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Abstract. 

This thesis explores the relevance of philosophy for enviro11111ental policy-making in liberal 

democratic states. The hypothesis is that the basic tenets of liberal democratic themy determine 

the world view of western states, thereby setting the parameters and primities for environmental 

policy making. In conjunction with this, an additional hypothesis is that environmentalism, as an 

ideologically distinct entity, is oflittle relevance to this policy making. In order to examine these 

hypotheses, a realist scientific framework for knowledge is established in which an ideology is 

shown to be similar in structure to one of Kuhn's "paradigms". This in turn establishes that an 

underlying themy can indeed shape individual and state perceptions ofreality. Using this realist 

framework as a basis, liberal ideology is analysed and basic themes and dispositions of 

environmentalism are identified. In essence, these suggest that the central priority of a liberal 

democracy is caring for the physical and material interests of the individual. Fmihermore, 

political action which restricts this liberty can only take place if it is to protect the libe1iy of 

others who are in some way affected by it. This action can usually only take place if there is 

some degree of scientific certainty stemming from empirical evidence that a problem affecting 

the libe1iy of others does in fact exist. This is paiiicularly significant for enviro11111ental issues as 

the complexity of environmental problems often means that no such scientific certainty can be 

established. Environmental theories are also analysed to determine the compatibility of the 

environmental movement with liberal democratic policy making. Environmentalism is divided 

into two distinct themes: ecologism, which is its ideological component; and mainstream 

environmentalism which often involves scientific and instrumental aspects. Ecologism has no 

compatibility with, or relevance to, liberal democratic policy making. The instrumental and 

scientific aspects are compatible but essentially run parallel to liberal democratic considerations 

and are hence indistinguishable. In this sense, as this fits the underlying p1iorities of the state, it 

too is irrelevant and has little effect on policy making which would not occur independently. A 

brief overview of New Zealand's environmental policy, in the form of policy statements and a 

look at the impetus behind, and the strength of, the Resource Management Act loosely illustrates 

the correctness of these conclusions. 
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Introduction. 

This thesis examines the philosophical implications of environmental theory for the 

political theories underlying environmental policy in liberal democratic states. The aim is to 

establish a theoretical framework which explains the nature and limitations of this policy. The 

central hypothesis of this thesis is that the nature and worldview of a liberal democratic state is 

determined by its liberal democratic the01y underpinning which, in tum, determines the 

parameters for what is considered desirable and even for what is possible in tenns of govenm1ent 

policy. A second hypothesis stemming from the first contends that, if liberal democratic the01y 

does determine environmental policy parameters, then the arguments presented by environmental 

theorists do not hold much actual relevance to this process. To explain which areas of theory are 

to be covered in the following discussion, and why, some explanation of the way this thesis 

developed over time is required. 

The original intention was to examine the hypothesis that "liberal democratic nations 

have not been able to adequately deal with the growing environmental crisis due to factors 

inherent in liberal democracy itself'. However, subsequent research soon revealed just how 

problematic and laden with assumptions such a hypothesis was. In particular, it became apparent 

that the "environmental crisis" itself is by no means an established, unquestionable matter of 

reality. Even assuming that some kind of problem probably does exist, the causes, the severity, 

and the amount of time available in which to act, are still a matter of vigorous scientific as well 

as unscientific debate. Given the uncertainty of the problem, the assumption that liberal 

democracies are not "adequately" dealing with it is ambiguous. However, the notion that factors 

inherent within liberal democracy explain the way in which such states do deal with 
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environmental issues is still worth investigation if for no other reason than to examine its 

implications for the relevance of environmental literature. 

Another pertinent factor was the nature of much of the literature concerning 

environmental theory. Besides incorporating a large, diverse, almost bewildering anay of often 

contradictory views (which, it seems, is characteristic of most areas of theory), much 

environmental literature is largely unsubstantiated and tends to be moralistic in nature. C01mnon 

to this field are emotive assumptions about the causes and the extent of environmental problems, 

and prescriptions asserting how people and govenunents "should" act. Correspondingly, there 

tends to be a lack of reliable supporting evidence, particularly rigorous scientific evidence, and a 

tendency towards mystical, or "misty eyed" (non) reasoning. Of course, this is only a 

generalisation and does not apply to everything, but it is relevant in that such tendencies can 

serve to obscure the more reliable, practical side of the debate. 

The uncertainty inherent to environmental issues, and the often emotive nature of the 

environmental literature led to the belief that this thesis would need to be anchored as finnly as 

possible within a structured scientific framework, in an effort to ensure its theoretical credibility. 

Further impetus for this decision also stems from the subject matter itself. In order to argue that 

an underlying the01y can shape the worldview and related policy parameters of a govenunent, 

the nature of perception and lmowledge themselves need to be established. If they are not, then 

the central hypothesis itself may be called into question on the grounds that the possibility of a 

theory shaping the worldview of a state, or even of an individual, has not been established. The 

discussion regarding the factors which constitute and shape knowledge therefore, is the focus of 

chapter one. 

The ve1y nature of enviromnental problems involves concepts related to physical reality, 

which are therefore scientific in nature. Furthermore, a central aspect of the environmental 

debate concerns the problem presented by a lack of scientific certainty in many areas. It is 
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argued that the concept of scientific knowledge provides a good illustration of the nature of 

knowledge in general, because concrete examples concerning physical reality are available. For 

these reasons, the discussion of knowledge in chapter one is based on the concept of science, and 

makes use of the themes arising from scientific philosophy literature. In particular, it is 

concerned with notions of objective reality and knowledge, the place of observation in science, 

and the theories of Thomas Kuhn concerning the notion of "paradigms". 

From the material discussed in chapter one it is apparent that, although the example of 

scientific knowledge can indeed provide a framework for discussion knowledge in general, it 

does not provide all that is required for a discussion oflmowledge in a political context. This is 

due, it is argued, to the fact that political knowledge necessarily involves a greater degree of 

subjectivity than scientific knowledge does. Chapter two is concerned with the nature of 

political lmowledge and focuses particularly on the parallels between the political and scientific 

aspects. The subject areas concern the nature of ideology, the relationship of this to public 

policy, and the disjuncture between subjective and objective knowledge as illustrated by the 

symbolic politics literature. 

With a framework for discussing political theories and ideologies, and their applicability 

to perceptions of reality in place, chapters three and four arc concerned with the ideology central 

to this thesis. That ideology, as already noted, is liberalism and its related political application, 

liberal democracy. The core themes ofliberalism, such as individualism, liberty, and equality 

are identified and discussed. This is followed by exploration of the characteristics stemming 

from these themes, which are common to most liberal democracies. These characteristics 

include such notions as rights, the free market, private property, and of course, democracy itself. 

With this outline completed, discussion turns to a framework established in Benjamin Barber's 

Strong Democracy which elaborates on various frames of reference and dispositions aiising from 

interaction between liberalism's common themes. The way in which these dispositions manifest 
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themselves in the real world of liberal democratic politics is the central theme in this area. It is 

these which are argued to set the priorities and viewpoints of liberal democratic governments and 

which therefore set the parameters for environmental policy making. Several specific hypotheses 

concerning these priorities and parameters are established by this material. 

With the hypotheses concerning the priorities ofliberal democratic states established, we 

then turn to environmentalism and the theoretical and ideological principles which stem from it. 

This is the basis of chapter five. The aim of this chapter is to ascertain the compatibility of 

various environmental theories with the basic tenets of liberal democracy. In this way it is hoped 

to ascertain the theoretical relevance of environmentalism to the potential making of 

environmental policy. The reason for doing this is to establish whether factors arising from 

outside the theoretical or ideological framework of liberal democracy may be responsible for 

policies arising within that framework. If they can, then the central hypothesis that the 

theoretical underpinnings of liberal democracy determine what is possible in tenns of policy 

making, will be proved to be false. If the hypothesis is correct, then factors compatible to, and 

already present in, liberal democratic theory will be identified as responsible for environmental 

policy making. Central to this chapter will be discussion of the differences between 

environmentalism in a scientific or instrumental sense, and environmentalism, or ecologism, as 

an ideology. 

The concluding chapter of this thesis will entail a brief overview of the basis for 

environmental policy making in New Zealand. As New Zealand is a liberal democracy, its 

environmental policy may be assumed to be theoretically similar ( even if different in structure) 

to that of other liberal democracies and therefore, for sake of argument, representative of them in 

general. This overview will involve the identification of biases apparent in policy statements and 

the general direction envir01m1ental policy making is heading in. There will also be exploration 

of the impetus behind, and the ecological c01m11itment of, the core piece oflegislation behind 
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New Zealand's environmental policy, the Resource Management Act. This chapter is simply 

intended to illustrate the basic conclusions arising from previous chapters and provide at least a 

general sense of their degree of applicability. As this is primarily a theoretical work, it is not 

claimed to provide sound empirical evidence for the truth of the conclusions. Besides the 

aforementioned unreliability of empirical data in this area, such evidence is deemed unnecessary, 

as the theoretical framework established here is itself the objective of this thesis. 

This chapter was originally to have consisted of one or more case studies of particular 

enviromnental policies in New Zealand, with particular reference to their effectiveness. 

However, the uncertain nature of much of the data concerning the well-being of the environment 

means that any objective assessment of a policy's effectiveness relies on too many unlmown 

variables and would, in the end, simply comprise a value judgement. Fmiher to this, any 

pa1iicular example of environmental policy making could always have its conclusions 

unde1111ined by such claims as that particular policy not being "truly" representative of New 

Zealand's environmental policy as a whole. 

At this point, then, discussion of the hypotheses outlined above will begin with chapter 

one which, as stated, outlines the basic nature of science and scientific lmowledge. 
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Chapter One: A Realist Theory of Scientific Knowledge. 

This paper is based on the hypothesis that liberal democratic theory underpins the 

theoretical position or worldview of western states, thereby detern1ining the parameters for what 

is considered desirable and even for what is possible in terms of public policy outcomes. The 

area of public policy with which this paper is concerned is that of environmental policy. 

Environmental issues have been the object of increasing public and political attention over the 

past thirty years and are yet still widely perceived as not having been adequately addressed. It is 

the aim of this thesis to ascertain the theoretical underpinnings that detennine the level and type 

of political policy and action with regard to these environmental concerns. The contention or 

hypothesis here is that environmental policy outcomes are both detennined and constrained by 

the tenets of liberal democratic theory. In paiiicular, it is argued that enviromnental policies and 

their outcomes will be weakened or negated at the implementation level if they run counter to the 

basic themes, p1i01ities, or tenets common to liberal democratic theory. 

Before examining liberal democratic theory, an integral paii of this paper, it will be 

necessary to discuss the epistemological concepts that underlie the hypotheses outlined above. 

One reason for such a discussion, besides its relevance to the problem posed by the above 

hypothesis, is the nature of the environmental literature itself. Much discussion of enviromnental 

theory and environmental policy is very thin in terms of c1iteria for asce1iaining the meaning of 

such notions as scientific ce1iainty or uncertainty. Also, it is equally thin in terms of setting 

standards for discussions of ideology, political lmowledge and policy analysis and often contains 

emotive, moral, or even "mystical" asse1iions as to what either is, or should be, happening. 

Consequently, this chapter will entail discussion of the concepts related to the idea that an 

underlying theory can shape both individual and govermnental perception of what is true of the 

world around them. Such a discussion will entail examination of such notions as the nature of 
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"truth" and "reality", what is meant by the term "knowledge", and also the role of underlying 

theories and their effect on perception in relation to these notions. As environmental issues have 

elements of science inherent within them and also because scientific examples provide a clearer 

illustration of the notions involved, this discussion will initially centre around concepts arising 

from the philosophy of science literature. It is hoped that this will provide the rest of this thesis 

with a sound epistemological base upon which to build. Once this is completed, the scientific 

concepts discussed may then be related to or contrasted with epistemologically similar arguments 

concerning ideology and political reality, with particular reference to the literature involving 

political symbolism. 

During the course of the research for this chapter it was quickly discovered that the 

available subject matter on such topics as ideology and scientific philosophy consists of a huge 

morass of often-contradictory arguments and definitions. As Hamilton remarks, "anyone who 

reviews the literature dealing with the concept of ideology soon discovers that there are at least 

as many definitions of it as there are theorists proposing them."1 Any comprehensive review 

would require a great deal of space and, as such a review is neither essential for the arguments 

here nor practical, this discussion will be limited to a synoptic overview of the relevant areas. 

Furthermore, as this paper is concerned with actual political outcomes in the "real world", 

discussion will be primarily limited to those areas which hold some practical relevance. While 

many philosophical systems of thought may be logically coherent, they are not necessarily 

applicable to practical situations. 

At the same time, however, there are still a number of ideas to be discussed. Due to their 

complexity, the points being made in this chapter, and the conclusions reached, can only be 

clarified and illustrated by moving step by step through the relevant arguments and providing at 

least some elaboration of them. Although at times it may appear that such a degree of detail is 



unnecessary, it will be established that there is a minimal theo1y which is needed. This theory 

will clarify the environmental and ideological concepts, and provide them with a stable 

theoretical base. 

The basis for this minimal theory emerges from the debate over the difference between 

ideology and science. This is a useful starting point because the perceived contrast between the 

two illustrates the kind of thing that lmowledge is seen to be, thereby presenting a coherent 
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platform from which to begin a line of argument. As Vincent argues, an impmiant characteristic 

of the debate on the nature of ideology has been that science and ideology are regarded as being 

distinct from one another.2 Science, unlike ideology, is seen as being successful due to the 

existence of an objective foundation or underpinning (the physical universe) to scientific 

knowledge. This underpinning provides a basis for measuring truth because its nature can be 

revealed through scientific practices such as the systematic observation of both naturally 

occurring and laboratory controlled phenomena. The truth of scientific beliefs and values is 

therefore based on how closely they correspond to this objective foundation. 3 Ideologies, on the 

other hand, are not based on an objective foundation in the same way that science is and cannot 

therefore be said to correspond to truth or knowledge in any tangible sense. Rather, they are tied 

to theories in a way which renders their logic circular and therefore impossible to test in the real 

world. 4 It follows from this that if a body of knowledge is claimed to have been acquired by 

means of the "scientific method", then it has more merit or truth to it than any other body of 

knowledge.5 This dichotomy has led in the social sciences to the view that it is necessaiy to keep 

1 Hamilton, M., "The Elements of the Concept ofideology", Political Studies, v.35, no. 1, March 1987 (pp.18-38), 
p.18. 
2 Vincent, A., Modern Political Ideologies, London, Blackwell, 1992, p.13. McLellan, A., Ideology (2nd ed.), 
Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1995, provides another example of this; "[one] dominant c011tr·ast is 
between ideology and science", p.80. 
3 Vincent, Ibid, p.13. 
4 Ibid, p.14. 
5 Chalmers, A.F., What is this thing called Science? (2nd ed.), St Lucia, University of Queensland Press, 1982, 
p.169. 



supposedly objective scientific concepts separate or distinct from the more subjective, emotive 

values and beliefs which characterise ideology. 6 

Such a viewpoint of the distinction between "science" as opposed to "ideology" 

corresponds to what Chalmers refe1Ted to as "a popular [ or common sense] view of the kind of 

thing that scientific lmowledge is". 7 It also encapsulates the inductivist or empiricist viewpoint. 

Hooker sums up empiricism as the argument that "all observation terms are theory-free and 

hence theory-neutral or independent". 8 Rationalist arguments too argue that "there is a single, 

timeless, universal criterion with reference to which the relative merits of rival theories are to be 

9 

assessed". 9 Such an argument suggests that objective reality can be ascertained simply through 

observation, and that observation is what science starts with and is legitimated by. At the extreme 

end of the rationalist/empiricist argument are the logical positivists who argue that scientific 

theories only even have meaning to the extent that they can be verified by an appeal to facts 

acquired by observation. 10 A theory not yet suppmied by observational evidence is therefore of 

no value to science. 

The place of observation itself is important in rational arguments. Many scientific 

rationalists believe, like the empiricists, that observation is lexically prior to themy in the realm 

of science, although other rationalists, like Popper or Lakatos, accept that themy may precede 

observation, at least some of the time. A conm1on thread that runs through many explanations 

and defences of scientific fact is that at some point empirical data attained through observation or 

experiment can be used to verify (tln·ough inductivism) 11 or falsify (tln·ough falsificationism) 12 a 

theory's applicability to reality. This viewpoint can, of course, be more flexible than the more 

6 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.13. 
7 Chah11ers, Op.Cit., p.1. 
8 Hooker, A Realistic Theo,y o(Scie11ce, Albany, State University of New York Press, 1987, note 77, p.380. 
9 Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.101. The universal criterion is objective reality which, as the empiricists argue, can be 
observed directly through use of the senses. 
1° Chalmers, Ibid, p.xviii. 
11 A relatively synoptic discussion of the main elements of inductivism can be found in Cham1ers, Ibid, pp.1-12. 



extreme rationalist/positivist viewpoints, but it still essentially subscribes to the basic tenet that 

observation can be used to establish objective truth (or at least to refute it). 

10 

A notion that is illustrative of these viewpoints, while at the same time pointing out some 

of their flaws, is bivalence. This has been succinctly defined by Harre as "the principle that most 

theoretical statements of a scientific discourse are true or false by virtue of the way the world is, 

whether or not we, as limited human investigators, can know it". 13 It involves the realist 

assumption underpinning most scientific thought that a "real" physical world or universe does in 

fact exist. In other words, "(external) things are as they are independently of how we take them 

to be". 14 This "real" world has certain inherent properties and constitutes what may be called an 

"objective reality". This is a relatively straightforward assumption and is one which is adhered 

to here. It is possible to argue of course, as Berkeley did, that the physical world does not 

actually exist independently of human perception and that it is actually a construct existing solely 

in the consciousness of humans or of God. 15 However, while this is an interesting concept, it is 

difficult to prove or disprove and goes too deeply into technical areas of philosophy to be useable 

in this examination of the basis of environmental policy. This paper will simply assume the 

existence of an independent objective reality. 

The other part of the notion ofbivalence, and one which will be discussed at some length 

here, is that although an objective reality exists, it is not necessarily something that people can 

directly perceive. This runs counter to the rationalist/positivist line of argument that science 

establishes objective truth because it uses observation of phenomena as proof. As Campbell 

points out, the notion of "truth" itself is subject to a great deal of contemporary scepticism. 

Further to this, many leading philosophers of science, including such names as Kuhn and 

12 Popper, K.R., O~jective Knowledge, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, pp.1-31, introduces this idea while at the 
same time critiquing inductivist logic. He sums up falsification when he says that "We test for truth, by eliminating 
falsehood", p.30. 
13 Harre, R., Varieties of Realism, Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1986, p.4. 
14 Audi, R., Epistemology, London, Routledge, 1998, p.239. 
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Feyerabend, do not claim that the search for an objective foundation of truth plays a leading role 

in science. 16 

The problem with ascertaining truth through recourse to sensory observation is that the 

senses are not all that determine the perceptual experience observers have in the act of seeing. 17 

As many philosophers of science have argued, in seeing all that the retina actually conveys to the 

brain is a set of spectral lines. It is the brain that organises those into some kind of meaningful 

order. The perceptual experience of an observer also depends on factors such as past 

experiences, knowledge, and expectations. 18 The operational definitions and language which are 

used to convey what is observed are likewise detennined by previous experience and learning. 

This led Kulm to the conclusion regarding the place of observation statements that, although 

"they are always legitimate and are occasionally extraordinarily fruitful, questions about retinal 

imprints or about the consequences of particular laboratory manipulations presuppose a world 

already perceptually and conceptually subdivided in a certain way". 19 

To further elaborate on this theme it may be argued that two people receiving the same 

visual data will not necessarily "see" the same thing. If everything we see and know about what 

we see is based on large amounts of conceptual knowledge already acquired, the possibility 

exists of two people, who start with the same data but have different levels of experience or 

knowledge, reporting that they can "see" two different things.20 This can involve anything from 

the identification assigned to a particular object, (eg. Aristotle saw a metal cylinder where 

Galileo saw a telescope), to prioritising the relevance assigned to pieces of data, and even to 

15 Berkeley, G., "A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge", 4; Cited Campbell, R., Truth and 
Historicity, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1992, pp.236-237. 
16 Campbell, Ibid, p.2, discusses a "conte111pora1y scepticism about truth". 
17 For the purposes of this discussion "seeing" does not only have to include seeing in the visual sense. Seeing will 
be taken here to include hearing, touching, even reading or otherwise conceiving of something. "Seeing" may be 
defined in this sense as conceiving of the world amund you by applying previous knowledge to sensOI)' input. For 
example, someone who checks the whereabouts of their car keys by putting their hand in their pocket is still, in this 
sense, "seeing" that they are there. 
18 Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.23. 
19 Kuhn, T.S., The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (2nd ed.), Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1970, p.129. 
2° Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.27; Hanson, N.R., Pattems of Discovel)', London, Cambridge University Press, 1958, p.8. 



which pieces of data are recognised at all. As discussed above, such disparities in the accounts 

of what two people see from the same visual data arise from "ex post facto interpretations of 

what is seen, not in the fundamental visual data" itself.2 1 

Of course, these notions should not be over-emphasised. Although they do not play the 

only part, the physical "causes" of what we see still play a major part and render the incoming 

data pretty much reliable. Because of this, what one person sees compared to what another 

person sees will remain fairly consistent. 22 If variations were too great or subjective then 

activities like science or even fundamentals such as communication would be practically 

impossible. So, people may reach different conclusions from observing the same data, but the 

basic elements of what they see are still the same.23 For example, Galileo, like Aristotle, saw a 

metal cylinder but he had enough prior knowledge to also asce1iain that it was a telescope. 

As Hanson argued then, scientific observation cam1ot be conducted independently of a 

theoretical bias, and in fact no rigid distinction can be made between theoretical and 

observational concepts.24 Theories "must precede observation statements, so it is false to claim 

12 

that science sta1is with (or is legitimated by) observation." Observation statements are as fallible 

as the theories they presuppose and cannot provide an infallible objective foundation for 

science.25 This being the case then, what is the role of observation? It is impmiant to note here 

that observation in one form or another is the only means by which theories can be tested against 

the physical world and is therefore of prime importance to scientific research. It is only the 

common assumption that observation can be used to asce1iain objective reality that is in question 

here. The notion of unrepresentative realism may provide some clarification of this point.26 

21 Hanson, Ibid, p.8. 
22 Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.27. 
23 Hanson, Op.Cit., p.19. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.30. 
26 Ibid, pp.161-170 provides a useful discussion of this topic. 
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As we have seen, it may be argued that the type of observations that are made and the 

significance that is assigned to them are determined by the theories preceding, guiding, and 

following them. Therefore, the value of those observations does not lie in whether or not they 

explain some kind of objective reality, but rather to what extent they support the application of a 

the01y to the physical world. As we do not have direct access to objective reality, we can only 

appraise theories by referring to the extent to which they "successfully come to grips with some 

aspect of the world".27 To put it another way, "a scientific law or theory should ideally give us 

some information about how the world does in fact behave, thereby ruling out ways in which it 

could (logically) possibly behave but in fact does not". 28 If you follow this line of thought a 

superior theory is one that, rather than being closer to an unlmown truth than its predecessor, is 

"applicable to the world to a greater degree of approximation under a wide variety of 

circumstances. "29 

Such an argument involves the realist assumptions that an independent objective reality 

or physical universe does in fact exist, and that consequently theories which are applicable to this 

hold true in both experimental and naturally occun-ing situations.30 This argument does not, 

however, involve a claim to the discovery of truth. Theories, when tested through experiment31 

or observation, can show themselves to be applicable to a certain extent. They may explain or 

predict certain phenomena, but they are not necessai-ily "true" in an absolute sense. Newton's 

theory which regards mass as a constant property of physical objects holds true in many 

expe11mental and observational situations, but at the same time, Einstein's more recent theory of 

relativity shows that mass is variable depending on the relative velocity of the same physical 

objects. So while Newton's theories "come to grips with" certain aspects of the physical world 

27 Ibid, p.163. 
28 Ibid, p.41. 
29 Ibid, p.163. 
30 Ibid, p.163. 
31 May be defined as "Theory guided interference with nature"; Ibid, p.119. 



and still have many practical applications today, their underlying view of "truth" or "reality" is 

actually quite inaccurate. 
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The conclusion such a line of argument leads to is that while scientific theories and facts 

may happen to correspond to the "truth", we can only assess them with regard to how they 

correspond to experimental data or other phenomena in the language of the theory being used. 

Concepts themselves depend on the structure of the theory in which they occur, and derive at 

least part of their meaning from the role they play in a theory. 32 Observation, then, is "theory 

laden" and cannot be said to necessarily convey objective reality.33 Even falsificationism, with its 

acceptance of the dependence of observation on prior theory, falls down on this point. As the 

observation upon which a falsificationists refutation of a theory depends is still theo1y laden and 

hence fallible, so is the certainty of the falsification. 34 Science then, as a practice which uses 

observation to "prove" the theories it prescribes, does not enable us to asce1iain the nature of a 

constant and objective reality.35 

As was mentioned earlier, this argument is not meant to devalue or criticise science itself. 

The concern here is with the nature of what is in fact meant by "scientific certainty" or "truth", 

not with whether or not objective reality is or should be the aim of science. To clarify this point, 

some of the criticisms of bi valence must be mentioned here. 

Harre launches a scathing criticism of the philosophers who are sceptical about science. 

