on each other, and 

work to undermine each other’s projects once pushed into action. In addition to these costs, 

political conflicts also consume a tremendous amount of social resources that could be used in 

other ways instead. For example, in the United States alone, activists channel millions of dollars 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
presidency as well. These proposals proved unsuccessful, however, and eventually the notion of 
compensating slaveholders was abandoned as the war effort wore on. 
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per year to battles over environmental policy. The people who devote their careers to these 

confrontations expend their lives’ work on political conflict rather than other vocations, and the 

resources they utilize are withdrawn from serving other objectives. 

If people did not have to see environmental politics as an ideological arms race, then 

some of these investments and costs could be avoided. This would free financial, material, and 

human resources to be used for other purposes. Such a result is especially significant given that 

many of the practical limits of conciliation stem from the fact that greens lack sufficient 

resources to achieve their goals. If drawing back from political conflicts would free resources for 

conciliatory projects, then this would provide a major reason to relax an insistence on 

confrontation. Just as American abolitions would have been well served to think twice about 

military engagement in the face of a determined and combative Confederacy237—and just as 

such hesitancy would not have implied any lack of integrity—so too must greens be prepared to 

reconsider their strategies when met with opposition, even if literal warfare is not in the offing. 

The possibility of defeat is another consideration to add to those just discussed. To the 

extent it makes sense to romanticize the adversarial stances of earlier liberation movements, 

much of this appeal can be traced to the fact that the movements we have in mind were 

                                                
 
237 This picture is complicated by the fact that the Union’s motives for launching the Civil War did not 
revolve solely around the cause of ending slavery, but also included a devotion to maintaining the 
integrity of the United States as a single political unit. As Abraham Lincoln wrote to Horace Greeley, “My 
paramount objective in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If 
I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the 
slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others along I would also do that. 
What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what 
I forbear, I forbear because I do not believe it would help save the Union” ([1862] 1905). This stance 
obviously introduces difficulties in thinking about the most sensible course of action in the lead-up to the 
Civil War, but I will ignore them here because I do not believe them to be relevant to the present 
investigation. 
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successful. Yet it is hard to say whether greens are in a similar position. Imagine the 

implications of fighting the American Civil War in service of the abolitionist cause and then 

losing. With hundreds of thousands of lives lost, large areas reduced to rubble, and the nation’s 

treasury drained, the institution of slavery would not merely be left intact but in all likelihood 

entrenched so emphatically that another effort to eliminate it would not be attempted for 

decades. Would this have been the right approach for abolitionists given the inherent fittingness 

of confronting wrongdoers? Or, given the stakes, would this have made a mockery of the notion 

of integrity? 

Consider likewise the possibility that greens and their allies will end up having poured 

millions of dollars and thousands of activists’ lives over multiple decades into political combat, 

and then ultimately failing to achieve aggressive reforms. Would we say that at least they acted 

with integrity by refusing to seek conciliatory channels for their aims? Or would we say they 

had made a mockery of integrity by digging in their heels when the fate of the world hung in 

the balance? 

Ultimately, concerns about integrity provide dubious grounds for rejecting a 

conciliatory approach. There might be something fitting about confronting dissenters and 

standing up for truth and justice in environmental politics. But this romantic notion can hardly 

justify taking on the costs of open confrontation—and the risk of outright defeat—when doing 

so would not yield concrete ecological benefits. To put the point more strongly: given the 

gravity they see in our ecological predicament, greens cannot afford to chase symbolism if more 

practically efficacious options exist. If they are right about the challenges on our horizon, then a 

great deal hangs on greens’ abilities to swallow their pride and learn to work respectfully with 
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those who disagree with them. If conciliation is more likely to achieve greens’ goals in the face 

of disagreement—as I have argued that it is—then the objection from integrity offers little 

reason to insist on an adversarial tack. 