These argue that since absolute truth and falsity are unattainable, the scientific community is 

unde1iaking nothing but the solving of interest relative problems.36 He argues that arguments 

32 Ibid, p.78. 
33 It must be noted here that it is not the intention of this paper to argue that finding "objective truth" is or should be 
the aim of science, although that does appear to be a popular conception of science. Furthermore, the problematic 
nature of truth is not a criticism of science, it is simply an observation intended to help ascertain what we do in fact 
mean by scientific lrnowledge if truth itself is unattainable. 
34 See Chahners, Op.Cit., pp.60-76. 
35 Of course, this is not all there is to science. The term itself is very flexible and, as historians of science such as 
Kuhn and Chalmers will argue, there does not actually seem to be any concrete definition of science or scientific 
methodology which matches up exactly with the historical course of scientific progress. " ... there is no timeless and 
universal conception of science or scientific method ... ". Ibid, p.169. 
36 Harre, Op.Cit., p.3. 
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relating to the unattainability of absolute truth or falsity in the scientific community are a 

reaction to an "overblown form of realism" and therefore do not paint an accurate picture. His 

basis for this is the argument that many realists have based their defences of scientific realism on 

the "doctrine" of bivalence.37 In response to this, he argues that contemporary sceptics have 

fallen into the commission of the "philosophers' fallacy", the fallacy of high redefinition. "By 

their defining, even only tacitly, such cognitive phenomena as scientific knowledge in terms of 

truth and falsity, the demands placed on a community which has the task of accumulating some 

of "it" are set in such a way that "it" can never be achieved".38 

He is not alone in these criticisms. Himsworth too, we are told, "has no faith in attempts 

to discern how we think by mere use of words as opposed to careful observation."39 He argues 

that we must not "automatically assume that because their [philosophers] arguments are 

increasingly subtle, they represent serious advances beyond the commonplace ideas about 

deduction and induction".40 

Although they are arguing against extreme philosophical viewpoints, Himsworth and 

Harre do have a point here. It is ce1iainly arguable that philosophers who set truth and falsity as 

the absolute yet unattainable objectives of science, have gone too far. Although such an 

argument is logically sound, it does not take into account the practicalities of the world in which 

people actually live. Somewhat ironically considering the arguments above, it must be said that 

it is simple common sense to see that science does work in some sense even if absolute eternal 

truth is not found. There are still, for all practical purposes, things that people refer to as "fact", 

"truth", and "scientific knowledge". It is simply a matter of discussing what is meant by them. 

So, although it is agreed in this paper that the problematic, possibly extreme notion of 

bi valence does not serve to discredit science, it is still to be considered a relevant concept for this 

37 Ibid, pp.3-4. 
38 Ibid, p.4. 
39 Watson, James D., in the Foreword to Himsw01ih, IL, Scientific Knowledge and Philosophic Thought, Baltimore, 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986, p.vii. 



discussion. Whatever the aims of science may be, there still exists an independent objective 

reality and, according to the arguments presented here, there is still no way of ascertaining for 

sure what that objective reality actually is. Furthermore, it is still this objective reality which 
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causes and influences what happens or is observed in science and the physical world in general, 

so it is still relevant for our conception of knowledge and the discussion of where science fits in. 

A compromise which takes these matters into account is smmnarised by Robert Audi. In 

line with what has been discussed above, Audi argues that science is not a don:i-ain in which 

hypotheses are proved conclusively. Furthe1111ore, hypotheses are not usually discovered by 

forming generalisations from observation. As will be illustrated below, the common fate of 

generalisations is that they are eventually subject to revision.41 This begs the question of whether 

any other scientific generalisations are actually true in that they describe the world conectly and 

timelessly or, even if true, are they typical? "Ve1y commonly, what we call scientific knowledge 

is regarded by scientists as needing refinement and as possibly mistaken".42 

As argued above, one argument which can follow from this line of reasoning is that, if we 

ca1mot be sure whether or not scientific propositions are actually true, then there is no such thing 

as scientific lmowledge. However, while such a position may be defensible, it is also possible to 

account for apparent facts in a way that allows us to argue that there does in fact exist scientific 

lmowledge. Here we reach the tem1 approximate knowledge which is defined by Audi as "well 

grounded belief which holds true up to a certain level of precision in measurement - apart from 

"minor inaccuracies," one might say".43 Audi himself prefers, rather than insisting that what is 

not precisely true is simply not lmown, to argue "what is approximately true may be an object of 

40 Ibid, p.viii. 
41 Audi, Op. Cit., p.254. 
42 Ibid, p.255. 
43 Ibid, p.255. 
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approximate knowledge, and that beliefs of such propositions are both fallible and typically held 

with an opeimess to their revision in the light of new discoveries."44 

This preference of Audi is one that will be followed here. One reason for this is co1mnon 

usage and practical application of "scientific facts". There is definitely something that in a 

practical sense passes for scientific fact which can be used, eg. computers. Also, although many 

facts do appear to be theoretical in nature and subject to later falsification or amendment, there 

are some, such as the fact that the blood circulates through the body, which seem unlikely to ever 

change. It is necessary therefore, to circumvent some philosophical argument to at least allow 

for some existence of fact. This view of science is called fallibilism. 

Many fallibilists however, also subscribe to the notion of objectivism, which is "the 

position that there is an objective method for ascertaining whether beliefs about the world are 

true". 45 This means, roughly, "a method which can be used by any competent investigator and 

which tends to yield the same results when properly applied by different competent investigators 

to the same problem".46 As Audi argues, many scientists and philosophers regard scientific 

method itself to be a "paradigm" of objective method". 47 In Chalmers' discussion of objectivism 

we see that it entails the view that all types of knowledge, ranging from limited propositions to 

complex theories, themselves have prope1iies and characteristics independent of the beliefs and 

states of awareness of the individuals who formulate and contemplate them.48 A scientific theory 

in this sense contains lmowledge that is objectively unrelated to whoever is working on it. 

The notion of objective knowledge is illustrated by the fact that a theory may have 

practical applications or consequences which scientists themselves are either not aware of or that 

they explicitly state do not exist. This is as opposed to the relativist or individualist viewpoint 

44 Ibid, p.255. 
45 Ibid, p.255. 
46 Ibid, p.255. 
47 Ibid, p.255. 
48 Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.113. 
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whereby knowledge is understood in tem1s of beliefs held by individuals.49 People's perceptions 

may result in a particular avenue of experiment and observation being ignored. However, the 

existence of an inaccessible objective reality still means that if certain things are done in the 

physical world when following a theory then there is a particular result which will occur. So a 

theory, no matter what people believe, has practically applicable knowledge inherent within it. 

There are, however, implications stemming from the idea of knowledge existing without 

necessarily having a "knower".50 The recognition that individual beliefs can run counter to 

aspects inherent within a paiiicular area of scientific knowledge (ie. people can be wrong) means 

that there is a sense in which lmowledge can be entirely subjective. Popper addresses this when 

he makes a distinction between independent objective knowledge and "knowledge or thought in 

the su~jective sense, consisting of a state of mind or of consciousness or a disposition to behave 

or to react. .. ". 51 Lakatos too talks of"the cleavage between objective lmowledge and its 

distorted reflections in individual minds."52 

It is possible that this disjuncture between objective knowledge and subjective knowledge 

is something that can be seen as an explicit difference between science and aspects of ideology in 

such realms as politics. The distinction that science appears to have is that, as it is dealing with a 

physical world that is in some sense objectively real and constant, it has been able to successfully 

not only formulate but test theories in respect to their practical applicability to that objective 

physical world. In this way, although it cannot discern the nature of objective reality itself, it has 

been able to minimise the disjuncture between subjective and objective knowledge. Ideological 

or non-scientific knowledge, on the other hand, has not necessarily been so successful at 

49 Ibid, p.113. 
50 Popper, Op.Cit., pp.108-109. Also cited in Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.120. 
51 Popper, Ibid, pp.108-9. 
52 Lakatos, I., "History of Science and its Rational Reconstructions" in Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 
vol.8, ed. Buck, R.C. and Cohen, R.S., Dordrecht, Reidel Publishing Company, 1971, p.99. Cited Chah11ers, 
Op.Cit., p.121. 
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achieving this but is still subject to the same kind of disjuncture. This will be discussed in more 

detail below. 

Another aspect of science also needs brief comment here. When discussing science, we 

are dealing with the idea that observable entities have objective properties which have practical 

relevance to our theories, whether or not we are looking at or are aware of them. Although 

observation, experiment and practical confi1111ation of theories by these means are a major part of 

getting to grips with these aspects, there is another sense in which they are not the only part. 53 

In a discussion by Feyerabend it is pointed out that the complicated experiments used to 

prove theories are often full of bugs and can provide scientists with contradictory results. While 

a good theory may be one that "agrees with all flawless experiments" there are examples in 

history where ironing out all the bugs has taken centuries. This begs the question of how 

theories which appear to clash with the evidence are kept alive until such time as they agree with 

it. One example of this was the atomic theory which was introduced by Democ1itus more than 

two and a half thousand years ago. This theory was criticised and rationally disproved many 

times before being finally proven to be correct earlier this century. As it had been completely 

disproved in the past, how did the atomic theory manage to survive?54 Another example is the 

theory of the motion of the Earth which was disproved in numerous experiments and ridiculed by 

Aristotle. 

This shows that not only can it be beneficial to keep refuted the01ies alive but that it may 

be useful to not be guided by experience and experiment alone.55 What, then, is the missing link 

between theory and observation? To guide them in matters such as which theories should be 

kept alive anyway, scientists quite simply use reasoned arguments. Such arguments still take 

observation into account but do not give it final authority. They will assume a world that is 

independent of what the available observatioi1s tell us and yet support a paiiicular refuted view. 

53 Feyerabend, P., Three Dialogues 011 Knowledge, Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1991, p.6. 
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This is also known as metaphysics. This leads to the argument that fruitful science either relies 

on faith or on reason. Reason (metaphysics) is "a discipline that is not based on observations but 

examines things independently of what observation seems to tell you. Good science needs 

metaphysical arguments to keep it going". 56 These arguments in tum become theories. 

As underlying theories and the practical implications of those with regard to objective 

lmowledge can be seen, as argued above, to dete1111ine peoples worldview at the perceptual level, 

it is now necessary to discuss how such theoretical structures may function. One theo1y of 

relevance to this is that advanced by Thomas Kuhn who discusses the notion of what he refers to 

as "paradigms". 

A scientific "paradigm" can be seen as the conceptual basis of a particular field and has a 

"status prior to that of shared rules and assumptions".57 It does not necessarily need to be fully 

interpreted or rationalised by its adherents or need to lay down explicit rules and regulations for 

research. It simply constitutes a worldview or a set of assumptions about reality which are 

believed implicitly, and thereby enable scientists to ask ce1iain types of questions which they 

may not be able to conceive of if they were operating under a different paradigm. 58 For example, 

scientists could not have attempted to discern the shape of the Ea1ihs orbit around the sun if they 

had believed that the sun moved around the Emih. The notion of a heliocentric solar system 

versus a geocentric one is an example of differing paradigms and all that they entail. Paradigms 

therefore, are definitive assumptions about reality that provide a starting point for fmiher 

research. In a practical sense, these assumptions may be couched in terms of "universally 

54 lbid, p.7. 
55 Ibid, p.8. 
56 Ibid, p.8. 
57 Kulm (1970), Op. Cit.1970, p.49. 
58 Ibid, p.80. 



recognised scientific achievements that for a time provide model problems and solutions to a 

community of practitioners".59 As may be found in scientific textbooks. 

This definition of a paradigm is very flexible and can be used at many different levels. 
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Ideally, according to Kulm, a single dominant paradigm which guides the research of an entire 

scientific community is what is meant here. 60 In fact, Kuhn argues that the main criteria for even 

proclaiming a particular field to be a science is whether it has in fact achieved the emergence of a 

single dominant paradigm. However, the flexibility of this te1111 is revealed by Kulm's mention 

of the existence of a "preparadigm period". During this period, when a field of science has not 

yet become established, the "practitioners of a science are split into a number of competing 

schools, each claiming competence for the same subject matter but approaching it in quite 

different ways. This development stage is followed by rapid transition to a post-paradigm pe1iod 

where the schools disappear and fo1111 the paradigm". 61 Although refened to by Kuhn as the 

"preparadigm period", he has had to admit, in response to criticism and an acknowledged need 

for clarification, that "it is still true that the individual schools themselves also possessed 

paradigms". 62 So a competing school of thought is also considered to be a paradigm, although a 

dominant scientific paradigm is characterised by the absence of others. In fact when discussing 

this point, Kuhn even goes so far as to admit that he suspects that "something like a paradigm is 

prerequisite to perception itself'. 63 So, although a single dominant paradigm is seen as a 

necessary component of a science, other more :fragmented or even individual versions of 

paradigms exist in other academic disciplines and even in everyday perception itself. 

The validity of a paradigm, from the viewpoint of its adherents, is to be assumed or taken 

for granted. It in itself is not open to question because its adherents do not think there is 

anything to question. Scientists must presuppose that a paradigm provides the means for the 

59 Ibid, p.viii. 
60 Ibid, p.22. 
61 Kuhn, T.S., The Essential Tension, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1977, p.295, n.4. 
62 Ibid, pp.295-296. 
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solution of the puzzles posed within it. A normal scientist must therefore be uncritical of the 

paradigm in which he works. It is the lack of disagreement over fundamentals that distinguishes 

mature normal science from the relatively disorganised activity of immature pre-science, or even 

non-science. 64 

Kuhn argues that the role of "normal science" is to study and a1iiculate the match 

between the dominant paradigm and theories regarding nature and the physical universe. 65 In 

other words, the object of science is to "solve a puzzle for whose existence the validity of the 

paradigm must be assumed".66 Here observation and experiment come into play as the means for 

achieving this. They are the means by which scientists "continually strive to bring theory and 

fact into closer agreement".67 It is this effort which Kulm argues has been mistakenly seen by 

many as the attempt to dete1mine the absolute truth or falsity of scientific the01ies. They are true 

or false relative to the dominant paradigm, not to objective reality. The reason for this confusion 

it seems, is because the paradigm exists at such a basic perceptual level it can often been seen as, 

or the same thing as, reality itself. 

However, the inviolability of the dominant paradigm is not argued by Kulm to last 

forever. This is because increasingly intensive scientific study begins to reveal the existence of 

various anomalies. In scientific terms, an anomaly is the perception "of a phenomenon ... for 

which his paradigm had not readied the investigator". 68 In other words, observational and 

experimental data no longer matches the reality that the paradigm is suggesting. This is a key 

point in the argument because it suggests that anomalies only appear "against the background 

provided by the paradigm", without the paradigm they would either go unnoticed or would hold 

little significance. As anomalies by their very nature run counter to ingrained expectations of 

63 Kuhn (1970), Op.Cit., p.113. 
64 Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.92. 
65 Kulm (1970), Op.Cit., pp.23-24. 
66 Ibid, p.80. 
67 Ibid, p.80. 
68 Ibid, p.57. 
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what scientists are expecting to find they are often met with resistance and go either unnoticed, 

ignored, or worked around until eventually the discrepancies become too great. Such resistance 

is argued by Kuhn to be an important aspect of science because it means that "scientists will not 

be lightly distracted and that the anomalies that lead to paradigm change will penetrate existing 

lmowledge to the core". 69 

What these anomalies eventually lead to is a change in paradigm in a process likened by 

Kulm to a "revolution", albeit a scientific one. The reasons for using this term will be discussed 

below. A scientific revolution is argued by Kuhn to constitute a fundamental change in 

perception at the most basic oflevels which alters a scientists view of what constitutes "reality". 

It is a "displacement of the conceptual network through which scientists view the world",70 or 

can be seen as "handling the same bundle of data as before, but placing them in a new system of 

relations with one another by giving them a different :framework". 71 As the old view can no 

longer explain an increasing number of anomalies, a new viewpoint, when one becomes 

available, will need to be adopted. 

The reasons for conve1iing to a new paradigm are the subject of much debate and are a 

major source of criticism of Kuhn's theories. He argues at one point that the conversion to a new 

paradigm can be likened to a gestalt switch whereby suddenly a person sees something from 

another point of view and it, to them, is now real. It also involves the implicit belief that the old 

paradigm was simply wrong. The two paradigms are to be seen as completely incompatible, one 

is not a development from the other, it is totally different and cannot be explained in the previous 

paradigms terms. In this way it is possible for the proponents of differing paradigms to be able 

to argue and fail to understand each others point of view but yet appear to be using the same 

arguments and language. 

69 Ibid, p.65. 
70 Ibid, p.102. 
71 Ibid, p.85. 



The revolutionary aspect of paradigm change and all that it entails, has come under fire 

from rationalists because it can be seen as suggesting that something other than rational 

argument is responsible for such a conversion, and hence for scientific progress.72 However, 
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Kuhn also gives arguments for paradigm changes that are rational. One reason he gives is that 

"Probably the single most prevalent claim advanced by the proponents of a new paradigm is that 

they can solve the problems that have led the old one to a crisis. ,m Other related reasons for 

conversion include a new paradigm displaying "a quantitative precision strikingly better than its 

older competitor" and the new paradigm permitting "the prediction of phenomena that had been 

entirely unsuspected while the old one prevailed."74 These reasons for changing paradigms, at 

least, seem quite rational. 

However, Kuhn also argues that other relevant arguments for conversion may include 

"appeal to the individual's sense of the appropriate or the aesthetic" (such as being simpler than 

the old one). Or, decisions based less on past achievement than future promise (a notion that 

involves faith that the new paradigm will succeed in areas where the old one has repeatedly 

failed). Sometimes these factors can come down to personal feelings and tendencies which may 

not be wholly rational in origin.75 Even these aspects though, do not necessarily need to be seen 

as being irrational. Many of these reasons given for conversion are still rational, even if personal 

factors have increased individual predispositions towards change. Of course, even though there 

is a case for arguing that paradigm change is completely rational, it does not have to be for our 

purposes here. Whether or not science is always rational is not a concern of this paper, but such 

a debate does help to illustrate the nature of the paradigms with which we are concerned. 

It will help to illustrate this argument more clearly if some of the viewpoints of Kuhn's 

critics over this point are mentioned. The idea that switching paradigms is not always due to 

72 Lakatos and Musgrave ( eds.); Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge; Camb1idge University Press; Cambridge; 
1974. Cited Chalmers, Op.Cit. p.104. 
73 Kuhn (1970), Op.Cit., p.153. 
74 Ibid, pp.153-154. 
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rational argument on the grounds that each argument is incomprehensible to the other is seen as 

being a bit thin. Duncan argues that "although observation is theory laden, and although there is 

no language which transcends theory, it is possible to reject or accept theories rationally. Some 

theories fail to predict and, although observation is theory laden, it often happens that 

observations falsify the theory". 76 

Feyerabend also makes this point. He points out that arguments do take place during 

these revolutions as to which paradigm is correct, but asks the question that if arguments only 

make sense according to a paiiicular system can transitional arguments make sense?77 

Feyerabend argues that it is not enough to simply say that in a revolution new groups simply 

form with new standards. He points out that former Aristotelians became Copernicans after 

hearing Copernicus' or Galileo's arguments. This indicates that transitional arguments must at 

least make sense to some people which means that the view that systems alone give meaning to 

what is being said must be wrong. Feyerabend's arguments concerning metaphysical aspects of 

reasoned scientific arguments are illustrative of what is being discussed here. The terms may be 

incompatible but possibly reason itself can transcend such difficulties in some circumstances. 

Feyerabend, like other critics of non-rational arguments for paradigm change, argues that if a 

revolution is not based on arguments, then miracles must be the explanation for the emergence of 

a new system. 78 A proposition which he finds unacceptable. 

The upshot of this is that, despite contradicto1y arguments on the matter from Kulm, 

changes in paradigm can, it is argued, be based on rational argument rather than gestalt switches. 

This does not, however, necessarily have to mean that this is always the case, or that the process 

by which someone decides to rationally change paradigms is easy or even inevitable to undergo. 

75 Ibid, p.158. 
76 Duncan, G., "Understanding Ideology", in Political Studies 35, no.4, Dec 1987, p.653. 
77 Feyerabend, Op.Cit., p.18. 
78 Ibid, p.18. 



There are plenty of examples of scientists that never convert to a new paradigm no matter what 

proof they are presented with or how few people, if any, still agree with their point of view. 
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This then, should complete our discussion of scientific epistemology. Science cannot 

determine what is objectively true of the world in the sense of universal rules and facts. 

Objective reality itself is seen here as existing but yet inaccessible. Theory precedes observation 

and experiment in science because empirical data only has relevance relative to a theory or 

world view. At the basic conceptual level that even precedes theories, there are ingrained 

assumptions or worldviews known as paradigms. Practical applicability to the objective physical 

world is the aim of the scientific theories that arise from paradigms and it is this that can be 

detem1ined and tested through observation and experiment. Knowledge itself about this 

applicability can be both objective and subjective. A theory contains objective knowledge in the 

sense that, no matter what individuals or scientific c01mnunities think, effo1is to test it will have 

particular, predetem1ined results because of the existence of an objective reality. A the01y 

contains subjective knowledge in the sense that individuals may predict ce1iain results or 

phenomena that nevertheless will not occur, also they may simply misinterpret results as 

providing evidence of something when in fact they do not. The success of the scientific 

endeavour, at least since the "age of reason" has been that it is often able to close the gap 

between subjective and objective knowledge. In this sense the predicted practical applications of 

theories become "facts" while anomalies in theories give rise to new theories and, when the 

the01y was quite broad, even to new paradigms. 

Scientific certainty therefore, is the successful practical application of theory through 

observation and experiment against the backdrop of a particular paradigm or worldview. 

"Certainty" may be said to have been attained when the relevant sections of the scientific 

community are mostly in agreement to the point where dissenters are largely ignored. Problems 
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in achieving this scientific certainty occur where theories involve too many interacting variables, 

to the extent where it can never be ce1iain that all of them have been accounted foe Other 

problems include the theory subject being impractical for reproducible experiment, or regarding 

phenomena that have not yet occurred and are hence not amenable to observation. Certainty, 

therefore, is jeopardised by ove1i complexity and a possible lack of all relevant factors. It must 

be observed to happen or be reproduced in an experiment to be certain. 

Many theories of environmental degradation are subject to such difficulties, with perhaps 

the most well lmown one being global wa1111ing or the "greenhouse effect". This is the notion 

that excessive industrial waste products such as carbon dioxide ( and other "greenhouse gases") 

are accumulating in the atmosphere and trapping more excess heat than nonnal. This is projected 

to raise the average temperatures around the world thereby causing the sea levels to rise because 

of melting polar ice and thermal expansion of the oceans themselves. This theory does have 

logical or metaphysical appeal, but it is far from achieving scientific ce1iainty. 

To begin with, all the relevant variables and their interactions are imperfectly lmown. It 

is quite possible that some of them could counter any foreseeable greenhouse effect eg. more 

carbon dioxide could increase the amount of carbon dioxide absorbing plant life at very high 

altitudes, thereby mitigating the effects. Or, for another example, higher temperatures may result 

in greater atmospheric precipitation from the oceans which may then be deposited as snow on the 

ice caps, thereby thickening the polar ice and lowering the amount of water in the oceans which 

in tum counteracts the them1al expansion that may occur. On the other hand, unlmown variables 

could exacerbate global ,vanning to levels far higher than predicted. 

Related problems to the number and interaction of imperfectly lmown variables include 

the fact that, as it involves the entire atmosphere of the Earth it is impossible to reproduce in 

experiments (which would be hampered by lack of knowledge of the relevant variables anyway). 

Also, repeated observation is out of the question because man made global warming has not 
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actually occuned before, so there has been nothing to observe. In a sense, the experiment is 

going on all around us and we will only know the outcome when it occurs (and even then only if 

the theory is con-ect, othe1wise people can still say that the theory is con-ect but just has not 

happened yet). 

It has been the contention of this discussion that a realist conception of scientific 

knowledge is preferable to extreme positivist or relativist conceptions of science. This 

conception will be used to provide an epistemological standard for the rest of the thesis. The use 

of a realist framework will, it is hoped, render environmental theory and environmental policy 

less thin and more amenable to rational analysis. Such an undertaking will necessarily set 

standards and establish a framework for discussing ideology, political lmowledge and policy 

analysis, thereby removing much of the baggage deriving from emotive, even "mystical", 

assertions as to what either is, or should be, happening. It is this undertaking with which the 

following chapter will be concerned. Theoretical material regarding ideology, political 

lmowledge, and public policy, will be woven into a realist framework like that discussed above. 

This will, it follows, involve a conception of subjective and objective lmowledge which follows 

the basic structure and assumptions underlying Kuhn's theory of paradigms. 
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Chapter Two: Ideology and Political Knowledge. 

This chapter establishes an epistemological framework for ideology, political knowledge, 

and public policy analysis. These concepts are to be discussed in accordance with a realist 

conception oflmowledge which will involve the notions of objective and subjective knowledge 

and the relevance of paradigms and symbolic politics literature to those notions. An 

understanding of these concepts is necessaiy before a rational discussion of specific political 

ideologies and their relation to enviromnental policy can be undertaken. 

The central hypothesis of this thesis contends that the theoretical or ideological 

underpinnings of liberal democratic states detennine the parameters for what is possible in terms 

of environmental policy in a state of that type. This discussion will therefore begin with the 

notion of ideology. 

The notion of ideology itself may be construed as having many different meanings, these 

can be quite contradictory and often have pe1jorative connotations. In an article described by 

Vincent as a "fairly recent synoptic and fairly comprehensive miicle on the nature of ideology,"1 

Hamilton gives a useful, relatively broad definition. With this definition he attempts to "reduce 

the diversity of definitions of ideology" using mutually consistent elements while still remaining 

as close to examples of "common usage" of the term as possible. His aim is for it to comprise "a 

coherent and applicable concept" which is mainly descriptive and implies little about its causes 

or effects, thereby reducing the level of subjective "theoretical baggage" and "pejorative 

connotations."2 The resulting definition reads as follows: 

1 Vincent, A., Modem Political Ideologies, Oxford, Blackwell, 1992, p.13. 
2 Hamilton, Op.Cit, p.19. 



"An ideology is a system of collectively held nmmative and reputedly factual ideas and beliefs and 

attitudes advocating a particular pattern of social relationships and arrangements, and/or aimed at justifying a 

particular pattern of conduct, which its proponents seek to promote, realise, pursue or maintain".3 
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This definition, although somewhat broad, is useful for our purposes here and is 

acc01m11odative of the practical criteria set down by the theorists whose work on particular 

ideologies is central to this thesis. A particularly comprehensive list of the practical criteria an 

ideology should encompass is that compiled by Vincent in Modern Political Ideologies.4 These 

criteria not only match those from Hamilton's definition, they also conespond to those set down 

by Barber and Dobson, whose arguments later provide a basis for discussion on liberalism and 

ecologism.5 For these reasons of consistency, Vincent's list of criteria will be that used here. 

Ideologies, then, consist of"bodies of concepts, values and symbols which incorporate 

conceptions of human nature and thus indicate what is possible or impossible for humans to 

achieve; critical reflections on the nature of hmnan interaction; the values which humans ought 

either to reject or aspire to; and the conect technical anangements for social, economic and 

political life which will meet the needs and interests of human beings." They "are also intended 

both to legitimate certain activities or an-angements and to integrate individuals, enabling them to 

cohere around ce1iain aims", and they do this "quite consciously".6 

Not mentioned by Vincent is one more ideological criteria which, it is argued, also needs 

to be included here. This is that, at its fundamental level, the level concerning core tenets and 

beliefs, a factor which serves to make an ideology distinct is that it is incompatible with other 

3 lbid, p.38. 
4 Vincent, Op.Cit. 
5 Dobson, A., Green Political Thought (2nd ed.), London, Routledge, 1995, pp.2-3. Dobson argues that ideologies 
must: provide "an analytical description of society" involving fundamental "truths" about the human condition; 
prescribe a "particular forn1 of society" which is based on those beliefs about the human condition which, in turn, 
give rise to views about the nature of that society and principled notions of what constitutes the Good Life; and 
include a programme for political action designed to transfmm the society currently in existence into the one 
presc1ibed. 
6 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.16. 
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ideologies. 7 In the words of Dobson, "The relationship between an ideology's ideas should not 

be so loose that the comfortable and non-contradictmy importation of ideas from other, distinct, 

ideologies is possible. Indeed, if the importation is comfmiable and non-contradictory then we 

are not talking about a distinct ideology at all". 8 This is trne in the sense that it is indeed the very 

differences between ideologies that make them distinct and enable them to be defended or 

attacked by their proponents and opponents. It is this very distinction, and hence 

incompatibility, which makes ideology such a salient issue in the world of politics. 

While informative, these criteria do not, however, give us a full enough picture of the 

nature of an ideology. Some discussion of the structure, or different aspects of ideology as a 

concept, and the way the different pmis of this structure interact is also needed. In the literature 

on ideology, two themes or aspects of ideology are made apparent. The first aspect is that each 

ideology has a core set of tenets, ideas, or beliefs at the ve1y basis of its theoretical strncture. 

The second aspect is that these key concepts are subject to constant reinterpretation or 

redefinition by the large number of different thinkers who approach the same ideology from 

different contexts. This internal conflict is particularly apparent at the level where the key tenets 

of an ideology are to be applied to the "real" political world.9 

Further elaboration on the different aspects of ideologies can be found where Seliger10 

makes a fonnal distinction between what he calls the fundamental and operative levels of 

7 Dobson, Op.Cit., pp.6-7. Andrew Dobson makes this point during a discussion about the difference between non
ideological environmentalism and the ideology known as ecologism. Although the concept of the incompatibility of 
ideologies is instrumental to his argument and, in that sense means that he is biased in its favour, it is argued here to 
have merit. 
8 Ibid, p.6. 
9 A cross section of examples of these arguments includes: Heywood (1992) p.8, "Each ideology may possess a 
characteristic set of ideas and beliefs, but these ideas are constantly being revised and redefined". Eccleshall et. al. 
(1994) p.30, " ... political concepts do not travel through history with a fixed, inherent meaning. They am, rather, 
essentially contested concepts which embody various, often incompatible meanings". Vincent, Op. Cit., p.17, " ... at 
all levels of ideology we are dealing with many different thinkers in varying contexts. We search for coherence but 
we cannot always expect to find it". 
Heywood, Political Ideologies, London, Macmillan, 1992. 
Eccleshall, R. et.al., Political Ideologies, London, Unwin Hyman, 1994. 
10 Seliger, M., Ideology and Politics, London, George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1976. 
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ideology. 11 His basic argument regarding these notions is that political philosophy, and the basic 

concepts it entails, exists separately from ideology in its own right. Political ideologies are, 

however, de1ived from these philosophies or seek support in them, so principles deriving from 

political philosophy, in this sense, constitute a fundamental dimension of ideology. 12 

The notions initially derived by ideology from political philosophy involve what Barry 

refers to as "ultimate considerations". 13 "Ultimate considerations" include concepts like justice 

and freedom, for example, which are so fundamental that they cannot be attributed to any 

particular person or school of thought. 14 The point where they become part of ideology however, 

is when, via human perception, they can be related to issues of "inunediate political relevance". 

Issues of "immediate political relevance" are divided by Ban-y into two categories. One of these 

consists of "ends of a medium level of abstraction", eg. the desirability of private enterprise, and 

these comprise thefimdamental dimension of ideology. The other consists of"medium range 

considerations", eg. problems regarding economic growth, and these comprise its operational 

dimension. 15 

"Ends of a medium level of abstraction" are the "broad specifications" which result once 

basic philosophical notions or "ultimate considerations" are, by way of human perception 

regarding tangible political issues, made relevant to the shaping of peoples basic political 

orientations. The example given by Seliger is that the "maintenance of private property is a 

broad specification of the general principle, or fundamental of individual liberty". This example 

does not, however, illustrate what the argument suggests. While private property, as we shall 

see, is a pervasive theme surrounding the notion of individual liberty, it is notfimdamental to it. 

In this sense, it is an instrumental measure for achieving a goal, it is not the goal in itself. It is 

11 Vincent also makes more than a passing reference to Seliger's distinctions, made in what Vincent terms Seliger's 
"magisterial study of ideology", Vincent, Op.Cit., pp.17-18. 
12 Seliger, Op.Cit., pp.112-113. 
13 Barry, B., Political Argument, London, (publisher not cited), 1965, pp.37-38. Cited Seliger, Op.Cit., pp.112-113. 
14 Barry, Op.Cit., cited Seliger, Op.Cit., p.112. 
15 Barry, Ibid, cited and discussed in Seliger, Ibid, pp.112-113. 
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argued here that, if something is to be considered part of the fundamental dimension of an 

ideology, it must not be possible to remove it and leave the ideology still intact. As it is logically 

possible to have individual liberty without having a system of private prope1iy, private prope1iy 

cannot be a fundamental aspect of the ideology ofliberalism. 

"Medium range considerations", on the other hand, are the "broad specifications" which 

are "conceived and adopted to guide political action and organisation directly and 

immediately". 16 Maintenance of private property fits better in this category as it is a conception 

"conceived and adopted to guide political action". Private property is, in other words, an 

instrument for promoting the fundamental notion of individual liberty. Fmiher to this, a 

"medium range consideration" or instrument for the operative dimension, like private prope1iy, 

must itself adopt theories and instruments as how to best ensure effective implementation. But 

this is a concern more of the realm of public policy than ideology, whereby public policy may be 

seen as an instrumental means of putting the operative dimension of an ascendant ideology ( as 

manifested in a type of national government) into effect. 

One area of confusion that arises in Seliger's discussion of this ideological structure is 

whether or not Seliger is arguing that basic philosophical notions or "ultimate considerations" 

can themselves be included in thefimdamental dimension of ideology. We are told that pure 

philosophical concepts cannot cross the line into ideology without being corrupted, thereby 

losing that which makes them philosophical concepts in the first place. 17 However, we are also 

told that the fundamental dimension of ideology may, at times, include such concepts. 18 From 

this, it will be assumed that the fundamental dimension of ideology may include "ultimate 

considerations", but whether or not a particular fundamental ideological principle qualifies as an 

"ultimate consideration" must in each case remain subject to the relevant arguments advanced by 

16 Seliger, Ibid, p.113. 
17 Ibid, p.112, " ... political philosophy should be judged to occupy a dimension altogether above ideology ... which 
cannot replace the fundamental dimension [of ideology] without ceasing to be philosophy". 



ideological theorists. It is not the concern of this thesis to establish a film criteria for such a 

distinction. 
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An implication stemming from a two dimensional structure of ideology is the possibility 

of tension arising between the two dimensions. As Vincent observes, with such a structure the 

fundamental dimension of tenets, beliefs, and principles is perpetually confronted by the 

necessity for action or operation in the practical world of politics. This necessity for action, and 

the consequent prescriptions arising from the operative dimension, may at times be seen to 

compromise the ideology's fundamental principles. 19 

As Seliger argues, such tension and the necessity for compromise may cause the two 

dimensions of an ideology to become more polarised. "Compromises cause ideology to bifurcate · 

into the purer, and hence more dogmatic, fimdamental dimension of argumentation and the more 

diluted, and hence more pragmatic, operative dimension. In the latter, morally based 

prescriptions are often attenuated, or have their central place momentarily occupied by technical 

prescriptions".20 However, as Vincent adds, it must be remembered that the operative or 

technical dimension may itself be subject to examination or modification from the fundamental 

moral dimension. In the advent of tension therefore, it is possible for an ideology to either 

compromise its fundamental principles, or, if this is not seen as an option, to become less 

effective in an operative sense. 

The existence of such tensions is what gives ideologies their characteristic lack of 

coherence and enables a large number of theorists to argue from different contexts while still 

claiming to be part of the same ideology. This is why many differing interpretations may be 

ascribed to the fundamental principles of an ideology, and to the different methods and 

instnnnents presc1ibed for rendering those interpretations operative. Even operationally 

18 Ibid, p.113, "What I call fundamental ideology may thus contain "ultimate considerations", but consists in the 
main of"ends ofa medium level ofabsh·action" ... ". 
19 Vincent, Op.Cit.p.17. 
20 Seliger, Op.Cit., p.120. 
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successful ideologies like liberalism are subject to these tensions and have a large number of 

internal conflicts and inconsistencies. A common question asked of policies implemented under 

the label of liberalism which illustrates this point is, "Is this really liberalism ?"21 

It may be argued that the basic piinciples or "ultimate considerations" adjacent to or 

comprising the fundamental dimension of ideology, serve the same function as a paradigm.22 

Paradigms are described by Howlett and Ramesh as having originally been applied to 

developments in the "hard" sciences, and then being "later applied to social sciences as well".23 

Fmihe1111ore, "in the social sciences the concept [ of paradigms] bears a close relationship to 

traditional philosophical notions of "ideologies" ... ".24 McLellan' s discussion of structuralism 

also suggests this when he refers to the idea that "all social and intellectual activity can best be 

understood by referring it to an underlying system of meaning" and that "the actual discourse or 

activities of individuals can be viewed as a screen hiding the underlying ideological structure of 

their words or actions". 25 As in the case of Kuhn's paradigms, the beliefs and instrnmental 

prescriptions of ideologies stem from an inherent belief in the applicability of ce1iain 

fundamental philosophical notions to the tangible political world. In Seliger's words, 

"Universally fonnulated insights and beliefs accepted as valid within the context of what Kuhn 

calls "shared paradigms" are appropriated by the ideologist". 26 

Further support for the notion that the fundamental dimension of ideology is the 

equivalent of a paradigm stems from the notion of ideological incompatibility, as mentioned 

above. At the same time, the argument that the fundamentals of ideology are paradigmatic in 

turn lends weight to the argument that ideologies are incompatible. To elaborate, a point which 

21 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.18. 
22 This is also similar to Jaspers' conception of Weltanschauung, " .. .ideas, what is ultimate and total in man, 
subjectively as experience, power and conviction as well as objectively as the tangibly formed world". Cited 
Seliger, p.113. 
23 Howlett, M., & Ramesh, M., Studying Public Policy: Policy Cycles and Policy Sub~ystems, Ontario, Oxford 
University Press, 1995, p.189. 
24 Ibid, p.189. 
25 McLellan, D., Ideology (2nd ed.), Minneapolis, University ofMi1mesota Press, 1995, p.59. 
26 Seliger, Op.Cit., p.115. 
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illustrates these factors is the way ideological tem1s are often hybridised. It is argued here that 

the part of an ideology which is incompatible with others is the :fundamental ( or paradigmatic) 

dimension and that, when two terms are hybridised, one of them necessarily serves only an 

operational or instrumental :function.27 For example, social liberalism (as we will see in the 

following chapter) may be argued to mean that one of the interpretations of libe1iy requires a 

measure of economic equality for all citizens for this to be achieved. In this sense, a degree of 

economic equality is instrumental to achieving a perceived liberal aim and is therefore adopted in 

some sense. As material equality is a fundamental tenet of socialism, the word social is used to 

refer to it in a definitional sense. However, the key tenet of liberalism remains libe1iy, not 

economic equality, it just happens that something which is also a key tenet of socialism is seen as 

instnnnental to achieving this. 

The prefix eco is also commonly used in this way to suggest that a paiiicular ideology 

finds the notion of a healthy environment to be instrnmental to the achievement of its own core 

goals. You cmmot, on the other hand, have two ideologies hybridised if both of them are what is 

meant. A liberal fascist, for example, would be difficult to imagine. Another term like 

communist anarchist, which is in common usage, would appear to break this rnle of 

incommensurability but, as Dobson argues, it is used to mean the same thing as "communal" 

anai·chist.28 It thereby only adopts one of communisms core features for instrumental purposes, it 

does not merge with it. 

Another similarity between the :fundamental worldview of ideologies and paradigms is 

that the proponents of a particular ideology are convinced that their paiticular worldview is the 

correct one, often to the point that they do not consider it to be an ideology at all. One pertinent 

example of this can be seen in the "end of ideology" movement. This movement basically 

27 Dobson, Op.Cit., p.6. 
28 Ibid, p.6. 



contended that ideology had "ended" in advanced industrialised democratic societies.29 There 

were several reasons for the emergence of this movement which we will not go into here, but it 

was based on the common assumption that, in a political sense, ideology may be seen in direct 

contrast with "sceptical, empirically based social science". However, the proponents of this 

school of thought were actually advocating a fo1111 of "pragmatic liberalism" which was 
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emerging in advanced democratic industrialised societies. The misconception arose because this 

pragmatic liberalism constituted what they considered to be a political methodology somewhat 

like the neutral empiricism that is commonly assumed to exist in science. 30 In this way it could 

be argued to lack any preconceptions and to be totally scientific, therefore it was not an ideology. 

Alisdair McIntyre sums up the major flaws in this perspective which are, really, quite 

obvious. He argues that the proponents of the "end of ideology" theory "failed to entertain one 

crucial alternative possibility: namely, that the end-of-ideology, far from marking the end-of

ideology, was itself a key expression of the ideology of the time and place where it arose".31 As 

Vincent argues, the "views propounded by the "end of ideology" school contain ce1iain 

evaluative assumptions about human nature, how rationality ought to function, the value of 

consensus, and details on the characteristics of a tolerant, pragmatic civil society which ought to 

be cultivated. To try to claim that these views are premised simply on a social scientific 

perspective and that all else is ideology is either blindness or intellectual chicanery".32 It itself 

was clearly an ideological movement committed to pragmatic liberalism which was neve1iheless 

unable to see liberalism as an ideology in itself. 

Fmther to this, Vincent argues that "the assumptions behind the "end of ideology" 

movement still, almost unconsciously, pervade much discussion and writing in the social science 

29 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.12. 
30 Ibid, p.13. 
31 MacIntyre, A., Against the Self-Images of the Age, London, Duckworth, 1971, p.5. Cited Vincent, Op.Cit., pp.12-
13. 
32 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.13. 
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establishment".33 The perceived contrast, discussed in the previous chapter, between truth and 

ideology is a pervasive theme. Many proponents of ideologies, like those in the "end of ideology 

movement", claim that they themselves are speaking from a scientific ( and therefore "true" or 

"objective") or neutral philosophical viewpoint, such as one of the social sciences, rather than 

from an ideological one.34 This phenomenon is argued by Vincent to include liberals (as well as 

conservatives, feminists, and Marxists),35 it is also suggested here that this tendency also includes 

proponents of "ecologism" or enviromnentalists. Therefore, it may be concluded that ideologies 

are simply seen as the "truth" rather than as a subjective point of view by their proponents, much 

like in a scientific paradigm. 

Another similarity between paradigms and political ideologies, which Kuhn himself 

draws, is that they are both subject to revolutions. Like a scientific paradigm change, he argues, 

"Political revolutions are inaugurated by a growing sense, often restricted to a segment of the 

political community, that existing institutions have ceased adequately to meet the problems 

posed by an environment that they have in part created."36 In other words, people's perceptions 

of how their political reality should be (which is assumed) are no longer consistent with how 

they actually seem to be, ie. anomalies are occurring against the background of the dominant 

paradigm or ideology. In a democratic political system the underlying ideology could probably 

be changed tln·ough legitimate democratic channels, eg. liberal ideals could be completely 

replaced by socialist or enviromnental ones if a large majority wanted it to happen enough. 

However, in a historical sense, revolutions tend to occur when change is perceived as being 

needed but there is no way to legitimately effect that change tln·ough the existing political 

system. In these instances, efforts from outside the existing institutions such as mass 

demonstrations or the use of force are used. As the perceived need for change involves ideas that 

33 Ibid, p .13. 
34 Ibid, p.13. 
35 Ibid, p.13. 
36 Kuhn (1970), Op.Cit., p.92. 
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are incompatible with the existing ideology and its institutions, a radical change as opposed to a 

gradual development is needed as dialogue between two different world views is ve1y difficult. 

The Bolshevik: revolution in Russia was a major example of this. The ideologies underlying the 

Tsarist aristocracy were, in their conceptions of property and economics for example, vastly 

different to those of the conununist revolutionaries. This is similar to what is meant by a 

paradigm change or revolution in science. The two worldviews are incompatible and, as the old 

one ca1mot address several apparent anomalies, one of them has to simply take over from the 

other. There is no real middle ground as the fundamentals are different. 

The aspect of ideology still requiring elaboration is that concerning its operative 

dimension and the instrumental factors stemming from it. It has been established that the 

fundamental dimension of an ideology consists of the basic principles which guide the 

worldview of its proponents, much like a Kulmian paradigm. It has also been established that 

certain broad specifications stem from the fundamental principles and provide basic supporting 

concepts or instruments for those principles. These make up part of the operative dimension. 

From these notions, however, stem the more technical or pragmatic aspects aimed at achieving 

the goals laid out in the broad specifications. They are immediately adjacent to, if not part of, the 

operative dimension and serve an instrumental function. When the ideology they are attached to 

forms the basis of a govenunent, like a liberal democracy, these instrumental aspects constitute 

the public policy process. Because of this, and the fact that it is through the public policy 

process that environmental policy itself is fonnulated, public policy will be the subject of this 

part of the discussion. 
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Public Policy. 

"Public policy is a complex phenomenon consisting of numerous decisions made by 

numerous individuals and organisations".37 In its simplest conception, it may at its end point be 

seen as a choice by a government to either act, or not act, (by particular means), in relation to a 

particular political issue, eg. the environment.38 The complexity of this topic "poses grave 

difficulties for analysts" who have accordingly developed "numerous ways" of approaching it.39 

There is no space here to cover this field in any depth, so discussion will be limited to an outline 

of certain relevant aspects.40 As Howlett and Ramesh provide a comprehensive, up to date 

analysis of the public policy literature, their book Studying Public Policy will be the main source 

for this section. 

One area of debate within the public policy literature concerns the question of which 

factors are the most prominent in influencing policy changes. One line of argument suggests 

pluralist or societal factors are the dominant influence in public policy making. Electoral 

coalitions, and organised social interests like pressure groups are examples of this kind of 

influence. Another line of argument revolves around "theories of the state", these hold that the 

state itself (the executive, legislative, and judicial apparatus) has the dominant influence over 

public policy and is relatively independent of pluralist interests.41 

Howlett and Ramesh argue that there are two common types or patterns of public policy 

change, normal, and paradigmatic. Normal policy change is essentially a model of a problem 

solving approach to policy making. It is based on the fact that there is a "surprising degree of 

continuity" in public policy, whereby many public policies may largely be seen as an extension 

or continuation of a previous policy. It really only involves the adjustment of a few technical 

37 Howlett & Ramesh, Op.Cit., p.7. 
38 Ibid, pp.4-5. 
39 Ibid, p.7. 
40 Note that in this discussion of public policy our only concem is with public policy in liberal democracies. 
41 These notions are summarised by Hall, P., "Policy Paradigms, Social Leaming, and the State", in Comparative 
Politics, v.25 April 1993, p.275. 
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details, and the original goals and methods for achieving those goals remain largely unchanged. 42 

In this way, then, "policy problems are dealt with within the context of the existing approach to 

the subject in question". This "existing approach" is often referred to as a policy style.43 

Paradigmatic (the "punctuated equilibrium" model) policy change is less common and 

involves "a dramatic change in policy style" .44 This type of policy change has been explicitly 

likened to the process of fundamental shifts in scientific thought (or paradigm change), hence its 

name. The parallels between this and Kuhn's paradigms are very close, according to the public 

policy literature,45 so we need not go into too many explicit details here as that would only be 

repetitive. As far as we are concerned at this point, a public policy paradigm basically 

encompasses an "existing approach" or "policy style", as discussed above. It is "essentially a set 

of ideas held by relevant policy subsystem members - a doctrine or school of thought such as 

Keynesianism or Monetaiism in the case of economic policy subsystems - which shapes the 

broad goals policy makers pursue, the way they perceive public problems, and the kinds of 

solutions they consider for adoption. Its effects are pervasive because policymakers take it so for 

granted that they are often not even aware of its influences".46 Stemming from this is the 

acceptance by Hall that it is the discovery of a110malies that undem1ines existing paradigms and 

leads to their replacement. Like in science, the paradigm can be stretched for a time to cover 

discrepancies but as the gap behveen goal and empirical evidence widens, a new paradigm is 

eventually sought.47 Often, the "change is precipitated by innovative individuals ... [policy 

entrepreneurs] ... within the subsystem responding to the changed circumstances and to their own 

career ambitions". 48 

42 Detailed arguments as to the reasons for this may be found in: Hayes, M., Jncrementalism and Public Policy, New 
York, Longmans, 1992; and Baumgartner, F., & Jones, B., Agendas and Instability in American Politics, Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 1993. Cited, Howlett and Ramesh, Op.Cit., p.185, 
43 Howlett and Ramesh, Op.Cit., p.185. 
44 Ibid, p.188. 
45 As sunm1arised Ibid, pp.188-193. 
46 Howlett & Ramesh, Op.Cit., p.190. 
47 Ibid, p.190. 
48 Ibid, Op.Cit., p.192. 
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The two patterns of policy change incorporate different types of"policy learning". Once 

policies have been implemented they are usually evaluated in order to detennine whether they 

need further adjustments to achieve their intended goals. "From a learning perspective, public 

policy evaluation is conceived as an iterative process of active learning on the part of policy 

actors about the nature of policy problems and the solutions to them".49 

"Lesson drawing" is a type of endogenous learning which "01iginates within the fonnal 

policy process and affects the choice of means or technique employed by policymakers in their 

efforts to achieve their goals".50 In this instance, goals tend to stay the san1e and the adjustments 

made to policies are largely technical, eg. benefit levels. 

"Social learning" is a type of exogenous learning which "originates outside the policy 

process and affects the constraints of policy-makers to alter or change society".51 In this instance 

the fundamental thinking and goals behind the policy come into question, eg. the change from 

Keynesian to neo-liberal economic policies. Social learning may be defined as "a deliberate 

attempt to adjust the goals or techniques of policy in response to past experience and new 

information. Leaming is indicated when policy changes as the result of such a process".52 Two 

of the premises upon which this is based are that the principal factor affecting a new policy is the 

policy previous to it, and that the key agents are experts in a given field of policy. 

Public policy paradigms are argued here to correspond to overarching ideological 

frameworks which themselves have paradigms. The Liberal paradigm thus detennines what is 

good and desirable and then seeks ways to achieve it. Certain notions are based within ideology 

itself, these notions give rise to certain aims and the policy styles are the methods for achieving 

those aims. There is a ce1iain degree of flexibility, in that different methods or policy styles may 

be used in pm-suit of the same aims. For example, a liberal notion of a good economy may be 

49 Ibid, p.175. 
50 Ibid, p.176. 
51 Ibid, p.176. 
52 Hall, Op.Cit., p.278. 
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thought to be able to be achieved through a Keynesian model of economic management, but 

when this is seen to have failed, a neo-liberal model may be tried in its place. The 1984 refo1ms 

in New Zealand, which followed a neo-liberal approach as a replacement for Keynesianism, are 

an example of this. It is difficult to say whether these different models are the cause or the result 

of the slightly different interpretations of liberalism which they entail. 

The structure of ideology, as discussed above, has many similarities with the structure of 

science discussed in the previous chapter. In science, as argued, there is a fundamental 

underlying paradigm dete1111ining the worldview of the scientific community. From this 

paradigm or worldview emerge various theories regarding the phenomena one might expect to 

observe in such a world. The applicability of these the01ies relative to the paradigm is tested by 

recourse to observation and experiment, using whatever equipment, methods or instruments the 

theory prescribes. In ideology, there is a fundamental dimension similar to a paradigm which 

determines the basic worldview of its adherents. From the fundamental p1inciples which are 

themselves inviolable if the ideology is to remain intact, emerge broad specifications as to which 

notions would best for supporting those principles. From these broad specifications emerge 

further instrumental prescriptions aimed at putting the broad specifications into practice (in the 

same way as scientific methods and equipment are aimed at finding the best way to test the 

prescriptions of a theory). At this stage, of course, the difference between science and ideology 

becomes more pronounced because ideological or political reality is not always underpinned by a 

single, testable ( even though unknowable), objective reality. It is the implications of this 

difference for the world of practical politics which must now be discussed. 
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Political Knowledge. 

At this point the complexities involved in discerning and testing objective knowledge 

against subjective knowledge in the political world become apparent. Using human perceptions 

to study and evaluate other human perceptions is by its ve1y nature a complicated process and it 

may be impossible to do this very effectively. This may be the difference between science and 

ideology, and is where the literature on symbolic politics, which will be discussed below, has its 

relevance. 