4.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that in the face of concerted resistance, greens should replace 

what has been an adversarial approach to politics with a conciliatory one. Such an approach 

would employ a portfolio of strategies to achieve green objectives, drawing on others’ moral 

motivations and self-interest as well as greens’ own resourcefulness. These strategies share a 

common theme of respecting dissenters’ priorities instead of trying to override them. A 

conciliatory approach could not be expected to achieve every green objective, or even every 

objective greens consider critically important. But in a world characterized by strident 

opposition to green views, it is plausible that no approach can deliver better results. Together 

with the discussion of the previous chapter, this conclusion points toward a pragmatic and 

comparative liberal response to green radicalism. Even if catastrophe looms, and even if there 

can be no guarantee that liberal societies will respond aggressively to avert it, there is still 

reason to believe a liberal approach to political life is greens’ best available option. 
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5. Conclusion 

The prospect of an ecological catastrophe has led greens to doubt whether their views 

can be reconciled with a liberal approach to political life. On its face, their hesitancy is not 

unreasonable. If liberal societies cannot be trusted to respond aggressively to an impending 

catastrophe, then it is wise for greens to explore other options. Indeed, failing to question 

liberalism in such circumstances would imply that greens were not taking their own concerns 

seriously. 

The radical arguments that have proceeded from this outlook highlight a longstanding 

gap in liberal theorizing. Liberals have never shown why people should embrace the 

institutions and norms they recommend when this would yield disaster. Historically, this gap 

has been filled by transforming inconvenient views to be more easily reconciled with liberalism. 

But insisting on such transformations in the context of environmental debates would render 

liberalism a sectarian and fragile view. In order to maintain its claims to openness, tolerance, 

and robustness, liberalism must try to appeal to greens on their own terms. 

In this dissertation, I have sought to lay the foundations for a satisfactory liberal 

response to greens’ concerns. I have argued that greens overestimate the likely benefits of 

transforming the political order in line with their views, especially given the inevitability of 

continued controversy over the future of the planet. Dissent from green positions presents a 

serious obstacle to radical green proposals even when greens are willing to resort to 

authoritarian means to achieve their goals. I have also argued that a conciliatory program in the 

spirit of the liberal tradition offers greens more opportunities than they have appreciated for 

advancing their goals without subordinating dissenters. In diverse societies like our own, a 



 
 

118 

commitment to conciliation is not just appealing on independent ethical grounds: it is also a 

pragmatic strategy for achieving results. 

These arguments help us to see that, even when faced with an ecological crisis, 

liberalism is more than a romantic suicide pact. A liberal approach to political life does not ask 

greens to prioritize respect and toleration over the future of the planet. Instead, it simply asks 

them to be sophisticated about what their views demand. 

The defense of liberalism that I have presented is more pragmatic and comparative than 

the accounts liberal theorists have traditionally advanced. As a result, my position faces two 

serious objections. The first is that by defending liberalism in the way that I have, I render 

liberal society a mere modus vivendi—a tenuous truce without resources to maintain stability 

amidst shifting balances of power. The second is that by appealing so heavily to greens’ 

practical goals, I leave myself unable to show why greens should honor liberal institutions and 

norms in cases where they can advance their ends through opportunistic defection. 

This closing chapter addresses these important concerns and discusses opportunities for 

further developing this project. Section 1 rebuts the objection that my account makes liberalism 

into a modus vivendi. Section 2 addresses concerns about opportunistic defection. Section 3 

discusses remaining gaps in my arguments and highlights opportunities to remedy some of 

them through further research. 
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5.1. All the Wrong Reasons? 

In Political Liberalism, John Rawls describes a charter for public life that aligns with 

citizens’ senses of justice,238 that citizens can affirm “for its own sake, or on its own merits,”239 

and that secures what citizens see as “just or fair, honorable or decent” relations between 

them.240 Rawls claims that a society built on such foundations would achieve “stability for the 

right reasons”: enduring legitimacy unconnected to the existing balance of power.241 According 

to Rawls, this is the sort of order that liberal political theory should seek, not one built around a 

mere truce between rival factions. 

The concerns motivating Rawls’ view are far from idle. In the history of western 

civilizations, merely pragmatic truces between ideological groups have often been unstable, 

with commitments to peace evaporating as soon as factions think they can gain the upper hand. 

In early modern Europe, hostilities between Catholics and Protestants were soon renewed 

despite landmark settlements in the Holy Roman Empire’s Peace of Augsburg and France’s 

Edict of Nantes.242 In America, too, early efforts at toleration in the Maryland colony collapsed 

when the Catholic minority lost its grip on offices of power.243 Given this history, liberals have 

good reasons to hope their recommendations provide more than just shrewd policy advice to 

reflect existing political circumstances. 