Objectivism, as discussed above, is the relevant concept here. Marx's theory of historical 

materialism is argued by Chalmers to be an example of the objectivist viewpoint in the reahn of 

politics. According to this theo1y, people are born into a pre-existing social structure and their 

perceptions are shaped solely by what they experience and do within that stmcture. An 

individual may therefore have their own beliefs about the nature of that social structure but they 

can never really have full knowledge of it. In other words there will always be "a cleavage 

between [the structure and workings of society] and its distorted reflections in individual 

minds."53 It therefore follows that the outcome of an individual's social actions will be 

detem1ined by the social situation itself and not necessarily be what the individual intended. In a 

sense, then, there is an objective socio-political reality, but as argued above with regard to 

science, it is difficult to actually conceive of it. An individual advocating a paiiicular kind of 

social cha11ge is faced with an objective situation which determines perceived possible choices 

a11d actions as well as the outcomes of those choices and actions. 54 How is this different from the 

efforts in science to reduce this disjuncture between subjective and objective knowledge in the 

practical sense? 

Owing to the existence of a single objective physical reality and a rigorous scientific 

tradition, science is more successful because of the possibility ofrepeatable observations a11d 

53 Marx, cited Chalmers, Op.Cit., p.121. 
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experiments. Ideologies cannot so easily be subjected to testing due to the number of 

i1Tegularities and subjectivity involved in studying human interaction and politics. However, the 

perceptual similarity between them seems clear. This in itself should supp01i the notion that in 

politics, as in science, the view or perception of reality itself can be shaped and guided by an 

underlying theory or paradigm. And although not as stable as physical reality, there is still in 

some sense an objective political reality which will create certain outcomes from certain actions. 

Knowing what those outcomes are and how to manipulate them, however, is another matter. 

In the symbolic politics literature, there are certain arguments which accommodate this 

viewpoint. As summed up in a review miicle by Burnier, the interpretive perspective on political 

symbols holds that language is a symbolic system which serves to shape what we see as political 

reality. The words which make up language are symbols of both tangible and intangible realities 

and are acquired through social interaction with others. It follows from this that although reality 

"has a physical character, the meanings we have for reality are social constructions". Reality for 

us, then, is not a single fixed entity but is an interpretive order which varies according to 

individual and collective understanding.55 

The relevance of this to objectivism lies in the realm of actually testing or studying the 

implications of a pmiicular the01y arising in politics. The perception that a person, a political 

community, or a party may have on what process had occurred may be the same, but establishing 

the accuracy of this perception is more difficult. For example, a prediction arising indirectly 

tln·ough Newtons theories on gravity led to the discovery of the planet Neptune. To discover 

whether his theory was co1Tect in this respect, people simply had to look and see if the planet was 

there. This illustrates the testability of many of the theories which deal with objective physical 

reality. In politics, however, these theories are not so easy to test because, in the place of 

physical reality is usually only human perception. A the01y predicting that a certain action will 

54 Chalmers, Op.Cit., pp.121-22. 
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make a ce11ain segment of the population "happy", for example, is difficult to test. Problems 

include the task of defining what is meant by "happy", asce11aining whether the people 

concerned actually are "happy", and dealing with the almost inevitable claim from some of them 

that in fact they are not "happy". This is not the same as checking to see whether a planet is 

where it has been predicted to be. Although this example is obviously quite simplistic, it 

nevertheless illustrates the point being addressed. In politics, as in science, a particular action in 

a socio-political situation will have a pru1icular outcome. But, as reality itself is so subject to 

:flexible perceptions, it is much more difficult to predict or measure that outcome because there is 

no emphical method that can provide data that all could agree on. In short, such theories are 

difficult to falsify in any practical sense because you can always find exceptions. 

This viewpoint accords with an interpretive philosophy of science, which "assumes that 

the natural and social sciences are not similru·". Like the discussion above, this philosophy 

ru·gues that "the reason the two sciences are not the same is because the natural sciences' subjects 

are things which move in response to stimuli, while the social sciences study humans who act 

with intention and purpose". 56 So, rather than arguing that, as in the behavioural tradition, 

politics is prima1ily about decisions ru1d their outcomes, the ii1terpretive tradition argues that 

politics is concerned with actions, and the meanings attached to these actions by political actors. 

Decisions and outcomes alone are too subjective to be studied or conceived ofin their own right. 

It follows, then, that "Politics ... is as much a strnggle over who gets to define political reality as 

it is a struggle over who gets what, when, and how."57 Bumier argues in the conclusion of a 

review article that, although no method or perspective has established itself as the sole means of 

studying symbolic politics, "there seems to be an emerging consensus among [ scholars of 

55 Bumier, D., "Constructing Political Reality: Language, Symbols, and Meaning in Politics", in Political Research 
Quarterly, v.47, 110.l, March 1994, p.241. 
56 Ibid, p.242. 
57 Ibid, p.242. 
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symbolic politics] ... that the interpretive view of symbols should be the guiding theoretical 

framework". 58 

This takes into account the differences between the practical applicability of objective 

knowledge in science and that same practical applicability in politics. Both types of knowledge 

stem from and underlying paradigm or ideology, but scientific or physical knowledge is often 

easier to get a basic testable, reproducible result from. However, although in a more limited 

context, there is still a place for positivist concepts in politics, as in science. In science, as we 

have seen, positivist concepts are applicable to the practical side of theoretical testing. In 

politics, although more problematic, these kinds of concepts may still have their uses in attempts 

to predict or manipulate perceived political outcomes or realities. The difference here is that in 

science an item of objective lmowledge and its practical applications may possibly be believed 

by the whole scientific community. In politics, on the other hand, those who perceive of the 

same knowledge in the same way may comprise much smaller or more fragmented groups than 

those making up the political community as a whole. 

A perspective on symbolic politics which stems from the position of empiricists and 

positivists in scientific philosophy is the referential approach (as opposed to interpretive). 

According to this viewpoint, a symbol "stands for something other than itself'59 to which it 

conesponds.60 One of the arguably definitive works in this area is Murray Edelman's book, The 

Symbolic Uses of Politics. 61 In this book, Edelman discusses two kind of symbols: referential 

ones and those which he tem1s condensation. 

The first, and more subjective of these are condensation symbols which "evoke the 

emotions associated with the situation". Where people are subject to this kind of symbol, "the 

58 Ibid, p.252. 
59 Edelman, M., The Symbolic Uses of Politics, Urbana and Chicago, University of Illinois Press, 1967 & 1985, p.6; 
Also cited Burnier, Op.Cit., p.240. 
60 Burnier, Op.Cit., p.240. 
61 Edelman, Op.Cit. 
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constant check of the immediate environment is lacking". 62 With condensation symbols, political 

forms come to symbolise what the mass of the population feel they need to believe about the 

state in order to reassure themselves about it. On a more personal level, the opinions arising 

from condensation symbols may help in social adjustment or to help externalise unresolved inner 

problems. In other words, the resulting symbolic beliefs or meanings are detennined by "the 

needs, the hopes, and the anxieties" of people. 63 An argument which follows from this is that as 

long as they continue to achieve this function, these opinions will continue to be held even if 

they are not really consistent with what is happening in the world. 64 As the "meaning of the act in 

these cases depends only paiily or not at all upon its objective consequences, which the mass 

public cannot know, the meaning can only come from the psychological needs of the 

respondents; and it can only be known from their responses". 65 

Referential symbols, on the other hand, are "economical ways of referring to the 

objective elements in objects or situations: the elements identified in the same way by different 

people".66 These help people to understand the world around them as they are based upon 

objects which people can themselves check on. This kind of symbol is based on the argument 

that, besides evoking emotional responses which are entirely subjective and based purely on 

perception, political forms also "convey goods, services, and power" to particular groups of 

people.67 The problem with this conception of symbols is that it assumes a knowable objective 

reality while, while perhaps not conceived of by the general public, is neve1iheless ascertainable 

m some sense. 

Edelman himself later appears to gain a more interpretive perspective when he writes that 

he doubts referential symbols have any relevance, due to the problematic nature of arguments for 

62 Ibid, p.6. 
63 Ibid, p.2. 
64 Ibid, p.8. 
65 Ibid, p.7. 
66 Ibid, p.6. 
67 Ibid, p.2. 



their existence. The reason for this is the reference to what he calls a "nonexistent objective 

reality". He sees reality as "a phenomenon that is intersubjective but certainly not verifiable in 

the positivist sense".68 In this he is in agreement with the theories discussed above, but in a 

narrow sense this concept still retains some applicability for practical purposes. 
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As Edelman reflects, "Whatever seems real to a group of people is real in its political 

consequences regardless of how absurd, hallucinatory, or shocking it may look to others in 

different situations or at other times. Multiple realities are inherent in politics and so are the 

rationalisations that justify particular interpretations of the political scene. People act within the 

realities they construct for themselves, not in that of a social observer who constructs herself as 

'objective' or scientific. That phenomenological view makes the concept 'referential symbol' 

dubious, even as it highlights the key role of condensation symbols".69 

It appears from this line of argument, then, that referential symbols may still be useful in 

a relativist sense. To a large, powerful group such as a national government there are what seem 

to them such things as referential symbols, at least in a practical, if not truly objective, sense. 

Percentages in popularity polls are one, as are the explanation of ce1iain things in dollar terms. 

Although dollar tern1s may hold different values for different groups depending on the amount of 

money they themselves have access to or perceive as being necessary for certain things, they are 

still referential in a practical sense. These symbols may still be used in the governments own 

circles to define what is really happening and what the public reaction will be. Based on these 

conceptions, a government may in a sense theorise the reaction a pmiicular allocation of power 

or resources may elicit from a paiiicular group and try to use condensation symbols to alter the 

groups perception of a certain action and thereby modify political reality. 

68 Ibid, p.198. 
69 Ibid, pp.198-199. 
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Aynsley Kellow used Edelman's theories to this effect in Pollution Control in New 

Zealand. 70 In this he assesses the "applicability of a theo1y which suggests that governments will 

react to environmental issues by dispensing placebos rather than nastier tasting (but more 

effective) policies". 71 He says that Edelman's "symbolic policy" hypothesis "predicts that when 

public interest groups confront private interest groups on an issue the gove111IDent will act so as 

to incur few political costs by adopting a policy output which does not resolve the problem, but 

which resolves the issue via symbolic quiescence; this output then suffers instrumental or 

implementation failure resulting in policy outcomes at odds with that promised by the policy 

output". 72 

As Kellow himself concludes, this hypothesis is not fully supported by the evidence. In 

particular, it depends on the assumptions that "regulated interests will always seek to avoid 

(during implementation) the costs imposed on them by regulatory policies", and that 

"implementing agents are much more unresponsive to public preferences than is the case in New 

Zealand".73 It also assumes that the costs of pollution are diffused evenly throughout society, 

and so are the benefits of intervening legislation, which gives the public a low salience to act (as 

Edelmans theory was developed in relation to US anti-trust policy). 74 So while Edelman' s theo1y 

does have some force in the realm of envirom11ental policy, it depends on but is not necessarily 

borne out by several dependant conditions needed for it to be applicable. "This suggests ... that 

the policy-making process is more subtly complex than the hypothesis examined here 

t ,,75 sugges s ... 

This thesis agrees with this argument, but suggests that Edelman' s themy still has some 

use in appropriate conditions. What we can take from it is that in some conditions a policy 

7° Kellow, A., "Pollution Control in New Zealand: Making Policies and Prescribing Placebos", in Public Sector, 
vol.IV, no.2, 1983. 
71 Ibid, p. l. 
72 lbid, p.13. 
73 lbid, p.75. 
74 Ibid, p.75. 
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outcome may be largely symbolic in order to appease various public interest groups (whose 

interests must sometimes be addressed in a democracy), but that it may later fail at the 

implementation level or otherwise be too weak to succeed. What those conditions are depend on 

the ideology of the form of government involved. 

The public policy literature currently available does provide some impetus to this notion. 

In the public policy literature is the notion of "public policy-making as goal oriented 

behaviour on the part of governments, an idea which provides a standard by which to evaluate 

public policies." So, "public policies are decisions taken by governments which define a goal 

and set out the means to achieve it". 76 In particular is the finding that a policy, once implemented, 

does not necessarily achieve the objectives intended by the policy makers. Furthennore, research 

has shown that the reason policies sometimes do not achieve the objectives which were intended 

lies "in the manner in which they were being implemented".77 Surely this could be done 

deliberately as well as through adopting the wrong methods be accident. As Howlett and 

Ramesh argue, "Sometimes it [a government] may announce the reasons for making a decision, 

and that may indeed be the truth. However, often the government does not give any reason for 

making a decision; or when it does, the publicly avowed reason may not be the actual reason". 78 

This brings us to the conclusion of this chapter. Political reality has been shown to be 

even more subjective than scientific reality but it is still possible for an individual to have some 

objective knowledge of what is happening and to be able to try to modify the reality perceived by 

other groups. Furthermore, an underlying ideology, theory, or paradigm may shape the 

worldview of political actors and constrain the political actions and structure priorities on what is 

perceived as true or possible, and right and wrong. The theoretical structure established in this 

75 Ibid, p.76. 
76 Howlett & Ramesh, Op.Cit., p.6. 
77 Ibid, p.153. 
78 lbid, pp.6-7. 



chapter, particularly Seliger's two dimensional structure of ideology, will provide the basis for 

the ideological analyses of the next tlu·ee chapters. 
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Chapter Three: The Fundamental Themes of Liberal Democratic Theory. 

Central to this thesis concerning the philosophical and theoretical premises underlying 

environmental policy, is the hypothesis that the theoretical underpim1ings of liberal democracy 

are the determining factors for environmental policy fonnulation. It has been established that the 

fundamental p1inciples of an ideology can guide the practical manifestations of that ideology in 

the real world of politics. In the case of liberalism, which is argued to be the ideology 

underpinning the liberal democratic f01111 of government, these practical manifestations may be 

seen in terms of public policy. In short, liberal ideology, in much the same way as a Kuhnian 

paradigm, dete1111ines the world view of a liberal democratic state. 

The aim of this chapter is to ascertain what those fundamental principles or premises 

actually are, and how the interaction between them manifests itself in the practical world of 

politics. First, in accordance with Seliger's three dimensional model of the structure of 

ideologies, will be a discussion of the fundamental dimension ofliberal ideology, followed by 

the operative dimension and the instruments it entails. Once this is established, discussion will 

turn to how the different priorities ofliberalism interact to create the practical manifestations 

present in liberal democratic politics. The main concern here is to establish ce1iain general 

themes common to liberal ideology and, with such a vast, complex array of literature available 

on the subject, discussion will be limited to generalisations where possible. 

It is apparent from the literature available on liberal democratic theory that its ideology 

does not constitute a unified discourse governed by one consistent school of thought, and as such 

it has no core texts or thinkers. What liberalism does have, however, are several fonnal central 

ideas such as individualism, liberty and equality, which are always present but are interpreted 

and used in different contexts by different thinkers. These are the "ultimate considerations" or 
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basic piinciples which constitute the fundamental dimension ofliberal ideology. The most 

common of these central ideas and one which is always present in the work of liberal thinkers is 

individualism. Individualism, as Andrew Vincent puts it, is "the metaphysical and ontological 

core ofliberal thought and the basis of moral, political, economic, and cultural existence". 1 This 

basic axiom of liberalism establishes sovereign individuals, along with their needs, wants, and 

desires, as the basic unit of society. 

Another central idea which is inseparable from the notion that the individual is paramount 

is the value of liberty. A basic conception of liberty advocates the freedom of the individual 

from coercion or restraint, but it is often taken by liberals to mean a lot more. 2 This is illustrated 

by Freeden's observation: "To observe that a belief in liberty is a core element in liberal thought 

is a truism. To hold that liberals were ideology united through a belief in liberty is an error".3 

The basic debate is between negative and positive conceptions of libe1iy and serves to illustrate a 

tension between the fundamental and operative dimensions of the ideology. 

The basic conception of libe1iy defined above constitutes libe1iy in a negative sense, and 

does not seek to impose any paiiicular conception of "good" onto the individual (apart from the 

freedom for each individual to dete1111ine that good for themselves). It is freedom from 

deliberate restraint or coercion from sources external to the individual, and "does not provide any 

guidance on state activity".4 

Positive libe1iy, on the other hand, involves the notion that individual libe1iy cannot be 

properly exercised if the people with that libetiy are not able to make use of it due to certain 

material or societal restraints. This is the notion of freedom in a social sense as well as a strictly 

1 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.32. Much of this section of the discussion on liberalism is based on Vincent's comprehensive 
synopsis of liberal ideology in Modem Political Ideologies. In this work, Vincent has successfully identified 
general themes from the literature concerning liberalism without losing or trivialising the complexity of the subject 
matter. 
2 Ibid, p.37. 
3 Freeden, M., Liberalism Divided: A Study in British Political Thought 1914-1939, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1986, 
p.266. Cited Ibid, p.37. 
4 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.39. 
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physical sense and may be "identified with certain types of worthwhile action".5 It follows that 

"Certain restraints [ on groups of individuals] are justifiable partly because they help to remove 

unjustifiable restraints". Social problems like unemployment, ignorance, poverty, illness, and 

old age, are therefore restraints on individual liberty which coerce individuals into certain 

"patterns of activity". 6 In this way, state action in the fonn ofregulations, material assistance, 

and taxes to pay for that assistance, ameliorates or eliminates the effects of those restraints while 

at the same time placing a degree of restraint on others. Positive liberty, therefore, may be 

"identified with ce1tain types of w01thwhile action". 7 This illustrates a tension between the 

fundamental and operative dimensions because positive conceptions of libe1ty arose in response 

to a perceived need in the practical world of politics. 

In general, libe1ty is a concept underpinning the notion that each individual is the best 

judge of their own interests. Because of this, individuals must be allowed to pursue their own 

idea of what constitutes a preferable or a Good Life. Libe1iy is the freedom, whether conceived 

of negatively or positively, to do so. 

The third idea central to the fundamental dimension of liberty is the notion of equality. 

In its basic form, equality embodies the idea that every individual is of equal intrinsic worth or 

value in the state. The rules of the state apply to all individuals equally, no one may be exempt 

or superior due to some inherent quality. Equality is paiticularly relevant to the "broad 

specification" of justice, to be discussed below, but is pervasive in most liberal themes. 8 

The fundamental dimension of liberalism therefore, consists of the "ultimate 

considerations" or fimdamental "broad specifications" of individualism, liberty, and equality. 

These themes are argued to be the only ones eligible for the term "fundamental" because they are 

the ones which cannot be removed by liberal theorists without the consequence of rendering that 

5 Ibid, p.40. 
6 Ibid, p.40. 
7 Ibid, p.40. 
8 Ibid, pp.41-42. 
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theorist something other than liberal. They are the indispensable core ofliberal ideology. 

Stemming from these fundamental concepts are certain broad specifications which constitute the 

basis of liberalism's operative dimension. While these themes do not have to be present for an 

ideology to be considered liberal, it is argued that those discussed below are connnonly, if not 

always, present in liberal literature. Some of these arose in response to particular interests or 

historical contexts, which we do not have room for in this discussion, but have since been 

maintained for reasons more in keeping with the fundamental nature of liberalism itself. The 

"broad specifications" in question include justice, rights (and private prope1iy), the free market, 

and democracy. 

The first of these attendant notions or "broad specifications" is the liberal notion of 

justice. In simplified te1111s, this can be described as the instrument by which individuals are 

guaranteed their equality. Justice connnonly "involves the maintenance of a general body of 

fo1111al rules and procedures. It provides the overarching structure, the rule of law within which 

individuals are protected in the pursuit of their interests".9 Everyone in a liberal society is to be 

seen as equal before the law in terms of its applicability to them. Justice may also include a 

distributive aspect which is intended to ameliorate social suffering and distress. This notion is 

sometimes controversial but it serves to meet the goals of positive liberty by focussing on equal 

outcomes rather than only equal oppmiunity. 10 

Another notion common to liberalism is that of the possession of rights. Rights may be 

seen as necessary to guarantee individual liberty and are often seen as asocial, universal, and 

inalienable. They are also typically premised on human nature. These rights may include 

demands for life, free speech, political self determination, religious freedom; and also claims for 

minorities, racial groups, women, and the poor. One right which is so connnon as to be 

sometimes perceived as inherent to liberalism itself is the right to private prope1iy. Property is 

9 Ibid, p.41. 
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seen here as a natural extension of the individual and must therefore be accorded the inviolability 

already accorded by libe1iy to the individual. Rights are often codified into law and are 

guaranteed by the justice system. 11 

The notion of equal access to afi·ee market is also often seen as indispensable to the true 

pursuit of liberal ideals. It is only through a free market that individuals can pursue their own 

needs and desires without interference from the beliefs of others. Individuals are seen to 

understand their own needs and desires better than other people or the state can and the free 

market is an unbiased mechanism which helps them to pursue these. 12 The development of 

liberalism was largely cote1111inous with the 1ise of free market capitalism, although in actual fact 

the two may just as easily exist separately from one another. 

Finally we come to democracy. The notion that "liberalism has some kind of intrinsic tie 

to democracy" is "excessively misleading". It is, however, widely seen as instrumental to 

preserving liberal interests. It stops one sector of society from gaining undue control over other 

groups and thereby infringing on their equality. In conjunction with rights, the justice system, 

and a reasonably free market, it keeps state power (and various groups power) over the individual 

in check. 13 

These tenns constitute the fundamental and basic operative dimensions of liberalism. 

However, it is the varying interpretation of the meaning of such tem1s which constitutes the 

different slants or positions that may be applied to them. Two major schools or lines of liberal 

thought centred on such interpretations, as identified by Vincent, are classical and social 

liberalism. 14 These are, of course, premised on conceptions of negative and positive libe1iy, as 

mentioned previously. 

10 Summarised Ibid, pp.41-42. 
11 Summarised Ibid, pp.42-45. 
12 Summarised Ibid, pp.45-47. 
13 See Ibid, pp.44-45. 
14 Ibid, p.27. 
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Classical liberalism is, at its simplest level, a blend of ideas on how best to acquire or 

defend libe11y. It was a doctrine which propounded the value of individual human beings and 

their equal right to equal freedom. It was, however, committed to this in what has been seen as 

the negative sense. This was the right to be left alone to pursue your own idea of the good life, it 

was freedom from arbitrary coercion. 15 This included the realm of economics where a free 

market was seen as the most desirable outcome. 

One implication of such freedom and a free economy where all have equal rights to 

produce and consume is that a liberal democracy operating along these lines would be concerned 

only with minimal governmental functions. Such functions include: the maintenance of the rule 

oflaw (courts and legislation), national defence (army), internal order (police), and the defence 

of private property. Much of this was needed if only to ensure that by pursuing their own notion 

of the good life, people did not impinge on the equal rights of others to do so, In most other 

matters, pmiicularly the economy, the government was not seen as having much of a legitimate 

role to play. 16 

By at least the 1840s however, this focus was begi1ming to be questioned. Herbert 

Spencer wrote in 1844 that the general public had "ceased to expect anything in the shape of 

positive good from the legislature, and content themselves with seeking some negative 

advantage". Rather than the people asking the government to "Secure this benefit for us", he saw 

them as asking "Don't inflict this evil upon us". In other words, they were "content to relinquish 

the good, if only they can avoid the evil". 17 He saw this as being in conflict with the theory 

behind government which said that it should be an institution which was set up "to minister in 

some way or other to the good of the connmmity". It was supposed to actively promote public 

harmony and happiness. He also observed that people were becoming aware of this state of 

15 Ibid, p.38. 
16 Ibid, pp.29-30. 
17 Herbert Spencer, "A Political Paradox", in The Pilot, (Bunningham), Saturday, October 26, 1844. 



affairs and predicted that there was grounds for hope that in the near future "the practice of 

government will be more in accordance with the theory". 18 
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Such predictions proved to be well founded when, from the late 1880s, liberalism began 

to change direction. This new kind of liberalism was committed to a "social individualism", 

whereby the good of the individual was seen as being tied to the good of the whole community. 

Liberty therefore came to include not only freedom from coercion or the right to be left alone, it 

has been seen as a positive view of liberalism. It now involved freedom or at least relief from 

poverty, unemployment, and illness which were seen as transcending the individual capacities of 

the charitable. It was also identified with enjoying the fuller life of genuine citizenship. By this 

it was meant that people should possess the economic, cultural, political, and social means to 

partake of worthwhile lives. 19 

A liberal democracy operating along the lines of this "social" liberalism would still have 

all the functions it held under classical liberalism but would also include other, far more active 

and wide ranging government :functions. These included the notion of public goods such as 

health care, education, old age pensions, and state housing. 20 

To avoid over-dichotomising, the must be mentioned that the line between classical and 

social liberalism is actually quite blurred. In practice, liberal democratic governments tend to 

reach some kind of a balance between these two competing interpretations oflibe1iy. At present 

it appears that the balance between these two types ofliberalism has shifted in favour of the more 

classical model to fom1 a version called by one author "neo-liberalism. "21 • 

Since the 1970s this neo-liberalism (the new right) has enjoyed increasing political and 

intellectual authority. Neo-liberalism attaches great importance to the "historical affinity in 

18 Ibid. 
19 Vincent, Op.Cit., pp.30-31. 
20 Ibid, pp.30-31. 
21 Pierson, C., "Democracy, Markets, and Capital", in Held (ed.), Prospects for Democracy, Cambridge, Polity 
Press, 1993, p.179. 
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modern times between democracy and capitalism"22 , and attributes this to the tendency by 

democratic governments to operate free market economies. Furthermore, neo-liberals argue that 

"individually rational decision making under established democratic procedures will always tend 

to generate collectively sub-optimal outcomes"23 . In other words, they believe the mechanisms 

of the marketplace are a fairer and more efficient way of allocating resources and providing 

liberty than the mechanisms of democratic government can be. This viewpoint can be more 

clearly explained by using the arguments of one proponent of neo-liberalism, Friedrich Hayek. 

Hayek24 argues that a free and just society can only be attained on the basis of 

"catallaxy", a word he created to describe "the special kind of spontaneous order produced by the 

market through people acting within the rules of the laws of property, tort, and contract. "25 He 

argues that the primary function of government should be to provide the conditions and legal 

framework that would allow this "catallaxy" to develop and function. The only functions under 

catallaxy for which the government can legitimately raise taxes are security against external 

threats, the maintenance of the Rule of Law (including police, courts, and the protection of 

private property), a small number of public goods which cam1ot be effectively provided by the 

free market, and relief from destitution. 

While this still contains a mixture of the negative and positive rights mentioned above, it 

bears a close resemblance to the older model of classical liberalism. It is certainly arguable, 

although there is no room to do so here, that it is this type of liberal democracy the West ( or at 

least New Zealand) is moving towards.26 Vincent agrees with this argument when he says, with 

reference to the writings of Hayek, that "this is the mentality which has come into such high 

22 Pierson, Op.Cit., p.179. 
23 Ibid, p.180. 
24 Hayek, F., "Law, Legislation, and Liberty" vol.1-3, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982. Cited Pierson, 
Op.Cit. 
25 Hayek, Op.Cit., cited Pierson, Op.Cit, p.180. 
26 Buhrs, T., and Bartlett R., Enviro11111ental Policy in New Zealand, Auckland, Oxford University Press, 1993, argue 
that this has guided policy since 1984 with the advent of the "new right", pp.90-91. 
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profile in Western industrial societies in the last two decades". 27 Vincent is highly critical of this 

type ofliberalism and refers to it as a "narrow and stultifying ... vision of genuine liberalism".28 

As we can see there are several diverse interpretations of fundamental liberal themes. 

However, they are in the end all descended from those themes by means of logical argument. 

The different interpretations, as Vincent argues, are developments rather than alterations to the 

notion of liberalism. At this point the discussion will tum to the way in which these different 

themes interact and manifest themselves as liberal democratic government, and what the 

predispositions of such a government might be. It is this aspect which is of relevance to 

environmental policy itself. 

One critique of liberal democracy that addresses this can be found in Benjamin Barber's 

Strong Democracy.29 Although he is arguing from a communitarian perspective his arguments 

take the key elements of liberalism into account and present them in a structured framework 

which suggests ce1iain tendencies which result from those elements. For the sake of argument in 

this paper, where there is neither the room nor the time to design a new analysis of liberal 

tendencies, Barber's account, in a vastly simplified form, will be used here. 30 

Barber's theoretical framework for his critique ofliberal democracy is based on three 

"inertial frames" which serve to illustrate the fundamental themes of liberal democratic theory. 

In this sense he puts the themes discussed above into three distinct categories. He then 

demonstrates the tln·ee "dispositions" manifested when the tln-ee categories, or inertial frames, 

are interpreted in different ways. These dispositions are argued to adequately illustrate the 

practical manifestations of liberal democracy for the purposes of this thesis. In this way it will 

27 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.53. 
28 Ibid p.54 
29 Barber, Benjamin; Strong Democracy; University of California Press, Berkeley, 1984. 
30 The following discussion is based on Barber's theoretical framework for critiquing liberalism. Accordingly, 
many of the specific elements in the following discussion are borrowed or paraphrased from his work. Only direct 
quotations will be cited. 



be possible to examine how a liberal democratic government would deal with environmental 

issues, and then examine environmental policy itself to see if this matches the theory. 

Before discussing the framework itself, it is necessary to answer some of its critics and 

defend the decision to use it for this thesis as has already been noted. Barber's framework is 

useful because it discusses liberal democracy in a systematic, structured fashion and does so 
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relatively comprehensively. It is also useful because it is critical to the extent of appearing 

almost biased towards nanower, more classical liberal conceptions. In this way it may be more 

relevant to the neo-liberal conceptions of economics and government in general. This is 

important because neo-liberalism is the style adopted by the New Zealand government since 

1984 and, like Barber's theory, is a narrow and limited interpretation of liberalism in the classical 

sense. Another advantage of using Barber is his lack of concern with environmental issues, 

which means it is more likely to be neutral with respect to such issues. 

Barber's work is distinguished from several other mainstream discussions of liberal 

democratic thought which have been used in this thesis. 31 They do not consist of a systematic, 

comprehensive critique or framework like Barber's. They also avoid actual politics in a way 

Barber does not; he does not simply discuss liberal themes, he deals with ways in which they 

actually manifest themselves. This in itself is a ve1y valuable factor because there is no room in 

this thesis to construct a whole new critical :framework of liberal democracy. At the same time, 

however, Barber's work is suppo1ted by these other works to some extent because they do still 

discuss similar criticisms and arguments to those covered by Barber.32 In this way the likelihood 

that Barber's work, and hence his conclusions, are badly skewed away from typical liberal 

themes is lessened. 

31 The works by Vincent, Op.Cit., and Held, D. (ed.), Pro,pectsfor Democracy, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1993, are 
particularly notable. 
32 For example, Vincent, Op.Cit., p.50 asks how, "If liberalism conceives of the fundamental units of experience as 
being isolated atoms, how can any collective notions be formed?". 
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One prevalent criticism levelled at Strong Democracy is that Barber's treatment of liberal 

democracy oversimplifies, distorts, and even leaves out various aspects of what are often 

complex arguments. Several reviewers made complaints in this regard, such as the argument that 

Barber reduces ideas to caricatures or "straw monsters,"33 or that his treatment of liberalism was 

painted in "very broad brushstrokes."34 It is argued that this has served to oversimplify and 

distort complex arguments and even reality itself for the purposes of making them fit into the 

framework of his own discussion.35 A typical example of this is Waligorski's argument that 

Barber's critique is only of typical laissez-faire liberalism and libertaiianism. This is regarded as 

being fine as far as it goes, but the problem lies in the fact that these are not the only fonns of 

liberalism. 36 The same has been said of Barber's treatment ofrepresentative democracy and 

anarchism.37 One reviewer argues that when dealing with anarchism Barber only referred to one 

aspect or tradition of it. Of particular note in this regard was his omission of the cmmnunitarian 

anarchist tradition which doesn't have the same individualist characteristics Barber refers to in 

his argument.38 

There are several reasons which may explain Barber's supposed simplifications and 

omissions but still leave his treatment of liberal democracy, for the sake of argument and for the 

purposes for which it is to be used here, able to be regarded as complete and relevant. First, such 

simplification would have been necessary for him to construct a useable c1itique. A caiicature is 

far easier to incorporate into a discussion than a complex discussion of eve1y aspect of an idea. 

When dealing with a body of thought as vast as liberal democratic theory some simplification 

down to general principles is necessaiy or the topic becomes too unwieldy to fit within a 

discussion of any limited size. One reviewer actually connnented that the critique section of 

33 Mansbridge, J., Review of"Strong Democracy", in American Political Science Review, v.81 no.4, December 
1987, p.1342. 
34 Parry, G., "Still under Rousseau's Spell?", in Govemment and Opposition, v.21 no.I, Winter 1986, p.116. 
35 Mansbridge, Op.Cit., p.1342. 
36 Waligorski, C., Review of"StrongDemocracy", inloumal of Politics, vol.48 no.I, 1986, pp.229-230. 
37 Mansbridge, Op.Cit., p.1342. 
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Strong Democracy should have been made even shorter so as to provide more space for the 

Strong Democracy model itself. In this case, Pany suggested that the second section detailing 

Strong Democracy "would have been better if Barber had expanded this section at the expense of 

the earlier critique of liberalism".39 This indicates that it was already as long as he could 

comfortably make it, and so some degree of simplification was necessary. 

Second, it must be remembered, that the initial critique is intended "less as an attack on 

liberalism itself than on those elements in liberal thought which have lead historically to a 

distrust of the government by the people". This means that Barber is only attempting to criticise 

aspects of liberal democratic government that actually exist in cmTent practical politics. It 

follows therefore, that only certain aspects of liberal democratic theory are relevant to these 

practical manifestations. While he may be treating the whole tradition, he is really only attacking 

those theoretical points which have led to particular political behaviour. Many theoretical points 

omitted by Barber only exist within political the01y itself, they do not necessarily manifest 

themselves in the "real" world and are therefore not relevant to Barber's argument which IS 

about the "real" world. In fact, it is based on the premise that political theory and political 

practice are often divided ... to the detriment of political practice ... and as he is addressing this 

problem he would not, it seems, introduce a whole lot more esoteric political ideas. One of those 

who argued a similar point was Pyrcz who then added that " ... perhaps I've missed the point 

since Barber argues later that it is philosophic argument itself which must be rejected (to be 

replaced by the "talk" of true and responsible citizens) if we are ever to resolve the controversies 

and tensions of modern life through democratic practice".40 This explains why Barber would 

simplify arguments and distil them down to the fo1111s they actually, commonly take, not just 

fo1111s of them that only exist in the01y. 

38 Ibid, p.1342. 
39 Parry, Op.Cit, p.117. 
40 Pyrcz, G., Review of"Strong Democracy", in Ca11adia11 Joumal of Political Scie11ce, v.18 no.I, March 1985, 
pp.206-207 (see previous page). 
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Another common criticism of Strong Democracy, which is related to the criticism of 

oversimplification described above, is that while Barber's vision of Strong Democracy serves to 

repudiate extreme libe1iarian views, the same can be achieved by reforn1ing liberalism.41 

Defenders of liberalism are putting forth arguments against both what they see as an attack on 

liberalism and against a non liberal solution for the problems of liberal democracy. They argue 

such a solution would be more effective in the fonn of a reformed liberalism rather than in the 

f01111 of the alternative proposed by Barber which instead reforn1s democracy itself. Although 

this criticism is mainly levelled at the Strong Democracy section of the book it is still relevant to 

the critique section with which we are concerned here because it is this section which was used 

to dismantle liberal democracy in the first place. It is where the problems associated with 

liberalism, among other things, were outlined and it is impmiant for the integrity of the critique 

that is not seen to conveniently ignore important aspects of liberal themy that may compromise 

some of its arguments. 

The argument that reforming liberalism itself presents an alternative to Strong 

Democracy is possibly beside the point. Barber is suggesting an alternative to the present model 

of liberal democracy which is based on democratic ref 01111, not a new kind of liberal theory. His 

theory (whether it achieves the same thing as reforn1ist liberal ideas or not) was intended to 

provide an alternative to the aspects of liberal democratic thought his critique dismantled. The 

arguments levelled against Barber's criticisms and his proposed alternative seem a little too 

intent on defending liberalism (which they defend as if it is being attacked) while not listening to 

what Barber is saying on its own merits. In fact, in the preface to Strong Democracy, Barber 

makes it clear that his intention is not to attack liberalism itself. The basis of his argument is that 

the liberal democracies of the West suffer from too little democracy and that this is caused 

largely by an excess of liberalism. Democracy has, in his view, been compromised by the liberal 

41 Mansbridge, Op.Cit., pp.1341-1342; Waligorski, Op.Cit., p.230. 
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institutions which underlie it and weakened by the liberal philosophy from which the theo1y and 

practice of western liberal democracy has de1ived. 

However, his alternative to the present system is not intended to weaken or discredit 

liberalism. He advocates more democracy in the form of increased political pa1iicipation and a 

strengthened notion of citizenship, not less liberalism or weaker liberal institutions. A 

strengthening of democracy is seen as the solution to the problems an excess of liberalism over 

democracy has caused, a weakening of liberalism is not what he is suggesting. His approach is 

positive, not negative. Although he identifies liberal philosophy as a major source of liberal 

democratic weakness, he aclmowledges the strength and imp01iance of liberal notions like right, 

freedom, and justice. His problem is that such notions are so abstract and philosophically 

grounded that they do not necessarily fit into the real world of practical politics which is where 

they are used. The result of using such philosophical notions as a basis for Western democracy, 

he argues, is a weakness in that democracy which arises from the problem of applying something 

intangible to the real world where moral absolutes do not exist. Such notions are made possible 

by democracy, not vice versa. They should be a result of democratic politics, not the 

fundamental basis upon which it rests. Barber sees democratic politics as a fo1m of human 

relations which does not fit the same criteria as matters of absolute truth. The point of "Strong 

Democracy" was to find an approach to democracy that meets the criteria of human relations 

rather than truth. It was not to discredit liberalism which still has a major role to play, even in a 

"Strong Democracy". 

It is at this point that we must now tum to the central focus of this chapter, an analysis of 

Barber's critique of liberal democracy in the first section of Strong Democracy. The first is to 

provide a brief explanation of each of the three inertial frames defined by Barber. This will be 

followed by an analysis of each of the three dispositions he propounds and their relationships 

with each of these inertial frames. At the end of each section explaining an inertial frame or a 



67 

disposition will be some discussion on the implications of that explanation for the fonnulation 

and implementation of environmental policy. It is expected that some of the conclusions and 

hypotheses that result from each section may resemble or even repeat one another and any such 

overlaps will be dealt with at the end of the chapter. It is hoped that the resulting hypotheses will 

provide a testable framework for subsequent chapters in this paper. 

An "inertial frame", as defined by Barber, is the embodiment of the fundamental tenets of 

a particular world view. It encompasses the concepts or pretheoretical assumptions which make 

up the starting point or context underlying a particular theory. An ine1iial frame is, therefore, the 

equivalent of a paradigm or the fundamental dimension of an ideology. A "disposition" is 

defined as a particular way of interpreting or utilising the basic principles arising from the 

ineiiial frames of which, in Barber's analysis, there are three. This means that each of Barber's 

dispositions discuss the same material (from the three ine1iial frames) but constitute different 

ways of conceiving it. These dispositions resemble the operative dimension of an ideology and 

will be discussed once the inertial frames themselves have been analysed. 

The Preconceptual Frame. 

The first of the three inertial frames identified by Barber is the "preconceptual frame." 

This frame conceives of the world as primarily composed of mechanistic physical components, 

and therefore has a largely materialistic worldview. Its theoretical structure consists of one 

major axiom along vvith several corollaries. The central axiom is "materialism," in that humans 

are in eve1y way material beings and are therefore products of the laws of physical mechanics. 

The corollaries to this are atomism, indivisibility, commensurability, mutual exclusivity, and 

sensationalism. These see people as isolated individuals who each possess specific, unitary 

motives for their actions. Also, as physical beings, they are roughly commensurable with each 



other, which gives rise to the basic notion of equality. As two physical entities cannot occupy 

the same physical space, the mate1ial and political gains of individuals are seen as mutually 

exclusive and the characteristic mode oflrnman interaction is, therefore, conflict. 
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This gives rise to a particularly materialist vocabulary for liberal democratic theory, 

which means it is biased towards recognising tangible, physical factors. It follows from this that 

it is, in tum, unlikely to give strong priority to less tangible factors such as human 

interdependency, fellowship, community, and citizenship. The implications of this outlook for 

liberal conceptions of freedom and power are that they are seen as antonyms, "each defined 

(analytically) by the absence of the other." For practical purposes, therefore, freedom can only 

be seen in terms of "nihil obstat, ... liberty from chains."42 The logical conclusion of this line of 

thinking is that the coercive techniques which may be utilised by the state are the main 

impediments to individual freedom, and therefore the powers of the state must be limited. 

Therefore, politics is seen as synonymous with power and the restriction of freedom, while the 

absence of state control over individuals, or anarchy, is seen as creating the conditions for 

freedom. 43 

The theoretical outline of the preconceptual frame gives rise to ce1iain tentative 

conclusions about the practical nature of liberal democratic government. It is argued that in a 

liberal democracy the hedonistic and material needs of the individual, and the right to freely 

pursue those needs, come above all else. Conversely, little priority is accorded to intangible 

concepts concerning the need to consider other individuals when they cannot provide any 

particular benefit for an individual's interests. Public or, more specifically, environmental policy 

would be subject to those primities. 

42 Barber, Op.Cit., p.35. 
43 Ibid, p.35. 
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Hypothesis 1: The central priority of liberal democratic government is the physical and 

material interests of the individual. Environmental policy can, therefore, only operate in ways 

which do not impinge, or appear to impinge, on this priority. 

The Epistemological Frame. 

The second of the three inertial frames identified by Barber is the "epistemological 

frame." This frame concerns the notion that liberal democratic theory has a positivist view of the 

character of political knowledge. More specifically, it assumes that " ... there exists a lmowable 

independent ground- an incorrigible first premise or "antecedent immutable reality" from which 

the concepts, values, standards, and ends of political life can be derived by simple deduction."44 

As scientific or political certainty is considered to be attainable, there is a resulting "quest for 

certainty in political thinking".45 Such a quest results in the domination of positivist or empirical 

methodology over actual political substance as political lmowledge itself can only be seen to 

arise from such a process. A liberal understanding of politics, then, requires that quantifiable 

empirical elements are isolated from those that are less tangible and hence less amenable to 

ce1iainty. 

The result of this can be a "decontamination" or depoliticisation of political lmowledge, 

thereby removing some of its actual meaning. The primacy of the individual in conceptions of 

how knowledge is ascertained46 also lends liberal democratic political knowledge a tendency 

towards solipsism. Further to this, the reductive methods and genetic chains of reasoning 

resulting from such a conception of knowledge results in knowledge and action becoming 

polarised at different ends of the epistemological spectrum. An empirically quantifiable political 

act can, therefore, always be linked to an abstract "first cause". This means that doing and 

44 Ibid, p.46. 
45 Ibid, p.47. 
46 This is seen by Barber "either as a reconstruction of impressions imprinted on the individual subject or as a 
product of ideas directly apprehended by rational individuals", Ibid, p.56. 



knowing are conceived of as separate entities but are still causally linked. In such a situation, 

"doing is inevitably subordinated to knowing",47and, therefore, without scientific certainty (ie. 

empirical evidence to support a proposition), there can be little or no political action. 
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The epistemology of liberal democratic thought is argued to run along the lines of 

empirically based inductivism, with key impetus given to the outlook of the individual. It could 

be described as a kind of positivist solipsism. A key implication of this is that political action is 

subordinate to scientific certainty, or empirically based political knowledge. It follows from this 

that policy making in areas with a high degree of complexity, like certain ecological questions, 

must therefore be limited in its scope due to a low degree of ce1iainty. 

Hypothesis 2: Without scientific certainty(which can be vel')l difficult to achieve in any 

practical sense if the subject matter is complex) the opportunities for political action are limited. 

Tile Psychological Frame. 

The third and final frame identified by Barber is the "psychological frame" which 

concerns the psychology or worldview of liberal democratic theory. This consists of 

individualism overlaid by a "social mask" which is necessaiy for society to function. Such a 

trade-off results in priority being given to interest theory and rational choice models but also 

limits a more intangible, social understanding of human nature in the political setting.48 One 

salient feature ofliberal psychology is "aloneness" and the fundamental autonomy of the 

individual. This gives rise to other features including a needs driven hedonism, a power driven 

aggressiveness, and a property seeking acquisitiveness. 

With the needs of the isolated individual being paramount, it follows that the chief 

concern of such a viewpoint is to allow individuals to "maximise the means by which they can 

47 Ibid, p.54. 
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satisfy their needs."49 The world, then, exists for the benefit of the individual and property is the 

claim they stake on it. It follows from this that the separateness of individuals is what they have 

in common. In this way it fmms the basis for the notion oflibe1iy, whereas people's sameness is 

the basis for equality. The priority given to "aloneness" means that libe1iy is lexically prior to 

equality and other liberal notions of "good" so when libe1iy comes into conflict with these other 

notions, it will usually have priority. More specifically, equality has a contingent status in liberal 

democratic theory which is "evident in the priority enjoyed by libe1iy in eve1y case where values 

conflict". Equality is, therefore, "put aside whenever it interferes with libeiiy."50 

In conclusion, due to the priority of liberty over other goods, individuals and the state 

may be reluctant to act in a way which constrains such libe1iy in the name of some other good. 

However, due to the presence of cost benefit notions and a "social mask," people may act for the 

common good if the cost to the individuals concerned is greater than the material benefits to be 

gained from the activities they are pursuing. In order for this to happen, however, it is possible 

that empirical or scientific certainty of the cost to the individual would need to be established 

first (see epistemological frame). With regard to environmental policy, if some form of 

environmental decline could be proven to be imminent which would thereby constrain the 

interests of all individuals, political action to restrict the libe1iy of the individuals whose 

activities were most contributing to that decline would be possible 

Hypotllesis 3: A liberal democratic government may be able to act in a manner that 

restricts certain material individual interests if it can be shown that the costs of inaction will 

outweigh the material benefits to be gained. This may include the individuals concerned or 

simply refer to the individuals in general who make up society. A demonstration of such costs 

may involve a need for scientific certainty. 

48 Ibid, p.68. 



According to the three disposition outlined above, the liberal democratic worldview 

considers individuals and their material interests as paramount. In order to undertake political 

action, particularly action that has the effect of constraining some aspect of individual libe1iy, 

scientific type ce1iainty is required. With certainty, the self interest of the individual can be 

manipulated in favour of the common good because the benefits stemming from this may also 

accrue to the individuals concerned. 

With relation to the earlier discussion, these dispositions illustrate the fundamental 

dimension with its considerations of individualism, libe1iy, and equality and dete1mines the 

relative priorities accorded to these. It has also demonstrated some of the epistemological 

implications of these considerations. In effect, individualism has been shown to apply in a 
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negative sense, with liberty taking precedence over equality in instances where the two come into 

conflict. From this also stems a ve1y materialist conception of individual interests and related 

positivist conception of scientific and political lmowledge. 

However, this does not present a full picture of the practical manifestations of liberal 

democracy. In the following chapter, discussion will turn to three ways of interpreting this basic 

framework which are manifested in practical dispositions. It is the combination of these three 

dispositions which gives rise to a full picture of liberal democracy in a practical political sense. 

49 lbid, p.72. 
50 Ibid, p.78. 



Chapter Four: Political Dispositions of Liberal Democratic Theory. 

This thesis is concerned with the notion that liberal democratic theory detennines the 

parameters for what is possible in terms of public policy. To argue this, the way in which this 

theory is manifested in the real world of practical politics needs to be ascetiained. In the 

previous chapter ce1iain fundamental tendencies of liberal democracy were identified. This 

chapter builds on this by discussing the three practical dispositions which arise from different 

interpretations of those tendencies. 

The Anarchist Disposition. 
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The anarchist disposition involves a view of individuals as being naturally isolated and 

largely self sufficient, which means the likelihood of friction or conflict between interests is 

unlikely. Self preservation, self interest, and self detennination are notions concomitant to this. 

The source of any coercion or encroachment on individual interests is seen to arise largely from 

the actions of the state rather than from the actions of other individuals. State intervention into 

individual concerns is therefore considered undesirable and would ideally be kept to a minimum. 

Regarding epistemological considerations, the independent ground for political 

knowledge is primarily rationalist. Therefore, "politics ... is the application of individual reason 

to human relations; [ and] liberty is reasons chief concomitant."1 It follows from this that the 

anarchist disposition towards liberal democratic politics results in a politics based on radical 

individualism, natural rights, and private prope1iy. 

Psychologically, the anarchist disposition holds the viewpoint of a radical individualist 

which brings in such notions as independence, libe1iy and spontaneity. It also sees individual 

1 Barber, Op.Cit., p.58. 
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consciousness as a creative entity which may be used to ascribe some of the more hedonistic 

impulses of the individual with "the dignity ofhigherpurposes".2 

In general, the anarchist disposition with its concern for the good of the isolated 

individual can manifest itself as a tendency to see democratic principles as instrumental for 

individual well being rather than as an intrinsic good in themselves. Political participation is not 

viewed as being of great importance and the aim is to contain, rather than have a share in, power 

and the influence of the community. Liberal anarchists therefore judge power and the 

community in terms of how they affect, or impinge on, freedom and private interest. An 

illustrative example of an argument compatible with this disposition is that which advocates free 

market economics on the grounds that this promotes equality and sees govenm1ental regulation 

of the market as unnecessarily coercive and illegitimate. This disposition paiiicularly gives rise 

to the "broad specifications" of the right to private prope1iy and the free market, and a negative 

conception of liberty. This kind of state would bear most similarity to the classical liberal style 

of government. 

Such a disposition sees state intervention into matters of private interest as undesirable. 

The state will only act to protect freedom and private interest, and even then will keep such 

action to a minimum. The likelihood of private interests being ove1iumed by the state in favour 

of broader, societal interests is low. However, such intervention could conceivably occur in the 

event of an issue involving negative implications for the individual interests of most members of 

society if action is not taken. Various worst case scenarios from environmental concerns would 

probably constitute such an issue but there are more factors, which will be summarised at the 

conclusion of this chapter, which need to be taken into account. 

2 Ibid, p.81. 
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The Realist Disposition. 

The realist disposition, in contradiction to the anarchist disposition, sees individuals and 

their interests as being forced together at high speed by the pressures of society. It follows from 

this that conflict between the interests of different individuals is seen as being both likely and 

frequent. Rather than coming from the state, constraints and encroachments on individual 

interests are conceived of as coming from other self interested individuals. In this way, the state 

and the coercive apparatus at its disposal is responsible for acting to keep individuals apaii to 

some degree in order that they are still guaranteed some level of libe1iy. This kind of politics is 

one based on power, coercion, and influence, and where a level of coercion and intervention is 

regarded as desirable. 

Regarding epistemological considerations, the independent ground for political 

knowledge is primarily based on empirical data. Therefore, "politics is the application of 

[scientific principles] ... to human relations; power is the chief concomitant of scientific politics".3 

It follows from this that the realist disposition towards liberal democratic politics results in a 

politics based on power, law, and control. 

Psychologically, the realist disposition holds the notion of individual self sufficiency as 

an expression ofrigidity and inflexibility. This results in a politics which is resistant to high 

degrees of change and which, due to its zero sum conception of conflicting individual interests, 

may be characterised by limits, control, coercion, and safeguards. Institutions or measures to 

facilitate this include "penal codes, prisons, policemen, laws, artificial boundaries establishing 

rights and privacy, (and) institutional conventions establishing duties and obligations."4 These 

are used on the basis that people are selfish but they also share the faculty ofreason. They obey 

because these measures deliver a measure of security to the individual in society by controlling 

3 Ibid, p.58. 
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others and because the costs of not obeying are unacceptable to the individual. Therefore, 

selfishness can be used to make people obey state authority. 