                                                
 
238 Rawls [1993] 2005, p. 142. 
239 Ibid., p. 148. 
240 Ibid., p. 120. 
241 Ibid., pp. 145-149; Rawls [1995] 2005, pp. 390-392. 
242 Zagorin 2003, pp. 10-12. 
243 Bonomi [1986] 2003, pp. 21-24. 
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Yet it hard to say whether Rawls’ specific aspirations can be achieved for greens in a 

liberal order. As we have seen, there are many reasons to expect that liberal democracies will 

frustrate greens in their efforts to forestall an impending crisis. So long as they continue to 

adhere to their classic formula for toleration, liberal societies will also deny greens’ attempts to 

entrench their substantive views in the foundations of the political order. Plausibly, these 

frustrations will offend greens’ senses of justice, and some greens may be unable to view the 

resulting arrangements as desirable for their own sakes or as just, fair, honorable, and decent. 

Our ecological predicament may imply that liberal societies will be filled with more alienation 

than Rawls’ account imagines.  

This does not mean, however, that greens’ adherence to liberal arrangements must be 

nothing more than a provisional response to the current balance of power. This is because the 

pragmatic and comparative considerations I have presented in the previous two chapters do not 

arise simply from the fact that greens are politically weak. Even if greens achieve greater power 

than their movement enjoys today, this will not eliminate doubts over the comparative benefits 

of abandoning liberalism and its characteristic forms of cooperation. 

Two considerations can help us see why this is so. First, even in a society where greens 

enjoyed hegemony, there would still remain many citizens and communities that did not accept 

greens’ views. Even if dissenters could not prevent greens from adopting reforms at an 

overarching political level, they would still generate predictable problems for green impositions 

along the lines we have discussed. Such citizens could be expected to resist, circumvent, 

manipulate, and refuse to participate in efforts they saw as artifacts of a hostile ideology. These 

responses would increase the costs and decrease the benefits of greens’ proposals, undermining 
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our reasons for expecting them to improve upon what liberalism can achieve. The capacity of a 

conciliatory approach to preempt hostile responses from dissenters would recommend it even 

to hegemonic greens. 

Second, in a world where greens enjoyed political dominance, the most glaring 

inadequacies of liberal political arrangements would be considerably diminished. Greens’ most 

serious complaints about liberal democracy are tied to the expectation that greens will not make 

up a sufficiently powerful part of the population to achieve their goals, and so they will have to 

watch their communities embrace disastrous courses of action. The case for green radicalism is 

likewise built around the idea that major societal transformations are needed in order to get 

around the opposition that greens face in current democratic affairs. If greens rose to political 

power and saw their rivals’ influence diminish, it is unclear why they would be unable to 

achieve their most pressing objectives through liberal means. On the contrary, it seems likely 

that a hegemonic green movement would possess ample resources to overcome the obstacles to 

conciliation that we discussed in the previous chapter. A commitment to conciliation would 

enable green hegemons to achieve their goals while also manifesting an attractive kind of 

respect for the minorities in their midst. 

For these reasons, a pragmatic and comparative defense of liberalism does not ask 

greens to accept a mere truce based on the existing balance of power in society. Rather, its 

recommendations preserve their force regardless of the circumstances greens face. It asks greens 

to recognize the inherent difficulties of achieving their goals in the face of dissent and 

recommends liberalism as an appropriate—if perhaps not always entirely satisfying—way to 

deal with those difficulties. And it insists that in the face of opposition, the most attractive 
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means for pursuing green ends revolve around conciliation with dissenting groups. Liberals can 

argue on these grounds that greens have little to gain from attempting to impose their views on 

others, whether or not they have the power to do so. 