As will have become apparent here, within the context of the epistemological frame the 

anarchist and realist dispositions of liberal democracy both vie with one another and complement 

each other. Each disposition reduces the "key constructs of the other to its own currency: the 

realist reifies ideals as wants, free choices as foregone consequences, and philosophy as 

ideology: the anarchist imbues cold interest with prudential good and makes of eve1y detenninate 

human interaction a drama of autonomous will."5 

The conflict between the two dispositions is also illustrated by the liberal psychology of 

hedonism. This psychology contains what may be te1111ed a "fallacy of sy1m11etry" whereby 

anarchists and realists consider the notions of pleasure and pain to be commensurable and able to 

be quantified. Both consider hedonism and rational calculations and trade-offs of pleasure and 

pain possible in theory, but their different temperaments make such a trade-off difficult between 

them. The anarchist seeks to maximise freedom and pleasure, while the realist seeks only to 

minimise coercion and pain. Because of this, even rational hedonism offers two versions of the 

good life, and hence two versions of prudence and rational behaviour. These differences give 

rise to different styles of politics, and hence the realist and rationalist dispositions are 

adversaries. From the anarchist point of view, the realist seeks to restrict libe1iy and make use of 

the states coercive powers. From the realist point of view, the anarchist does not protect 

individual liberty from other individuals and allows the state to stand idly by while people 

infringe on each others interests. It is this asynunet1y which gives liberal institutions 

"their. .. a1nbivalence about freedom and security, rights and social justice, privacy and public 

goods, and rationality itself."6 

4 Ibid, p.40. 
5 Ibid, p.60. 
6 Ibid, p.87. 
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This asymmetry, then, illustrates one of the conflicts occurring within liberalism which 

gives rise to different interpretations of liberal ideology, thereby enabling some liberal to accuse 

other of not really being liberals at all. 

The realist disposition, which serves as a counte1weight to the anarchist disposition, 

views politics as the exercise of power for the purpose of controlling behaviour. This system of 

limiting the behaviour and freedom of the citizen does not encourage people to refonnulate 

private interests in public terms but instead encourages them to reformulate public goods in 

te1111s of private advantage. For example, a criminal doesn't refrain from re-offending because of 

the ha1111 it does to society, he does so because of the penalties that that society may impose on 

him as an individual if he does. 7 

The reason for this manipulative method, as the fallacy of symmetry demonstrates, is that 

it is very difficult to find any common ground between the realist and anarchist dispositions. 

Despite this, both extremes, although mutually inconsistent, have been combined within one 

system. The realist controls behaviour not by altering the anarchist individualistic disposition 

but rather by manipulating it. 8 "Failing to acknowledge any middle ground, ... (liberal 

democracy) often trades in contrasts, ... polarities, ... radical dichotomies and rigid dualisms ... ".9 

The realist disposition advocates the use of state power as a means of preserving some 

degree of individual liberty. The deployment of such power is based on empirical scientific 

considerations regarding whose liberty is being infringed and which activities are causing it. A 

liberal democracy of this nature probably would intervene against individual interests if a 

reasoned, empirically supported argument was able to demonstrate how this would increase the 

liberty of individuals in general. The notion of manipulating hedonistic self interest for the 

common good, rather than altering that self interest, suggests that individuals will not tend to act 

7 Ibid,pp.13-14. 



for the common good for no paiiicular advantage. It must be noted here that this is just a 

disposition within liberal democracy, not a hard and fast rule. Obviously there are plenty of 

people who act in the common good with no tangible advantage for themselves. 

The Minimalist Disposition. 
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The minimalist disposition, like the realist, sees individuals as being forced together by 

society and as having conflicting interests. However, due to the possession of the faculty of 

reason, the gratification of these interests is able to be deferred and hence the incidence of 

conflict occurs more slowly and less frequently. Also, this disposition has a viewpoint 

encompassing more than just tangible matelial factors. These more intangible concepts include 

tolerance, mutual respect, self restraint, and moderation of interests. However, the potential of 

this disposition for having a practical effect is limited by the fact that it is still composed from 

the three inertial frames and operates in a political system dominated by the conflicting anarchist 

and realist dispositions with all that they entail. Its basic role is to act as mediator between the 

other two dispositions in areas where they conflict. 

In terms of epistemological considerations, the independent ground for minimalist 

political knowledge is scepticism. Therefore, "politics is the application of doubt to human 

relations; tolerance is its defining norm." This results in a politics involving toleration, pluralism, 

noninterference, and an epistemological disposition towards fallibilism. As we have seen in 

previous chapters, fallibilists do not regard either rationalist or empiricist arguments as solutions 

to the problem of antecedent reality and conclude that "there is no body oflmowledge such that 

from it can be derived infallible or even fallible decisions about ultimate political objectives."10 

This conclusion has major consequences for the world of practical politics itself. If, as 

we have seen, action is linked to lmowledge, then "Conditional or tentative lmowledge means 

8 Ibid, pp.13-14. 
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conditional or tentative politics". It essentially denies the possibility of a philosophically 

legitimate political community. If the kind of knowledge on which politics must depend cannot 

be shown to exist, then the political imposition of truth or the application of prior lmowledge to 

social relations can never be justified. Minimalism, tolerance, and strict curbs on governmental 

activity must follow because, "Ifwe cannot know anything for certain, we should never do 

anything for certain. " 11 It follows from this that "privacy and passivity alone guarantee that no 

delusive certainty will come to dominate a world in which truth has no warrant." So, like the 

anarchist disposition in particular, the minimalist disposition does not really have any notion of a 

public good. Due to the fallibility of knowledge, a public good is seen as "a prejudice 

masquerading as a common end: expose it and put in its place pseudopublic interests that are 

mere aggregations of private interests."12 

In te1111s of psychology, the minimalist disposition views politics in terms of prudential 

reason. The minimalist "aclmowledges that "covenants without the sword" may be violated out 

of self interest, but he also lmows that covenants unratified by obligation will- however sharp the 

sword- be violated whenever the sword is in its scabbard, or whenever its point is directed 

elsewhere, or whenever its wielder grows distracted, lazy, pusillanimous, or faint hearted." 13 

People are still driven by needs but reason enables them to guide and control them, therefore a 

politics involving accommodations and an almost genuine morality is logically possible. 

Therefore ethics, justice, and equality are also able to be included in the otherwise secular, 

hedonistic, and materialistically individualistic view of the world as purveyed by liberal 

democracy. 14 The minimalist recognises that actual human development is centred around 

"mutual activity, species behaviour, and collective endeavour (over a period of time that 

9 Ibid, p.14. 
JO Ibid, pp.60-61. 
11 Ibid, p.61. 
12 Ibid, p.62. 
13 Ibid, p.88. 
14 Ibid, p.88. 
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transcends individual lifetimes)."15 These realisations are only really utilised, however, for the 

purposes of promoting toleration of, or reducing, the conflict between the anarchist and realist 

dispositions. 

Minimalism, then, attempts to "reduce the friction that occurs when individual freedom 

and statist power, when the anarchist and realist dispositions touch."16 The anarchists cam1ot 

simply wish away this conflict and it cannot be eliminated by the coercive methods of the realists 

so therefore, according to the minimalist disposition, it must be tolerated. This tolerance and 

need to mitigate conflicts has the result that the minimalist disposition" ... proscribes but rarely 

prescribes action; it tends to negate rather than affirm". 17 

The result of this gives rise to notions of laissez faire and generally leaving individuals alone. 

The minimalist disposition, like the other dispositions, reinforces the immutable priority 

of the individual, and the individual's private interests. It also, because of the need for tolerance 

between the dispositions, reinforces the need for absolute certainty before any s01i of political 

action can be taken. It even goes so far as to not only claim that it is not possible to lmow 

anything for ce1iain but that, ifwe can't know anything for certain, we shouldn't do anything for 

certain. As a result, any claim that something is a public good is likely to be viewed as simply 

concealing a deeper, well hidden private interest. 

The conclusion that may be reached here regarding the practical manifestations of liberal 

democracy is that it displays many different tendencies, but these do seem to be prioritised into 

some kind of order. There is no doubt that the free individual, and the material interests pursued 

by that individual, are the central priorities of this kind of government. The methods for 

ensuring this freedom vary but they can generally be divided into negative and positive 

conceptions of libe1iy and can either promote or dissuade the use of state power and coercion. If 

15 Ibid, p.90. 
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coercion is to be used ( eg. the passing of regulatmy laws), a degree of scientific certainty is 

required to prove the necessity for it before such action can be taken. When there is no ce1iainty, 

however, or when the negative and positive aspects are in disagreement over how best to do 

something, the likelihood is that nothing at all will be done for fear of unwarranted interference 

with individual liberty. Because of this, the three hypotheses from the earlier section may be 

coalesced and modified. They ,vere: 

Hypothesis 1: The central priority of liberal democratic government is the physical and 

material interests of the individual. Environmental policy can, therefore, only operate in ways 

which do not impinge, or appear to impinge, on this priority. 

Hypothesis 2: Without scientific certainty(which can be ve1JJ difficult to achieve in any 

practical sense if the subject matter is complex) the opportunities for political action are limited. 

Hypothesis 3: A liberal democratic government may be able to act in a manner that 

restricts certain material individual interests if it can be shown that the costs of inaction will 

outweigh the material benefits to be gained. This may include the individuals concerned or 

simply refer to the individuals in general who make up society. A demonstration of such costs 

may involve a need for scientific certainty. 

Modified Hypothesis: The central priority ofliberal democratic government is the 

physical and mate1ial interests of the individual, often embodied as prope1iy rights. Such a 

government may only act in such a way as to restrict those interests if it can be shown that the 

costs of inaction for individuals in general will be greater than, or iITelevant to, the material 

benefits to be gained by the individuals concerned. Without scientific ce1iainty of the costs, the 

oppmitmities for political action are limited. 

16 Ibid, p.17. 
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With regard to environmental policy, then, action may only be taken to protect the 

environment in ways that have a det1imental effect on the relevant vested interests if scientific 

certainty of the nature and severity of the environmental problem can be produced. This is 

because a widespread degradation of the environment could also serve to restrict individual 

liberty or welfare, which is something liberal democracies are concerned to protect, as we have 

seen. Due to the complexity of ecological issues, however, such ce1iainty is argued to be 

difficult to achieve. If vested interests are not involved, or if democratic public supp01i for action 

is very high, interest group lobbying and electoral considerations may also be able to initiate 

governmental policy and action. 

17 Ibid, p.19. 
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Cbapter 5: Implications of Environmentalism for Environmental Policy. 

The amount of the theoretical literature which may be seen as "green" or "environmental" 

is quite substantial. There are many different ways of categorising this material but the focus 

here will be on the difference between environmentalism as an ideology and enviro11111entalism in 

a more scientific/instrumental sense. The aim of this chapter is to assess the applicability or 

relevance of these theories to policy fo1mation environmental ideology to potential 

environmental policy in a liberal democracy. The applicability of other aspects of enviromnental 

thought to policy will also be considered. These matters will be considered as factors which 

shape environmental policy outcomes in a liberal democratic state. In addition this thesis will 

also consider factors which come from outside the ideological framework of liberal democracy. 

The relevance of these theories to policymaking has implications for the relevance of the 

environmental movement in general. 

This discussion must begin with a definition of the tenns to be used. A useful place to 

start is Andrew Dobson's distinction between the ideological, scientific, and instrumentalist 

aspects of environmentally centred thought. 1 He uses the term ecologism to describe the system 

of enviromnental theory which may be argued to constitute a modem political ideology in its 

own right. Terms such as "dark green" or "deep ecology" are also commonly used to describe 

the ideological aspects of environmental thought. The scientific and instrumental aspects of 

environmental thought, however, do not have ideological underpinnings and these are placed 

under the umbrella of the term environmentalism. 

1 See Dobson, Green Political Thought, Op.Cit., pp.1-13. 
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Dobson's central aim is to clarify the distinction between environmentalism and 

ecologism. He argues that to confuse them is to make a "serious intellectual mistake". 2 Other 

theorists, notably Andrew Vincent3, make similar distinctions but are not quite so specific. There 

are, of course, several other ways for distinctions to be made among the general environmental 

literature, but these do not make the clear distinction between ideological and non-ideological. 

One of these distinctions is a philosophical spectrum which has anthropocentric arguments at one 

extreme and ecocentric arguments at the other. Using this spectrum, arguments may be 

categorised according to their relative disposition towards either of the two extremes. This will 

be used to ascertain the relative positions of various kinds of arguments, but is not central to our 

purposes here. 

The first argument to be discussed will be the science of ecology because the basic 

concepts it entails are lexically prior to both modem ecologism and the reformist aspect of 

environmentalism. Ecology is a scientific field or discipline based on the simple premise that 

"the ecosphere is an interrelated system". It is the study of the "systematic relation between 

plants and animals and their habitat or environment" and has a "strong and traditional scientific 

empiricism".4 The implications stemming from ecology are that the "environment" is "a system 

which includes all living things and the air, water, and soil which is their habitat". 5 It follows 

from this that humans as a species are themselves part of this complex, interrelated structure, and 

they too depend on it for their survival. They cannot fully separate themselves from that 

structure and will, at least in the long te1111, reap the consequences of their actions and the effect 

2 lbid, p.1. 
3 See Vincent, Op.Cit., pp.208-237. 
4 Ibid, p.209. . 
5 Goldsmith, E. ( edited for Ecologist); A Blueprint for Sun,ival; Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1972, p.69. Cited Ibid, 
p.209. 
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their actions may have on it. Humans, therefore, are "a species constrained by its ecology just as 

plants and animals are". 6 

Vincent argues that this basic point is what "constitutes the unique potency of 

ecologism". 7 This means that the "basic impetus, significance, and public awareness which has 

been accorded to ecology has derived from its scientific support and evidence, not primarily from 

its moral or political stance". 8 In other words, "a scientific basis for ecological ideas was an 

essential precondition for the growth of environmentalism ... ".9 The scientific aspects of the 

publicity sunounding the greenhouse effect and the ozone hole are significant recent examples of 

this. However, while the refo1111ists may tend to base most of their arguments, and solutions, on 

these ecological facts, proponents of ecologism are not quite so likely to do so. As Vincent 

argues, "there is a tangled and uneasy relationship between those who perceive ecology as an 

established science and those who mesh the scientific findings with strong doses of nonnative 

theory". 10 

Ecologism is argued to constitute a distinct modem political ideology which has an 

awareness of ecological imperatives but overlays them with nonnative theories comprising 

political, moral, and economic considerations. 11 At the core of this ideology, as Dobson argues, is 

6 Beeby, A., and Brennan, A., First Ecology, London, Chapman and Hall, 1997, p.xiii. 
7 By ecologism Vincent at this point appears to mean both the ideological and instrumental aspects of 
environmentally centred thought in general. TI1is is a bluny distinction which crops up over and over in the 
environmental literature but which nevertheless must be made for the sake of theoretical clarity. In the sense of 
common or public perception in general, such terms appear to fit under the all encompassing term environmentalism 
in a very generalized sense. However, the use of this term without particular specifications or distinctions has 
become so broad as to be almost meaningless for any useful theoretical application. 
8 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.209. By "ecology" it is assumed here that Vincent is referring to environmentalism or 
environmental issues in general, including ecologism. "Ecology" itself has already been argued to be an empirical 
science which, although it doubtless involves its own code of morality or ethics, is a term which is to be kept 
separate from the ideological aspects of environmentalism. It is, in this sense, an outside factor even though it 
provides the impetus underpinning many of ecologism's arguments. More of the reasons for this distinction will 
become apparent in the ensuing discussion. 
9 Bramwell, A., The Fading of the Greens, New Haven & London, Yale University Press, 1994, p.2. 
10 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.209. 
11 Ibid, p.209. 



the principle of ecocentrism, 12which therefore constitutes the fimdamental dimension of 

ecologism. 

Ecocentrism may be seen as a worldview which is more concerned with questions 

concerning the place of humans within nature or the ecosphere, than questions concerning the 

best political, social, and economic arrangements for human society13 • According to this 

world view, all parts of the ecosphere including fungi, trees, mammals, and even minerals are 

seen as possessing an intrinsic value of their own and therefore as being equal in value to 
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humans. Ecocentrists see no reason to suppose that humans are the pi1macle of evolution or that 

they are "the sole locus of value and meaning in the world". 14 Furthermore, they see the apparent 

degradation of the environment as being "symptomatic of a misreading of the possibilities ( or 

more properly here, constraints) inherent in membership of an interrelated biotic and abiotic 

community". 15 

As Dobson puts it when discussing the aims of ecologism: 

'This ecocentric politics explicitly seeks to decentre the human being, to question mechanistic science and 

its technological consequences, to refuse to believe that the world was made for human beings - and it does this 

because it has been led to wonder whether dominant post-industrialism's project of material affluence is either 

desirable or sustainable". 16 

This is, then, a call for a complete change in the values and mode of operation of modern 

western society. Ecologism holds 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". 17 It presents a challenge to the post-industrial vision of "affluent, technological, 

12 Dobson, Op.Cit., p.5, " ... ecocentrism is a core value of ecologism ... ". 
13 Eckersley, R., Envimnmentalism and Political ThemJJ, Albany, State University of New York Press, 1992, p.28. 
14 Ibid, p.28. 
15 Dobson, Op.Cit., p.3. 
16 Ibid, p.11. 
17 Ibid, p.1. 
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service societies" 18 , and seeks to "create a new economic and social order which will allow 

human beings to live in ha1111ony with the planet". 19 

In terms of political objectives, ecologism, as typified by Ophuls, is a vision of what may 

be ten11ed a "frugal sustainable society".20 In Ophuls' view, this would involve a "relatively low-

throughput, income energy economy", would use "labom intensive modes of production", would 

de-emphasise "material things", and would encourage "individual self-sufficiency" and 

frugality. 21 Although proponents of this type of society protest at accusations that it would of 

necessity degenerate into some kind of totalitarian state, there is good reason to believe that it 

might. At its heart are certain notions that, lacking scientific certainty, are essentially moralistic 

in nature, and therefore involve a set perception of what constitutes the "good life". Ophuls even 

admits that "certain kinds ofrights that we now enjoy will indeed have to be given up". 22 

Although these "limits" would be adopted "for the good of the whole", it is easy to see 

how things could go awry once libe1iy has been curtailed for other than purely instrumental 

reasons. Bookchin refers to the dangers of "a cloudy intuitionism and mysticism that can easily 

render our world outlook very arbitrary and potentially very dangerous". 23 He points out that our 

surrender to "pure feeling and mythic beliefs" may indeed, as proponents of ecologism argue, 

"yield coopertative feelings of intercmmectedness with the world and a caring attitude towards 

lifeforms".24 But that, due to the lack of or the use of reason implied by such a view, there is 

nothing to stop us from becoming connected with things "with which we really shouldn't be 

connected at all - namely racism, sexism, and an abject subservience to charismatic leaders".25 

18 Ibid, p.9. 
19 Porritt and Winner, The Coming of the Greens, London, Fontana, 1988, p.9. Cited Ibid, p.9. 
20 Ophuls, W., "The Politics of the Sustainable Society" in D.Pirages (ed.), The Sustainable Society: Implications for 
Limited Growth, New York and London, Praeger, 1977. Excerpt cited Dobson, A. (ed.), The Green Reader, San 
Francisco, Mercury House, 1991, p.107. 
This typology is also discussed by Vincent as being typical of the ecocentric political vision, p.227. 
21 Ophuls, Op.Cit., in Dobson, The Green Reader, Op.Cit, pp.107-108. 
22 Ibid, p.109. 
23 Bookchin, M, The Philosophy of Social Ecology, Montreal, Black Rose Books, 1990, p.10. 
24 Ibid, p. l 0. 
25 Ibid, p.10. 
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Therefore, "Vital as interconnectedness may be, it has often been the basis of myths and 

supernatural beliefs that become means for social control and political manipulation".26 From 

the liberal point of view, such a society would seem a rather unpleasant prospect. 

Besides the possible loss of liberty, there are other flaws in ecocentrism if it is taken to its 

logical extreme. These are flaws which threaten the liberal preoccupation with individual human 

welfare. As Wells point out, although it is a very strong tradition within environmental thought, 

and constitutes the core of ecologism, ecocentrism has a lot of practical problems. 27 In particular, 

if we were to act as if everything in the biosphere was equal in intrinsic worth or had the equal 

opportunity to grow and develop in its own way, there would be ve1y little that humans could 

legitimately do. 

"If it is really true that all organisms are of equal worth, then there would be no basis on which I could 

place my individual needs (say, to eat a carrot) above the needs of that organism "to grow and flourish". In 

satisfying my needs I have ignored the needs of another, equally worthy, organism."28 

It follows, then, that one rational outcome of an ecocentric worldview is that humans would not 

ethically be able to exist at all. In order to confonn to their own ideology they would practically 

have to starve or, if they were zealous enough, commit racial suicide.29 The only way to avoid 

this extreme, as most ecocentrists try to do, is to introduce elements of anthropocentrism into 

their arguments. By doing this, other criteria, such as the possession of "self consciousness" or 

having the "capacity for richness of experience",30 are used to decide which parts of the 

ecosphere are still considered equal, thereby weakening the ecocentric argument. 

Another wealmess of the ecocentric viewpoint, as Wells argues, is that the "connection 

between the prevalence of an anthropocentric ethos and environmental degradation is not nearly 

26 Ibid, p.10. 
27 Wells, D., "Green Politics and Environmental Ethics: A Defence of Human Welfare Ecology", in Australian 
Joumal of Political Science, V.28 no.3, November 1993, p.516. 
28 Ibid, p.521. 
29 " ••• the kinds of proposals and actions which could follow from the acceptance of a biocentric ethos could well be 
directly anti-human and morally repugnant on any other ethical grounds." Ibid, p.524. 
30 Eckersley, Op.Cit., p.57. 
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so clear as has been suggested". 31 For example, a c01mnon ecocentric argument holds that Judea-

Christian beliefs are at the root of the environmental crisis, and that Christianity is the most 

anthropocentric religion in history. To facilitate this argument, the Judeo-Clnistian worldview is 

argued to hold the basic axiom that "nature has no reason for existence save to serve man"32• 

Such a view of Judea-Christianity is not necessarily correct anyway, as the example of St Francis 

of Assisi shows but, for sake of argument, this will be allowed to stand as it is. 

Wells points out that the conilection between the primary ethical beliefs or religion of a 

particular society and that society's impact on the environment is a concept that has been greatly 

oversimplified and, on fiuiher examination, is not nearly so clean cut. For example, Japan is a 

forerum1er in the world of technology and industry and certainly does not have an exemplaiy 

environmental record. However, it is in no way a Judea-Christian society and is actually a 

mixture of Buddhism and Shinto which contain a high degree of animism and nature worship.33 

In fact, as Wells points out, there are examples of ecological devastation by cultures of most 

religious and ethical beliefs. The Medite1Tanean Middle East was heavily deforested well before 

the Clnistian or Islamic eras. 

Another apparent problem with ecologism and ecocentrism it that there does not appear 

to be any cleai· theory or strategy as to how such communities and values can actually be put into 

practice. It is almost as though its proponents are simply hoping that a value change will 

naturally come about in society once people are aware of this alternative to their present limited, 

enviromnentally conupt lifestyles. In effect, although an operative dimension for ecologism has 

been visualised, it still lacks the instruments for acting within the real world of practical politics. 

As subsequent discussion will show, it is possible that an insti'Ulllental aspect of ecologism has, 

in one sense, come into being. However, the very contingencies of the world in which it operates 

31 Wells, Op.Cit., p.524. 
32 White, Lynn Jnr; "The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis" in The Environmental Handbook, ed. I.Barr; 
Ballantine/Friends of the Earth; London, 1971, pp.3-16; cited Wells, Op.Cit., p.515. 
33 Wells, Op.Cit., p.516. 
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created so much tension between the fundamental and operative dimensions that the operative 

dimension has fallen away and simply become a type of policy instrument. Simply acting within 

the present political system was a contradiction with the ideology itself. Vincent refers to this 

problem and comments that, within "ecology" itself, "it is a sore point".34 

Even putting its operational flaws aside, ecologism appears to be fundamentally 

incompatible with liberalism. This in itselfreally comes as no surprise because, as argued 

earlier, ideologies should be inherently incompatible to some extent. Still, a discussion of the 

basic incompatibilities will serve to illustrate this point. 

In theory at least, a liberal democratic state is primarily concerned with the welfare and 

material interests of the individual. It is designed to let the individual pursue their own wants 

and needs because they are the best judge as to what those wants and needs actually are, and may 

create or enhance the material conditions for this to occur. This liberty is only restricted for the 

purpose of preserving the liberty of others, and even then this is only done when the sub-optimal 

effects of not taking action can be shown with a reasonable degree of certainty. 

Ecologism, on the other hand, promotes a kind of negative liberty for the ecosphere as a 

whole. It is the ecospheres right to be left alone to develop in whatever way comes naturally to 

it. Although the liberty of the human individual is argued to still hold an important place in an 

ecocentric society, it would of necessity be subservient to this higher priority. Scientific 

ce1iainty itself is not yet available to determine exactly what effect humans do have on the 

environment, or which course of action or lifestyle would be least harmful to the ecosphere. This 

means that any prescription as to how people should live, as to what constitutes a "good life", 

would be based on theories derived from a largely moralistic standpoint. There would be no real 

baniers as to what the rulers of an ecocentric state could decide would be "best" for the 

environment, and hence no particular mechanism for guaranteeing libe1iy. 

34 Vincent, Op.Cit., pp.223-224. 
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Further to this, the very means by which liberalism tends to operationalise the provision 

of liberty, (through such liberal bastions as the free market and capitalism, private prope1iy, 

representative democracy, and the freedom for individuals to live pretty much as they see fit), 

run counter to the values of ecologism. In fact, most of these institutions are viewed by 

ecologism as being the basic causes of perceived enviro11111ental problems in the first place. 

Because of this, even operating within the constraints of such a system at all is a contradiction to 

the very fundamentals of the ideology. 

At this point we reach another aspect of enviro11111ental thought, which we may even 

consider to be the disembodied operative dimension of ecologism. It is this which Dobson 

simply refers to as environmentalism, and which may be more relevant to liberal democratic 

conceptions of envirom11ental policy and action. Environmentalism may be seen as arguing "for 

a managerial approach to enviromnental problems, secure in the belief that they can be solved 

without fundamental changes in present values or patterns of production and consumption".35 It 

does not propose a radical change in the way humans interact with nature, nor any significant 

alterations of our "mode" of social and political life like ecologism does. 36 It is, as Dobson 

convincingly argues, "not an ideology at all".37 

The discussion of exactly why environmentalism is not an ideology serves to illustrate 

what, in fact, it is. Unlike an ideology, envir01m1entalism does not claim to represent 

fundamental "truths" about "the human condition". For example, whereas ecologism will 

suggest that acid rain is the result of a basic human misunderstanding of the inherent constraints 

on members of an ecosystem, environmentalists may suggest that it is the result of "not fixing 

enough carbon dioxide scrubbers to coal fired power station chimneys".38 So, they see 

35 Dobson, Op.Cit, p. l. 
36 Ibid, p. l. 
37 Ibid, p.2. 
38 Ibid, p.3. 



environmental problems as being primarily technical in nature. Also, unlike an ideology, 

environmentalism does not have any political prescriptions or principled notions of the Good 

Life, it is simply issue-based. 39 Liberalism sees liberty as essential for ensuring the good life, 

and ecologism sees an ecocentric relationship with the ecosphere as essential for ensuring the 
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good life. Envirom11entalism, however, sees a scientifically quantifiable problem and prescribes 

instruments for remedying it. It does not really prescribe a notion of the good life, unless you 

count its aim of maintaining a stable enviromnent, which has a scientific impetus. Due to the 

instrumental nature of this, however, it cannot really be seen as a principle or an ideology, it is 

simply a technical aim. Instead of prescribing an ideal society or plam1ing methods of achieving 

it, this fonn of environmentalism simply works through existing channels and derives its 

"legitimacy from the exercise of instrumental rationality".40 One final difference between 

environmentalism and ideology is that environmentalism itself is a word which can be used in 

conjunction with, or hybridised to, most other ideologies.41 Therefore it lacks the :fundamental 

feature of incompatibility which would, if it existed, prevent other ideologies from using it. 

An example of the adaptability of environmentalism to other ideological viewpoints, 

some of them quite incompatible with ecologism, are the eco-capitalists or eco-liberal capitalists 

who see the market as the best way to control enviromnental problems. This line of argument 

involves expanding existing market processes to "include natural resources and environmental 

amenities"42 so that resource use and the disposal ofrubbish and other pollution become 

enmeshed in the system of propel'ty rights. This means that you could still pollute, but that you 

would have to pay money to someone in order to do so. Resources too would be made to reflect 

their "true" cost. In this way, it is assumed, the use ofresources and the production of waste 

products would be kept to a minimum because people would not want to pay for them any more 

39 Ibid, p.3. 
40 Ibid, p.3. 
41 Ibid, pp.6-7. 



than they had to. This would involve a minimalist state and easily fits the "classical" liberal 

model. This viewpoint is often tied to the issue of individual liberty and, in this sense, is about 

as anthropocentric as it is possible to get. This may be summed up with the argument that 
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"waste only becomes pollution when it intrudes into another's physical space without his consent 

and without compensation".43 This extreme viewpoint affords no intrinsic nature to the 

environment at all, although it does not necessarily pervade all thinking on the use of 

instrumental market restraints to control environmental degradation. It is, however, fully 

compatible with environmentalism in an instrumental sense. 

Further to this, and a point which shows environmentalism to be truly distinct from 

ecologism, is Dobson's argument that environmentalism, although compatible with most 

:ideologies, is not compatible with ecologism itself. The fundamental tenet of ecologism is 

ecocentrism, this is a tenet to which environmentalism does not necessarily subscribe, as its 

compatibility with industrially centred ideologies shows. If environmentalism can operate 

without being ecocentric, then it cannot be used in conjunction with ecologism in the existing 

political system, as ecologism cannot compromise on that ecocentric fundamental dimension. 

The ve1y nature of environmentalism is technical whereas ecologism is value oriented. At this 

point we reach the main body of discussion on environmentalism and the way it has been used in 

any practical sense. The main body of environmental thought with which envirom11entalism can 

be associated is that located at the anthropocentric end of the philosophical spectrum. 

The extreme antln-opocentric view holds that nature has value only insofar as it is 

instrumental to the well being ofhumans.44 That it is valuable because humans wish to survive 

and flourish. This is the "extrinsic" view of nature in that it is valuable to us, but it is we who 

42 Anderson, T., and Leal, D., Free Jvfarket Environmentalism, San Francisco, Pacific Research Institute for Public 
Policy, Westview Press, 1991, p.172. 
43 Ibid, p.135. 
44 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.217. 
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assign it that value. 45 Nature provides certain services that are useful to humans, therefore 

humans should look after it. An example which provides a good illustration of this point is the 

establishment of New Zealand's second national park, Egmont National Park, which was created 

in 1900. This park was created "in response to concerns of farmers about excess runoff if forests 

on the slopes of the mountain were cut".46 This demonstrated an understanding of the ecological 

value of forests, but was motivated by their value to a specific human interest rather than by a 

recognition of the inherent value of ecosystems for their own sake.47 

The premises of ecology provide impetus to the antln-opocentric viewpoint because they 

demonstrate that by acting responsibility towards the environment we are, in effect, looking after 

our own well being. One rationale for using an anthropocentric ( as opposed to ecocentric) 

approach to protecting the environment is that it is simply the logical way of conducting politics 

for human beings. Humans so far have (probably) only had rational conununication with other 

humans, with whom most ofus share the distinguishing faculty ofreason. Using this faculty, 

people are able to establish agreements, mutually beneficial communities, and other forms of 

political, social, and economic interaction. Human reality and values are our reality and values, 

and it is this with which we are confronted with in our everyday existence. 

Eckersley refers to this as the "antlu·opocentric fallacy" by arguing that saying people 

cannot treat the envir01m1ent as an equal is the same as saying that a male caimot be non sexist or 

a white person caimot be non racist. However, the examples she uses only serve to illustrate the 

antlu·opocentric viewpoint because they themselves are antlu·opocentric in using examples of 

interactions between humans who do have that capacity to understand and empathise with each 

other. Equal interaction between the sexes and different races is not the same thing, in this 

45 Ibid, p.221. 
46 Buhrs and Bartlett, Op.Cit., p.41. 
47 This information was cited from Department of Statistics, New Zealand Official Yearbook 1988-1989, 
Wellington, Department of Statistics, 1989, p.510, by Ibid, p.41. 



respect, as according equal rights to fish, for example. Adam Smith illustrates this point in his 

treatise on the free market: 
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"The sh·ength of the mastiff is not in the least supported either by the swiftness of the greyhound, or by the 

sagacity of the spaniel. Among men, on the contrary, the most dissimilar geniuses are of use to one another". 

We have the ability to interact in a political and rational way, so therefore we are our primary 

focus. 

The type of society emerging from the anthropocentric enviromnental viewpoint may be 

typified as the "maximum sustainable society"48 . Ophuls describes this as a society with the aim 

to exist harmoniously with its environment, but which is still based on what he refers to as 

fundamental "modem" values. Vincent sees this tem1 as descriptive of the aims of "the 

conglomerate of ecological and environmental groups who subscribe to the belief that the present 

nation state and its legal structure, modified to a greater or lesser degree by ecological 

consciousness, is adequate and in fact necessary to the task of meeting the requirements of 

ecological ideology".49 This corresponds with Dobson's typology of a society which he describes 

as seeking "a cleaner service economy, sustained by cleaner technology, and producing cleaner 

affluence". 50 

The maximum sustainable society, then, does not seek to change the basic values and 

struchU'es of modern societies. Instead, it seeks to care more for the environment because of the 

possibly detrimental effects a failure to do so may have for human welfare. Its proponents have a 

tendency to "soft pedal on most issues, partly out of the need to gain agreement from electorates 

or institutions". The environmentalists, or pressure groups, or those who "soft pedal", are 

commonly referred to as reformists, light greens, or, in Dobson's terminology, proponents of 

environmentalism. Conm1on in this category are the more "traditional" enviromnental groups 

such as conservation, preservation, single issue, and recreation groups. Such groups tend to 

48 Cited Vincent, Op.Cit., p.225. 
49 Ibid, p.225. 
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argue "for 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". 51 

This aim can be described as "the most notable and most successful face of ecology, 

usually projected through pressure-group activity". As Vincent argues, "the large bulk of 

politically successful environmental groups tend to function in this category."52 Dobson too 

argues that "Green" movements in most countries tend to operate either in te1111s of party 

political activity or pressure group activity. This, he argues, indicates an assumption pervasive 

within this movement that "the liberal democratic decision making process and the economic 

structures with which it is engaged are sufficiently open to allow the green agenda to be fulfilled 

through them". In fact, he goes so far as to point out that "liberal democratic politics and the 

spaces in which it allows one to act constitute the parameters for the majority of ecological 

political action". 53 Such a statement directly corresponds with the central hypothesis being 

addressed in this thesis. Environmental groups may be successful on single issues and in putting 

environmental issues onto the political agenda, but this is only insofar as they correspond and 

work within a 1101111al liberal agenda anyway. Now that these issues are on the agenda, 

environmentalists themselves are, it is argued, largely irrelevant to the environmental policy 

process. They may be consulted, their te1111inology may be used, but their actual impact in real 

policy terms is minimal. The environmental issue has, it seems, been assimilated into the liberal 

democratic framework and shaped to fit that framework. Environmental policy is based on 

liberal ideals, not those of ecologism. 

In a liberal democracy any group or individual can advocate a change in a particular area 

in which they have a particular interest. It doesn't matter whether it is to do with the homeless, 

50 Dobson, Op.Cit., p.11. 
51 Ibid, p. l. 
52 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.219. 
53 Dobson, Op.Cit., p.126. 
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the need for a new pedestrian crossing, or some aspect of the environment. Enviromnental 

interest groups are successful within that category. Furthermore, they often address smaller, 

more tangible issues for which there is probably a lot ofreadily available empirical data ( even if 

it as simple as noticing that the trees they like to tramp under are disappearing). They also 

couching of their interests in terms of human welfare, or even their own preferences as equal 

individuals. In short, they are successful because they adopt liberal rhetoric, along with the 

values and political procedures that this entails. As Dobson argues, such refonnist groups are not 

considered by proponents of ecologism to be part of the ideology itself. Vincent too sees them as 

often being divorced from the ecology (ideological) perspective altogether and points out that 

this distinction is often made even in reasonably balanced academic discussions. 54 

This kind of environmental activity does not comprise paii of ecologism because, by its 

very nature it involves working within the constraints "imposed by powerful interests intent on 

preventing the radical political and social change that a radical green govermnent would seek".55 

By "radical" Dobson means the ideological agenda underlying ecologism. In fact, it can really 

be seen as a product of the ordinary liberal agenda, which itself seeks to maximise the welfare of 

the individual. This would, therefore, include preventing an enviromnental collapse if empirical 

evidence for the possibility of one was to emerge. As will be seen below, environmental policies 

within liberal democracies do not necessarily emerge from environmental groups at all, they can 

also be clue to political, economic, or scientific pressures from both within and outside the 

government. Such an argument lends support to the notion that environmental policies arise in 

response to pressures inherent to the liberal democratic framework and are implemented and 

justified in accordance to that framework. They have been, as mentioned above, been 

assimilated into that framework. 

54 Ibid, p.3. Also cited Vincent p.219. 
55 Dobson, Op.Cit., p.127. 
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One particular notion which illustrates this is "sustainability" which, in one form or 

another, is a fundamental aspect of all environmental thought. The Brundtland commission 

defined sustainability as meeting the "needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs". 56 This anthropocentric and basically liberal 

viewpoint, which does not challenge the development ethic, is at the heart of modern 

environmental policy. 

Sharon Beder argues that this definition of sustainability represents a substantial shift 

from its original meaning. Environmental groups in the 1960s and 1970s "used the te1m to refer 

to systems in equilibrium: they argued that exponential growth was not sustainable, in the sense 

that it could not be continued forever because the planet was finite and there were limits to 

growth". 57 The proponents of this viewpoint were essentially envirom1iental protest groups 

whose predictions of environmental doom, and popularisation of serious pollution problems at 

the community level, gained relatively widespread support during the 1970s. However, the 

decade following these successes saw a backlash against enviromnental groups and a weakening 

of the gains made in the previous decade. 58 

Support for environmental ideas began to grow again in the late 1980s, and with a much 

broader range of support, because scientific evidence was becoming available about the buildup 

of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and the depletion of the ozone layer. This evidence made 

it more difficult for people to deny that global environmental problems at least constituted some 

kind of threat. Environmental concerns were even taken up by leading members of the 

community such as senior politicians, eminent scientists, economists, business people and 

56 World Conm1ission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
1987. 
57 Beder, S., "Revoltin' Developments", in Arena Magazine, June - July,1994, p.37. 
58 Ibid, p.3 7. 
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international bureaucrats.59 As Beder argues, the notion of sustainability has been a prominent 

theme among them, but has been modified to suit the liberal agenda. 60 

In 1982, the British government basically replaced the term "sustainability" with the te1m 

"sustainable development". This term "recognised that economic growth could ham1 the 

environment but argued that it did not need to". 61 Some environments consider this to be the 

"capturing" of their term. Sachs argues that by "translating an indictment of growth into a 

problem of conserving resources, the conflict between growth and environment has been defused 

into a managerial exercise" that forces development planners to consider nature. Efforts by 

Australian environmentalists to recapture the term and put the focus back onto ecosystems 

resulted in the tenn "ecologically sustainable development". However, it is argued that "this 

term has been willingly adopted by the Commonwealth Government - which neve1iheless uses it 

to mean economic growth that takes account of environmental impacts".62 

This is an example of the symbolic use of terms discussed earlier. Beder argues that the 

language in governmental "sustainable development documents is clearly aimed at replacing 

protest and conflict with consensus by continually asserting that economic and enviromnental 

goals are compatible". "The concept of sustainable development now in use accommodates 

economic growth, business interests and the free market and therefore does not threaten the 

power structure of modem industrial societies. It also pays lip service to envirom11ental goals 

and seeks an indetenninate measure of environmental refmm, in this way it seems to 

accommodate everyone". 63 This example shows how the te1minology of ecologism can be 

adapted to the priorities ofliberal democracy and refmm minded envirom11entalists. 

Environmentalism, then, is a term which may be associated with an instrumental, 

scientifically based aim of liberal democracies to protect the environment because of its physical 

59 Ibid, pp.37-38. 
60 Ibid, p.38. 
61 Ibid, p.38. 
62 Ibid, p.38. 



100 

value to individual human beings. The environment can also be protected for aesthetic or 

reasons of intrinsic value, but only via the desires of individuals operating within democratic 

channels. Furthermore, such protection will only rise in the face of scientific or democratic 

pressure, although governments are putting mechanisms in place to facilitate and identify such 

pressures and the information they bring with them. In this sense, although envirolll1lental 

groups may have been initially successful at helping put envirom11ental issues on the political 

agenda, they are largely superficial to actual policy outcomes. 

This conclusion leaves one area incompletely addressed, the area concerning Green 

political parties and where they fit into this framework. Although ecologism and 

environmentalism in their more extreme fonns have been represented here as two distinct 

extremes in envir01m1ental thought, it must be pointed out that they do not make up the complete 

picture. In fact, the discussion to this point tends to over dichotomise the whole enviromnental 

debate. At this stage, then, certain aspects of the envirolll1lental "middle ground" will be 

addressed. This middle ground largely consists of ecological principles which are attached to 

ideologies other than liberalism, although efforts to link the ecocentric p1inciples of ecologism 

with those of liberalism have also been made. 

One argument which attempts to reach some degree of compromise between liberalism 

and the worldview of ecologism, without subsuming one or the other, is Paehlke. His argument 

consists of the view that the ecocentric goal of seeking equal consideration for nature, ( as well as 

future human generations), in political decisions simply requires the progressive liberal world 

view to expand its embrace in the face of aspects of enviromnentalism. In this sense, Paehlke is 

arguing that ecocentric considerations can be included within the liberal framework in the same 

way as the considerations of "forced" it to expand its embrace to help the poor and working 

63 lbid, p.38. 
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classes64
. It is argued that, like present day environmentalists, liberal and socialist intellectuals 

were usually speaking on behalf of others rather than themselves to win advantages which would 

not necessarily benefit them personally. This same "breadth of mind and spilit [supposedly] 

motivates environmentalists, who seek principally to ensure that the gains in political and 

economic equity thus far achieved will be extended to future generations". In effect, this is an 

argument for enfranchising future generations and other species with the liberal rights of people 

alive today. 

The problem with Paehlke's argument is that the social liberals of the nineteenth centmy 

were advocating reform for a large mass of people who were already living. They were living 

human individuals, which is exactly what liberalism is primarily concerned with anyway. They 

were also able to articulate their needs and desires and, in combination with their growing 

democratic rights and economic power, had a legitimate voice in government policy making. 

Therefore this was, at least arguably, a natural extension of liberalism. The environmentalist 

goal involving future generations and other species for their own sake is not. 

Liberalism is predicated on individual needs and desires, future generations however do 

not yet exist and hence have no actual desires, reasoned arguments, ability to protest, or 

capability of voting. Hence they do not fit under the theoretical liberal umbrella. A similar 

argument can be used about other species too. This is not to say that we shouldn't be concerned 

about them or try to protect them, it just means that they can't have equal rights or consideration 

under liberalism with present human generations. These are valid concerns but they are a matter 

of subjective ethics and opinion, not liberalism (although it too is subjective). The way they can 

be considered in political decisions is through purely democratic channels. If people want to 

implement policies that take them into consideration they can do so, but they cannot be 

enfranchised with equal rights on a par with living human individuals. 

64 Paehlke, R., E11viro11me11talism and the Future of Progressive Politics, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1989, 
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The mixture of political orientations present within the environmental literature, is 

identified by Vincent as posing one of the larger problems for the political dimension of the 

environmental movement since the 1970s. It has been "closely affiliated with socialism and, less 

significantly, with anarchism. This affiliation with both tendencies has muddied the water 

concerning political beliefs".65 Further complicating this issue is the number of often 

contradictory beliefs within socialism, or eco-socialism, itself. 

One argument, which constitutes possibly the closest thing to a middle way between 

ecologism and environmentalism, is Bookchin's philosophy of Social Ecology. This philosophy 

is specifically levelled against ecocentrism and is designed to break "with this deadening 

aversion to reason, action, and social concern". Its basic underpim1ing is the notion that "our 

basic ecological problems stem from social problems".66 It argues that nature can acquire "an 

objectively grounded ethical meaning" which "involves an expanded view of reality, a dialectical 

view of natural evolution, and a distinctive - albeit by no means hierarchical - place for humanity 

and society in natural evolution. The social can no longer be separated from the ecological any 

more than humanity can be separated from nature."67 This, then, is an aspect of eco-socialism. 

Other socialist interpretations include Bahro's contention that "Western industrialised, 

state based societies are part of the environmental problem". He sees the spiritual level of nature 

neglected by Marx as the problem and argues for the necessity of finding a "new stable life

form" or needing a "reconstruction of God". This is because the kind ofregulation that is needed 

"can only come from the recreation of the spiritual equilibrium". Fmihermore, "a solution to 

p.8. 
65 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.224. 
66 Bookchin, Op.Cit, p.47. 
67 Ibid, pp.46-47. 
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problems is best found in small groups", such as the order of Benedictine monks. 68 This vision 

is, of course, rejected by other socialists as too utopian. 

One of these is Martin Ryle who "draws a vigorous distinction between the decentralist 

anti-statism of "greens", as distinct from the enlightened statism of eco-socialists". "To deal 

adequately with multinational companies, penalise polluters and the like, ecology needs an 

"ecologically progressive "strong state" ... to challenge the often remote and autocratic centres of 

power which now determine the economic fate of entire communities".69 

An example of an eco-anarchist is early Bookchin. He finds his "eco-anarchist 

promptings from within a more benign conception of nature. Nature is seen to be egalitarian and 

non-hierarchical. Bookchin links these ideas directly with the communist anarchist perspective 

which has close affinities with the pluralist/commune socialism of figures like Bahro".70 

Proponents of ecologism, social ecologists, and refonnists further complicate matters with a 

great deal of mutual recrimination. Possibly one reason this is confusing is that in the West, as 

liberals see environmental problems in an instrumental way, they simply see all environmental 

theorists in the same light and don't follow the ideological differences between them. 

Eco-socialists who also comprise quite a big portion of the anthropocentric side of the 

spectrum, are primarily concerned with human welfare and ecology. Rather than being 

proponents of environmentalism tied in with liberalism as an ideology, they are instead tied in 

with socialism. Although it appears that they have an instrumental view of environmentalism 

like the reformists described above, their own viewpoint seems to contradict this and they 

practically f01111 a category of their own. Vincent simplifies their arguments down to two main 

viewpoints which, he argues, are similar to socialist attitudes regarding liberalism. One is the 

desire to "destroy bourgeois ecology", which means that they see the conservationists or 

reformists as "too middle class and utopian". The other is to "fulfil the radical materialist destiny 

68 Bahro, R., From Red to Green, London, Verso and NLB, 1984, cited Vincent, Op.Cit., p.224. 
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of ecology". 71 They also differ as to whether to continue to use the state as a model or whether to 

move towards a non-state commune. It must be said here that the details the eco-socialists are 

arguing over (such as whether to abolish the state) suggests that they are not concerned with 

political reality and hence have had little success so far. 

One of the more extreme visions of a society envisioned by both eco-socialists and eco-

anarchists based on ecological principles is the notion of an environmentally based utopia called 

an Ectopia. 72 Such a state, among other things, has closed borders, prohibits air travel in its 

airspace, and generally deters travel and trade on the grounds that they needlessly waste 

resources. It exists within a self sufficient area known as a bio-region. It is similar to, and has 

the same problems as the frugal sustainable society discussed earlier. 

So, as an ideology, eco-socialists have similar operative dimension problems to those 

experienced by the proponents of ecologism. The success they do have may be attributable to 

the use of socialist ideals which link causes of environmental problems to the causes of social 

problems too. It is this link with socialism that may give the Green paiiies at least some degree 

of success in running "Green" political paiiies, because socialism has always been able to 

function to some extent within the liberal democratic framework. 

"Green" political parties may be seen as groups using enviro11111entalism in an 

instrumental way but which are largely centred on ideologies other than liberalism, patiicularly, 

it seems, socialism, anarchism, and feminism. As they are based on these ideologies, but also on 

environmentalism (and even ecologism), these green political groups really serve to confuse 

environmental politics with general left wing politics. 

Stephen Rainbow illustrates the ideologically confused nature of contempora1y Green 

politics in New Zealand when he discussed the valious issues that he considers "Green". He 

69 Vincent, Op.Cit., p.224. 
70 Ibid, p.224. 
71 Ibid, p.220. 
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argues that "Green politics is built around the notion that the plethora of modern "crises" are 

interrelated and stem from the same sources". (By "crises" he means seemingly "insoluble" 

problems from all levels including political, social, economic, and environmental which arise 

from an inability to "grapple with the complex issues raised by persistent change").73 He refers 

to the Values paiiy as a1iiculating nuclear free and gender equality issues. 74 He says that Green 

politics represent a "new politics" agenda, an agenda which is often present in other paiiies, 

particularly those on the left like socialists and social democratic parties. 75 He refers to Greens as 

often being "strongly connected to demands for increased paiiicipation in political decision 

making". 76 "Values gave a new emphasis to issues such as energy, the enviromnent, and the 

equality of woman". Values gave political expression to ideas and views which were emerging 

in opposition to the post-war consensus and its acceptance of development and the costs of 

industrialisation. Ex Values activists put energy into the "Repeal" petition for liberalised 

abortion laws. In fact, Rainbow specifically states that those in Green politics must "be 

concerned with more than the environment". 77 

The current Green Party in New Zealand politics also displays this lack of a coherent 

ideology. In one speech the co-leader of the Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand, Rod Donald 

spoke of his party as being committed to social responsibility, grass roots democracy, non

violence (peace), and ecological issues.78 "The Green Chaiier" agrees with this statement and 

names the "4 main principles the Green Party believes in" as comprising: ecological wisdom, 

social responsibility; appropriate decision-making, and non-violence. 79 For the Greens, then, 

72 See Callenbach, E., Ectopia; Banyan Tree Books, Berkeley, 1975. Cited Rainbow, S., Green Politics; Oxford 
University Press, Auckland, 1993. 
73 Rainbow, Op.Cit., p.vii. 
74 Ibid, p. viii. 
75 Ibid, pp.viii-ix. 
76 Ibid, p.ix. 
77 Ibid, p.xi. 
78 Donald, R., Seminar, University of Canterbury, 25 May 1999. (Cited with permission). 
79 Green Party ofAotearoa New Zealand, The Green Charter, New Zealand, Pamphlet. 
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environmental issues fit under a wider umbrella of left wing issues and a sense of social justice. 

The environment is one component of a broad moral ethic. 