5.2. The Threat of Defection 

Even if it is generally in greens’ interest to embrace liberal arrangements and conciliate 

with their rivals, the possibility remains that greens will sometimes face opportunities and 

temptations to promote their ends at others’ expense. Such opportunism might manifest itself in 

a variety of ways: greens might attempt to deceive or manipulate their neighbors, exploit weak 

oversight to abuse positions of authority, or target ecological despoilers with acts of “monkey 

wrenching.”244 To the extent they exist, temptations to “defect” on the conciliatory project in 

ways like these present another source of difficulties for liberal communities, undermining the 

trust and cooperation so essential to their functioning and stability.245 

One way to respond to these concerns is to note that on many of the issues most 

important to greens, the possibility of making meaningful progress through opportunism will 

be limited. Challenges like climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecological destabilization can 

only be solved through long-term collaboration between large numbers of people and 

organizations across sizable geographic regions. Coordinating the kinds of subterfuges 

necessary to advance greens’ most important agendas in meaningful ways would be untenable 

in the vast majority of cases. 

                                                
 
244 Abbey [1975] 1985. 
245 For discussion of the importance of concerns about defection in the history of political thought, see 
Gauthier 1982. 



 
 

123 

A complementary point can be raised with respect to greens’ more localized projects as 

well. It will have to be allowed that in some cases, it might be possible for greens to achieve 

smaller victories through opportunistic means. Yet given their modest scope, such victories will 

generally not be especially significant to the overarching green agenda. In these contexts, the 

value of succeeding will tend not to be great enough to justify taking on the risks of being 

caught and punished, or of more generally tarnishing the green movement’s reputation. This is 

especially likely in light of the importance of trust in facilitating greens’ goals. If the analysis of 

the previous chapter is on target, then many of greens’ most important opportunities for 

progress will rely on cultivating trusting relationships across ideological lines. Taking on the 

risk of eroding this trust will tend not to be worthwhile if greens cannot hope to achieve 

significant benefits. 

It may therefore be possible to allay the most serious concerns about green defection 

with the observation that this will rarely be the best way for greens to pursue their goals. Even 

so, it would be misguided to deny that some greens will sometimes encounter situations in which 

defecting on the conciliatory project is the best available option. Having chastised greens for 

ignoring the problems raised by noncompliance for their own proposals, I can hardly brush 

aside such possibilities as simple non-issues myself. 

One additional way to respond to concerns about opportunism is to note the 

implications of green defection for the conciliatory approach presented in the previous chapter. 

In that discussion, I argued that greens can achieve some of their goals by seeking 

accommodation from their rivals. There the idea was that even if people reject greens’ views, 

some may still appreciate the value of enabling greens to see themselves as honored community 
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members rather than a marginalized group, and this can provide grounds for accommodation. 

In the present context, we can add that some citizens are also likely to find moral value in 

preventing situations in which their conscientious and ethical neighbors feel pulled to defect on 

their communities’ cooperative arrangements. For these people, the fact that greens are tempted 

to act like defectors will seem like an additional reason to explore the possibility of 

accommodation. 

On its face, this might seem like a suggestion that non-greens should be willing to make 

concessions to liars, cheats, criminals, and terrorists. But greens are none of these things by 

nature; their motivations to engage in opportunistic behaviors are driven by the gravity of the 

circumstances they believe they are in. What I am suggesting is that communities may sensibly 

desire to prevent situations in which their morally-motivated members will predictably view 

lying, cheating, criminality, and terrorism as their best options. When temptations to engage in 

these activities arise from conscientious moral motivations rather than vice, as they do for 

greens, they are arguably a sign that communities are failing to provide the right sorts of 

opportunities for people to achieve their ends. Some communities will therefore see green 

opportunism as a call to examine opportunities for accommodation. If such accommodations 

can be made without excessive impositions on other groups, then this may restrict the range of 

cases in which defection will occur. 

Ultimately, the most effective solution of all to green opportunism may be the 

internalization of ethical norms that prohibit it.246 If greens can be convinced that it is wrong to 
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promote their ends through opportunism, then this would provide a major bulwark against the 

problem of defection. If I am right that a conciliatory approach is the most effective means 

available to greens for promoting their ends, and if I am right about the importance of trust to 

the success of that approach, then even greens have reason to favor the proliferation of such 

norms. This would no doubt represent a marked departure from the attitudes of some current 

environmental activists. But if defection cannot be suitably restrained through other means, 

moral norms against opportunism may be essential for unlocking the practical potential of 

conciliation. 