Bramwell argues that environmental issues "acquired a mass following and developed 

party organisations, which at one stage became major players in local and in national politics 

(especially in Germany)". However, she points out that these parties never really managed to 

achieve full participation in national politics, and now their support is on the wane.80 In fact, 

apart from occasional occurrences of protest voting, people are generally "reluctant to vote for 

Green parties". 81 Paradoxically, however, "support for enviro11111ental causes has grown, and 

reached unprecedented levels; supporting such causes is politically respectable ... ". 82 The reason 

for this, she concludes, is that "the established political paiiies, together with international 

agencies, took on board those environmental programs and criticism that could be incorporated 

into established, institutionalised fonns of political life".83 Frnihennore, empirical data is argued 

to have been a major factor. "As soon as major health and economic hazards could be identified, 

measured, and quantified, the writing was on the wall for the secretive and uncaring approach to 

pollution that characterised governmental policy". Furthennore, industry too is adopting 

environmentalist policies. "The proposal. .. put forward by "Green capitalists" ... that pollution 

control pays has been tested and found by many companies to be true, if only because 

environmental management is a powerful corporate tool for improving efficiency". Another 

interesting aspect of this argument is that if "clean technology can eventually replace pollution 

control, then many of the demands of deep ecology, and the fundamentalist attack on growth, 

technology and industrialisation, will lose even more suppmi". 84 

80 Bramwell, Op.Cit., p.vii. 
81 Ibid, p.viii. 
82 Ibid, p.vii. 
83 Ibid, p.203. 
84 Ibid, p.204. 
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The conclusion reached here is that a great deal of "Green" discourse does not interact 

with the liberal democratic political system. Where it is in opposition to this system it might 

simply be ignored as unworkable and i1Televant. This is unfortunate. The relevance of 

environmental issues to liberal democratic states stems from their empirical scientific 

underpinnings, which demonstrate the danger that environmental degradation could pose for the 

individual interests and well being of the individual. However, democratic imperatives consider 

all interests and viewpoints to be legitimate, and can be used on behalf of the environment. 

Because of this, some "Green" discourse, along with the moral or ethical standpoint it advocates, 

still needs to be considered by state governments. One way of dealing with these democratic 

imperatives is to adopt the relevant "Green" rhetoric, and then adapt it to the relevant policy 

areas. This may be entirely symbolic and therefore represent nothing more than the use of 

ce1iain terminology in policy statements, eg. the use of the term "intrinsic value". Or else the 

meaning of the term may be altered to suit actual policy outcomes, eg. the use of the term 

"sustainability". 

At this stage, all that remains is to examine the framework of, and rhetoric used in, New 

Zealand's environmental policy. If it can be seen to correspond with the conclusions reached so 

far, the hypothesis that the liberal democratic state guides environmental policy will gain more 

credence. Policy institutions, frameworks, and statements will be the basis for such an analysis 

as there is too little scientific evidence available for an analysis of policy outcomes and their 

impact on the environment itself. 
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Chapter Six: New Zealand Environmental Policy and Conclusion. 

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate the applicability of the conclusions from the 

preceding chapters to environmental policy in New Zealand. These conclusions suggest that 

environmental policymaking is primarily concerned with individual and economic interests, that 

it is anthropocentric in nature, and that it is concerned with obtaining empirical scientific 

evidence before acting, or re-ordering priorities. Policy may also include symbolic rhetoric 

designed to placate democratically important environmental interest groups. 

Much of the material used here is based on existing analysis of New Zealand's 

environmental policy, particularly the comprehensive, definitive work by Buhrs and Bartlett. The 

examples refened to in this chapter will be largely limited to the Resource Management Act 

(1991), and the implications of the State of New Zealand's Environment repmi. These will 

suffice to illustrate the general picture of environmental policy as they deal with most of its 

significant central aspects. The reason for concentrating on the existing work by Buhrs and 

Bartlett is that an independant analysis of New Zealand's environmental policy is not seen as 

necessary due to the fact that policy itself is not the central concern of this thesis. Further to this, 

the reproduction of analyses already undertaken would be an inefficient use of time and would be 

unlikely to provide further insight. However, although it is argued that the conclusions ofBuhrs 

and Bartlett still hold true (despite now being over six years old), effo1is will be made to use 

more up-to-date information regarding current policy trends and aims. The State of New 

Zealand's Environment 1997 repmi will be central to this aspect of the discussion, along with 

primary analysis of parts of the Resource Management Act 1991. 

The intention is to analyse the basic themes from this literahu-e and detennine the 

applicability of the conclusions ste1mning from the theoretical framework comprising this thesis 

to those themes. A general match between these central conclusions and the enviromnental 
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policy themes is all that is being sought here. A more rigorous analysis is not only not relevant 

to the main purpose of this thesis, it is deemed to be an approach which is inherently flawed. A 

central theme of this argument is that sufficient data does not generally exist for ascertaining 

scientific certainty with regard to various environmental issues. Therefore, an analysis of the 

effectiveness of environmental policy would be inherently unreliable (until the quality of 

environmental indicators is improved). Futhennore, such an analysis would rely on case studies 

which could always be argued not to "truly" represent environenmtal policy in general. 

Therefore, a general match between specific conclusions and general themes is argued to provide 

the best support for the theoretical framework developed by this thesis, and to also be in keeping 

with the epistemological standards it has set. 

The Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) constitutes the core of governmental policy 

concerning the environment. It is, in effect, a meta-policy because it sets the principles and 

guidelines for dealing with environmental problems one at a time, and on many different levels 

from national to local. The RMA has been hailed a great and progressive piece of environmental 

legislation, as it was the first in the world to incorporate the notion of sustainability. The 

discussion of this will focus on two points. The first is that the RMA is not necessarily based on 

environmental ideals for the sake of the environment and, in fact, appears to give a great deal of 

priority to economics and the market. The second is that, although there was extensive public 

input and debate into the process, "the environmental reforms reflect the general principles that 

underlay the government's agenda ofreform and cannot be explained simply on the basis of 

environn1ental demands". 1 

The ostensible intentions of the Resource Management Act are clear. According to 

section five, "The purpose of this act is to promote the sustainable management of natural and 

1 Buhrs and Bartlett, Op.Cit., p.160. 
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physical resources". 2 "Sustainable management" itself is defined as "managing the use, 

development, and protection of natural and physical resources in a way, or at a rate, which 

enables people and communities to provide for their social, economic and cultural well being and 

for their health and safety".3 It further states that this must be achieved while still "sustaining the 

potential of natural and physical resources (excluding minerals) to meet the reasonable 

foreseeable needs of future generations;" and "safeguarding the life supporting capacity of air, 

water, soil, and ecosystems;" and "avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of 

activities on the environment". 4 

In effect then, according to its stated intentions, the Resource Management Act is 

concerned with the welfare of human communities, maintaining physical resources in such a way 

as to provide for future generations, and minimising damage to the life suppmiing elements of 

the ecosystem. When talking about the well being of present generations it is clear that they are 

the priority, it is a very anthropocentric document. The language when discussing future 

generations becomes slightly vaguer with such broad tenns as "reasonable foreseeable needs". 

Also, it is committed to the use of resources and, while it advocates minimising damage to the 

environment, it still aclmowledges that this will occur and simply encourages people to mitigate 

the effects. This tends to follow Beder's discussion of the flexible meaning of "sustainability" in 

the previous chapter. In general, it simply illustrates the priorities that the theories discussed in 

previous chapters tend to suggest, including individual material welfare and general 

anthropocentrism. 

An RMA overview further illustrates the liberal nature of the Act. "What the Act is 

saying in effect is that to the greatest extent possible , people should be allowed to make their 

own choices as to the use, development, or protection or natural and physical resources. But they 

2 Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA), Part II, 5.1, in Reprinted Statutes of New Zealand, v.32, New Zealand, 
New Zealand Govenmmet, 1996. 
3 RMA 1991, Part II, 5.2. 
4 RMA 1991, Part II, 5 .2a-c. 
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must do this with the purpose of the Act in mind. That purpose is to promote sustainable 

management. The key role, therefore, of all planners and decision makers should be to minimise 

adverse effects so that the sustainability of our resources is not jeopardised. "5 

The RMA itself may be seen in the context of the sweeping refonns which took place 

from 1984 onwards. As Boston argues, "Between 1984 and 1990 New Zealand's public sector 

underwent massive structural, organisational, and management changes" which left virtually no 

area untouched. 6 There were many factors which contributed to the impetus behind the reforms, 

with "fiscal imperatives" being a "decisive influence".7 An "ideological shift to the right", and a 

"quest for greater accountability of the bureaucracy and the political executive", were also major 

factors. 8 Also, "the departmental officials guiding the reform process, paiiicularly those in the 

Treasury, based much or their policy advice ... on an analytical framework grounded in public 

choice theory, managerialism and the new economics of organisations ... ".9 

Before 1984, "environmental policy development in New Zealand remained largely ad 

hoc, reactive and fragmented". 10 As a result of the reform process, however, there have been 

sweeping changes to the economic or resource aspects of enviromnental policy, and to the 

institutions regarding those aspects, which culminated in the Resource Management Act 1991. 

This represents a comprehensive, integrated approach to environmental management. One result 

of this has been a shift in government policy from an emphasis on direct involvement in and 

promotion ofresource exploitation, to an emphasis on a significantly "market" driven approach 

to resource management 11
• At the same time, the principle of "sustainability" (ie. sustainable 

5 Ministry for the Environment, The Resource A1a11ageme11t Act: an Oven,iew, New Zealand, 1999, p.1. (Obtained 
from the Ministry for the Enviromnent website). 
6 Boston, J., "The Theoretical Underpinnings of Public Sector ReshT1cturing in New Zealand", in Boston, J. et.al. 
(eds.), Reshaping the State: New Zealand's Bureaucratic Revolution, Auckland, Oxford University Press, 1991, 
p.1. 
7 Ibid, p.1. 
8 Ibid, p.l. 
9 Ibid, pp.1-2. 
10 Buhrs, T., "Environmental Policy", in Millar, R.(ed.), New Zealand Politics in Transition, Auckland, Oxford 
University Press, 1997, p.289. 
11 Buhrs and Bartlett, Op.Cit, p.53. 
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development) "has become entrenched in law". 12 Another result has been significant institutional 

changes across the board which have separated the locus of developmental and environmental 

responsibilities. 13 Under the old system responsibility for both areas often resided within the 

same departments ... "a case of the goats being left to mind the cabbages" as it were. 

It must be noted however that, as Buhrs and Baiilett argue, this split "was inspired as 

much by a desire to make State trading activities more efficient as by environmental demands 

and promises" .14 In this case the interests of the environmental movement happened to coincide 

with those of governmental and development interests. The fonner were frustrated at their lack 

of success in having their concerns formally recognised by governments, while the latter were 

dissatisfied about the costs and delays caused by the complex and fragmented legal and 

administrative system when they sought approval for resource proposals. 15 

The impetus behind these developments, as Buhrs and Baiilett have noted, "cam1ot be 

attributed purely to the demands of environmentalists" and are to some degree contradictory to 

their own stated environmental goals". 16 As mentioned above, much of this ambitious legislation 

must be seen in the context of the sweeping reforms initiated by the fomih Labour government in 

all areas of public policy. These refo1111s were not designed to address environmental policy in 

paiiicular, but rather to consider the structure and operation of government in general. 17 In 

particular, the unified consent system which is established under the RMA "is [primaiily] 

intended to improve economic efficiency by reducing the time and costs to developers". 18 

A certain degree of the substance and character of the envirom11ental reforms since 1984 

can be attributed to the effmis of organised environmental groups and the commitment of the 

government to strengthening environmental policy. However, these refonns were "cast, shaped, 

12 Ibid, p.53. 
13 Ibid, p.53. 
14 Ibid, p.111. 
15 lbid, pp.45-46. 
16 Ibid, p.53. 
17 Ibid, p.114. 
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and limited so as to be consistent with the theoretical and ideological underpim1ings of the 

overall reform programme of the government". 19 As a result, the Resource Management Act can 

on the one hand be seen as part of a systemic environmental policy and on the other hand as 

"enabling legislation" which can be used to extend or implement other New Right style 

govermnent refonns.20 

Unlike most of the other refo1111s, the refonn of the environmental administration was 

characterised by a "remarkably high level of openness and public participation."*21 C01mnents 

and submissions were invited and received from various sources including individuals, organised 

interest groups, industry, Maori and community groups, and local authorities. Their influence 

was significant "although more by way of changing the wording of specific clauses than in 

changing the fundamental structure of the draft legislation."22 This is, perhaps, a use of 

symbolism in politics to convey a particular meaning to certain groups. Still, it was an 

interesting feature of the resource management law reform project that it did not provoke a great 

deal ofresentment or opposition. 23 One reason for such pains being taken to include 

environmental interest groups, and including some of their te1111inology, may have been the 

electoral significance of these groups. As Buhrs points out, the apparent indifference or even 

hostility of the Muldoon National government towards environmental considerations "was 

exploited by Labour in the run-up to the 1984 election". Labour had promised to provide 

environmental interests with a more effective voice within the sphere of government, and once in 

power moved to bind "itself to an environmental constituency that had become deeply alienated 

under national. 24 

18 Ibid, p.129. 
19 Ibid, p.114. 
20 Ibid, p.115. 
21 Ibid, p.122. 
22 Ibid, p.123. 
23 Ibid, p.124. 
24 Buhrs, in Millar, Op.Cit., p.289. 
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This, then, was one reason why the general public, major interest groups, and both the 

National and Labour parties for the most part expressed at least some degree of suppmi for the 

Act. Another reason was that the Act, although seemingly radical and comprehensive in scope, 

had wide appeal due to the fact that it left many issues undecided. It was characterised as "a 

framework rather than a blueprint". People were able to agree with the Act in principle "seeing 

in it what they wanted to see". The agreed goals and objectives were only really expressed in 

"general, precatory language".25 This is illustated by the wide range of views regarding the 

stripping of the Minerals section from the Act, and the "Greeness" of the Act itself. 

Weeber argues that the provision removing minerals from the Act ignore impmiai 

sustainability considerations, and "have clearly favoured the mining industry over fa1mers, 

conservationists, Maori, and other landowners".26 Therefore, this omission weakens the 

credibility of the Act. Others, however, do not agree. Joan Allin, one of the lawyers from the 

initial "core group" which drafted the Resource Management Bill sees no problem with the 

removal of paii nine because it still went through the review process, so it is not as though the 

minerals issue was entirely neglected. Fmihermore, she believes paii two of the act, which states 

its purpose, is "unbalanced and ... too green".27 In this last point she is disagreed with by another 

lawyer, John Milligan, who argues that " ... the present Act does not give sufficient weight to 

non-human entities, principally because it is infonned by a world view which sees those entities 

largely as resources - that is (roughly speaking) as the raw materials for human projects".28 

Milligan, although making a subjective value judgement, does have a point, as the wording of the 

Act itself, mentioned above, demonstrates. 

The implications of these changes for resource policy are still unce1iain, something which 

is exacerbated by the flexibility of the tenn sustainability itself, but it is significant that many of 

25 Buhrs and Bartlett, Op.Cit., p.124. 
26 Weeber, B., "But is the Act Sustainable?", in Terra Nova, issue 7, July, 1991, p.33. 
27 Williams, D., "Joan Allin: Law at the Core", in Terra Nova, issue 7, July 1991, p.24. 
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the responsibilities for resource management were delegated and decentralised to the local 

government level. 29 Although the RMA contains explicit mention of the need for sustainability, 

the avoidance of adverse effects on the environment, and the intrinsic vale of ecosystems, it is 

still possible that local government councils and staff will not be particularly sypathetic. This is 

a possibility because the Act "contains but few explicit incentives or penalties designed to induce 

local and regional councils to comply with its spirit, few concrete or specific policy directives, 

and few action forcing mechanisms directed at governmnet at any level".30 The reason this may 

have implications for the "greeness" of the resulting policy is that local politics, where much of 

the decision making is to be made "tends to revolve around land use and economic development, 

dominated by infmmal networks of local builders, developers, bankers, lawyers, retail merchants, 

and politicians".31 Therefore local government can be expected to be only marginally 

sympathetic to "policy arguments anchored in broad claims about the public interest, nature 

preservation, future generations, or green lifestyles". 

This leads to a statement by Buhrs and Bartlett which sums up much of what this thesis is 

trying to say. "To the extent that environmental values can be made congruent with the values of 

these vested interests, they will flourish; to the extent that they can be painlessly afforded, they 

will be tolerated and indulged. But to the extent that they challenge local development and 

economic growth, the power of the vested interest will swing against them in most places".32 

It is undeniable that environmental policy institutions now provide a great deal more 

opportunity for the advancement of environmental values. It is much easier to first define 

environmental concerns as policy problems and then to get those problems onto the policy 

28 Milligan, J, "Part I: Emergent Themes", in Milligan, J. & Turley, D. (presenters), Resource Management Act: 
emergent themes and available techniques, New Zealand Law Society (Seminar), March 1998, p.6. 
29 Buhrs and Bartlett, Op.Cit., p.53, and p.121. 
30 Ibid, p.133. 
31 Ibid, p.129. 
32 Ibid, p.129. 
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agenda at some level of govemment.33 However, those same opportunities for environmental 

policy influence are also available to those whose priorities are not centred around environmental 

quality and values. Further to this, the larger number of policy forums, processes, and 

institutions will probably make it more difficult for environmental groups to stay abreast of all 

relevant developments. 34 

This leads us to a point which concerns the actual strength of the legislation when it 

comes up against powerful vested economic interests. While the Act was still before parliament 

as a Bill, the provisions for the allocation and use of minerals, as embodied in part nine of the 

Act, were removed. It was decided by policy makers, including the Minister for the 

Environment, "that minerals allocation can be considered a purely commercial regime, to be left 

to the market - that it has no sustainability consideration".35 Weeber argues, in response to this, 

that in fact the allocation of minerals does involve "questions of sustainability in questions of 

resource rent setting, the needs of future generations and other depletion concems".36 One 

reason for this is that "the rate of allocation strongly influences the impacts on the environment 

of the mining and of the waste products of the minerals' extraction and use".37 Another reason for 

this is that because future generations cannot participate in the market, and prices of minerals do 

not reflect the environmental side effects, the market will protect neither future generations nor 

the environment".38 Further to this is the point that the removal of part nine "eliminates the only 

public forum for crucial depletion considerations" and results in the only real considerations 

being "the 'efficient' allocation of mineral rights and 'fair' financial return to the Crown".39 

All of this, therefore, illustrates the essentially liberal nature of the RMA. It gives 

ultimate priority to individual human welfare and vested economic interests and its impetus 

33 Ibid, p.128. 
34 lbid, p.129. 
35 Weeber, Op.Cit., p.33. 
36 Ibid, p.33. 
37 Ibid, p.33. 
38 Ibid, p.33. 
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stems from a general reform of public administration and economic institutions. Furthem1ore, 

although it pays lip service to the concerns of the various environmental groups, it does not give 

them much regulatory impetus and appears to have only even gone this far out of democratic 

considerations. At this point it is also necessary to examine the directions environmental policy 

is now heading in, and to ascertain the emphasis placed on scientific evidence before political 

action can be undertaken. 

The State of New Zealand's Environment 199740 serves to illustrate the biases, priorities, 

and methods inherent within the government's environmental outlook. To begin, this report too 

shows the governments outlook to be primarily anthropocentric. This is illustrated first by an 

acknowledgement that human activity in New Zealand has resulted in, among other things, 

"deforestation, wetland drainage, the introduction of pests and weeds, and the generation of 

pollution", all of which have been "devastating for many indigenous species". 41 Followed this 

admission is the comment that, "It has to be said at the outset that much of this had to happen. 

Humans simply could not have survived here without making changes".42 It is not contended 

here that there is necessarily anything wrong with such a viewpoint. It was merely mentioned for 

the purposes of establishing the philosophical perspective which underlies New Zealand's 

environmental policymaking. This anthropocentric outlook is in keeping with the conclusions 

regarding the anthropocentric nature of liberal democratic the01y and government di cussed in 

chapters three, four, and five. 

This report also shows the governments rationale for political action to be based on the 

use of empirical evidence in order to scientifically ascertain environmental quality. This is 

illustrated by the comments that "Putting the sustainability ethic into practice requires good 

39 Ibid, pp.33-34. 
40 Taylor, R., and Smith, I., The State of New Zealand's Enviro11me11t 1997, Wellington, The Ministry for the 
Environment and GP Publications, 1997. 
41 Ibid, p.1.3. 
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information as well as good intentions"43 and that "Good information is needed to make good 

decisions about the environment".44 In fact, this report was prompted by concern over the lack of 

environmental data available to the government. It is mentioned here that an "OECD review 

noted that, despite our innovative environmental legislation and our clean, green marketing 

image, New Zealand's lack of high quality environmental data is a significant barrier to effective 

environmental planning and management".45 Their recommendation was to give "high priority" 

to producing the State of the Environment report, and develop "national environmental 

indicators". With this providing the impetus, a national Environmental Indicators and 

Monitoring Programme is now being developed in New Zealand. 

For the sake of clarity, it must be explained that an indicator is "something which is 

measured regularly to show trends or sudden changes in the state of a system, population, or 

individual". E.g. the level of ozone in the atmosphere is an environmental indicator which can 

be monitored. The most prevalent area where indicators are used to measure progress is the 

economy, e.g. real estate prices and GDP are commonly cited economic indicators and, in fact, 

"Volumes of economic infonnation are produced each month".46 

The intention of the Ministy for the Environment is to have a core set of environmental 

indicators "in place by the tum of the century allowing the enviromnent to stand alongside 

economic and social considerations in the development of sound policy and equitable laws in the 

new millenium".47 Although there are some standard indicators, such as weather and greenhouse 

gas emissions, "the vast majority of environmental monit01ing is not coordinated or standardised 

across the nation".48 At present, the lack of nationally coordinated or standardised environmental 

42 Ibid, p.1.3. 
43 Ibid, p .1.3. 
44 Ibid, p.1.4. 
45 Ibid, p.1.3. 
The OECD report referred to is: OECD, Environmental Pe1for111ance Reviews: New Zealand, Paris, Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 1996. 
46 Taylor and Smith, Op.Cit., p.1.4. 
47 Ibid, p.1.4. 
48 Ibid, p.1 .4. 
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planning is identified as a problem and is blamed on the decentralised nature of New Zealand's 

environmental management system. One reason for this is that the main responsibility for 

environmental monitoring under the Resource Management Act falls to local authorities which 

are only required to monitor aspects of the environment relevant to their region. The purpose of 

the indicators and monitoring programme is to "standardise the key indicators being monitored 

throughout the country so that monitoring costs and expertise can be shared among local 

authorities, useful comparisons can be made between localities, and national trends can be 

identified".49 

This emphasis on providing empirical data based on obervation and monitoring, with the 

underlying assumption that having such information will allow good policymaking, says a lot 

about the governmental worldview. It shows that it corresponds largely with the realist notions 

of science and lmowledge discussed in chapers one and two. 50 It also shows that it confonns to 

the liberal priorities concerning the need for scientific certainty before certain political actions 

can be undertaken, as discussed in chapters three and four. 

An important addition to this point is that science is not actually the starting point for 

environmental policymaking, science only provides a basis for detennining the depth of the 

problem. As Buhrs and Bartlett comment, "Problems do not just exist. They must be defined, 

and they cannot define themselves". 51 Their point here is that environmental problems are, first 

and foremost, political. Although you can present objective facts about something, those facts 

are meaningless unless what they represent is perceived to be a problem in the first place. This 

49 Ibid, p.1.4. 
50 One concept which must be mentioned here is the "Precautionary Principle". This is the notion that a "lack of full 
scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent enviromnental degradation". 
This does not contradict the conclusions of this discussion, however, as the issue of where to draw the line before no 
longer acting cautiously is very problematic. Also, despite first appearances, it does not obviate the need for 
empirical data before action may be taken. A scientific understanding of a situation is still needed before it can be 
decided that caution is needed or that the data is incomplete. 
See Deville, A., & Harding, R., Applying the PrecautionWJ' Principle, Sydney, The Federation Press, 1997, p.13. 
51 Buhrs and Bartlett, Op.Cit., p.13. 
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last point leads us backto the point where this thesis started, regarding the factors that determine 

political reality, and is where this discussion may be brought to close. 

Chapters one and two of this thesis contend that scientific lmowledge conforms to a 

realist structure in which objective reality cannot be firmly established, but observational and 

experimental data may be proven c01Tect against the background of an underlying theory or 

paradigm. Such paradigms are also present in the fundamental dimensions of ideologies, 

whereby people hold a certain view ofreality which they simply assume is reality. This supports 

the central hypothesis that the basic tenets of liberal democratic theory determine the worldview 

of western states, thereby setting the parameters, and priorities, for what is possible in tenns of 

environmental policy making. 

An analysis of liberal ideology in chapters three and four, suggested that the central 

priority of a liberal democracy is the physical and material interests and well-being of the 

individual. Further to this, political action which restricts this liberty can only take place if it is 

to protect the liberty of others who are in some way affected by it. Such action can usually only 

take place if there is some degree of scientific certainty stemming from empirical evidence ( a 

positivist view of science) that a problem affecting the liberty of others does in fact exist. This is 

particularly significant for environmental issues as the complexity of environmental problems 

often means that no such scientific certainty can be established (as the scale and interaction of all 

the relevant variables is too complex to test against the underlying scientific paradigm or theory). 

With these hypotheses in place, the environmental literature itself was examined in chapter five 

and found to be largely incompatible with the tenets of liberal ideology. 1 Certain instrumental 

criteria were found to be compatible with liberal democracy and to be acceptable to the milder 

environmental groups but, as these are also liberal in politics, this synergy does not add much 

weight to the environmentalist argument. In order to illustrate the match between liberal 
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democratic criteria and existing environmental policy, this chapter has examined the main 

themes of environmental policymaking in New Zealand and found that such a match does appear 

to exist. 

It seems apparent, then, that the theoretical underpinnings of liberal democracy do 

dete1111ine what is possible in terms of environmental policy. Furthermore, ecologism and 

environmentalism appear to have little relevance to the basic makeup of environmental policy, 

although they do serve to publicise certain issues and present a ce1iain degree of constituency 

leverage. Although many critics argue that the world is in the grip of an ever worsening 

environmental crisis, and that a great deal more political action is required, this is not necessarily 

borne out by environmental policy. It is comforting, from the point of view of ensming 

environmental stability however, to see that the mechanisms for policy change and for 

inf01111ation gathering are being drastically improved. In this way, if the time comes when 

scientific certainty of an enviromnental crisis is evident, liberal democratic societies will have 

the data and the legislative framework to take whatever action is necessary. A failure to act in 

those circumstances could be construed as a failure of liberal democratic processes, which could 

then give some impetus to the political arguments of ecologism and enviromnentalism and cause 

a paradigm shift in their favour. From a liberal democratic viewpoint, this is not a desireable 

outcome. 
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