5.3. Remaining Gaps 

The foregoing arguments show that my account can be defended against some of the 

most serious objections that can be raised against it. Even though my arguments have been 

pragmatic and comparative in nature, this does not render liberal civilization a mere modus 

vivendi liable to collapse with the shifting of political sands. Nor is the liberalism I defend fatally 

exposed to the danger of defection from greens. Even so, there remain important weaknesses in 

this project that should be mentioned here. 

The most glaring inadequacies of the foregoing account have to do with the decisiveness 

of my negative and positive arguments against the radical green position. Chapter 3 developed 

the critical view that greens overstate the likely benefits of their transformational proposals. 

However, the discussion of that chapter did not touch on every version of the radical green 

view, and its most focused analysis addressed just one extreme formulation. I believe that the 

core arguments presented in Chapter 3 identify a general problem for green radicalism. 
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However, a conclusive critique of the radical green program would require a much broader 

discussion than I was able to provide. I hope to remedy this deficiency in future research. 

The positive arguments of Chapter 4 leave room for expansion as well. I have tried to 

show that, in the face of opposition, a conciliatory approach in the spirit of the liberal tradition 

offers greens the best chance of success. But liberalism is not simply about conciliation in 

political life: the tradition is also connected with a constellation of institutions like private 

property rights, economic markets, and constitutional democratic regimes. Much more needs to 

be said about why greens should accept these elements of the classic liberal formula despite the 

obstacles they present to environmental protection efforts. More also needs to be said about 

why liberals should maintain their allegiance to these venerable institutions. This too, I hope, 

will provide opportunities for further exploration. 

One more gap in this project has to do with the lacuna in liberal political theory I 

described in Chapter 2. In that discussion, I said that liberals have failed to show why citizens 

should embrace their recommendations even when they believe that doing so would yield 

disaster. The rest of this dissertation has developed the position that, at least when it comes to 

confronting an ecological crisis, the frustrations greens can expect from liberalism are unlikely 

to be worse than their other options, especially once prospects for conciliation are 

acknowledged. Yet even if this is granted, there still remains a gap in the liberal view: What can 

liberals say to citizens who see disaster on the horizon and can identify alternatives that are 

genuinely superior for promoting their ends? 

Liberals can obviously challenge the premises advanced by such groups. They can 

question whether the proposed alternatives are really superior by the standards these groups 
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affirm, as I have modeled in this project. The impending disasters these groups allege can be 

interrogated as well. But if it proves impossible to identify internal weaknesses in these groups’ 

positions, then I must concede that the result may be a conflict that liberalism is powerless to 

resolve. Citizens may simply have to decide what they really believe: are these groups 

mistaken, or is liberalism suicidal after all?247 

In the end, liberals should not be ashamed by the possibility that their tradition could 

someday be found to be pathological by the commitments of certain groups. On the contrary, it 

is arguably a sign of the tradition’s vitality that it remains ever exposed to such assaults. A 

liberalism that did not have to worry about the prospect of disaster would be one that had 

fatally cut itself off from reality. It is only by confronting citizens’ concerns and vindicating their 

views time and time again that liberals can be sure that their position remains worth holding. It 

is a happy result, then, that although things could have turned out otherwise, there is good 

reason to think the case for liberalism survives today’s debates over the future of the planet. 

Even though some see a crisis on the horizon and doubt liberal democracies will adequately 

respond, there are grounds for all of us to believe that liberalism remains the best available 

approach to political life.   

                                                
 
247 This concession contrasts with the view offered by Ryan Muldoon, who appears to believe that there 
will always be a satisfactory way for groups to honor their views within the bounds of a liberal order 
(2016). Key to Muldoon’s view is the idea that when disagreements become sufficiently deep, “societies 
will—and should—break apart” (ibid., p. 109). It is striking that in the context of environmental 
conflicts—as with the religious conflicts of the reformation era—the strategy of “going separate ways” 
borders on incoherence as a proposed remedy to parties’ grievances. It is in the blood of liberalism to try 
to solve problems by asking groups to mind their own business, but conflict over what counts as minding 
one’s business is precisely what has forced us to look beyond the classic liberal approach. If our societies 
someday stumble upon a problem that liberalism truly cannot overcome, it seems likely that it will 
revolve around a disagreement that cannot be resolved by simply “breaking apart.” 
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