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Liberalism and the Environment

ANDREW VINCENT

Palitics Section, School of European Studies
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ABSTRACT: Thearti clescrutinisesthe compl ex rel ation between latetwentieth
century liberal and environmental thought. It concludesthat if the key values of
contemporary liberal and environmental thought are compared then the progno-
sis looks gloomy. There are implicit and deep tensions over most value
questions. In order to provide a coherent focus for this anaysis, the paper
addresses the issue of liberal justice, namely, can liberal theories of justice be
sensitively applied to environmental questions? The answer to this question is
that for much environmental thought, it isthe very values and practicesimplicit
withinliberal justicetheory which now constitute thekey environmental danger.
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justice, individualism, value theory

There are problems with the relationship between two important icons of
contemporary political culture: liberalism and environmentalism. Liberalism
has been the dominant ideology of the last two centuriesin Western industrial -
ised societies. Environmentalism, on the other hand, in the words of onewriter,
‘hasthe potential to becomethefirst original ideological perspectiveto develop
sincethemiddle of thenineteenth century’ .* Some contend that ecol ogy will take
on an increasingly important role in the next century, functioning in a similar
manner to socialismor liberalisminthisandthelast century. Thereasonsfor this
higher profilefor environmentalismarenot hardtofind. Holesintheozonelayer,
decliningrainforest, changesinworld weather patterns, increasing skin cancers,
widespread pollution of our immediate environments, population growth and so
forth, affectusintermsof our daily lives, intermsof what weeat, how wedispose
of our waste, where and how we live, and how wetravel. In other words, many
of the imperatives to environmentalism are both immediate and difficult to
ignore.

Liberalism, on the other hand, has also entered deeply into the psyche of
Western nations over the last two centuries. Unlike socialism, it shows signs of
great flexibility and durability. It permeates our lives in many subtle ways.
Liberal vocabulary ontolerance, rationality, individual rights, justice, equity and
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fairness, equality, individual freedoms, democracy, obligations, therule of law,
and so forth, are part and parcel of our everyday discourse. Such discourse
constitutes amajor part of our ‘ self-image’ in Western industrialised societies,
both philosophically and practicaly.

In summary, we are faced on the one hand with an inventory of worrying
ecological issueswhich areinterpreted by environmentalism. Onthe other hand,
we are aso rooted in a liberal way of understanding which has very deep
historical roots in our civil, moral and philosophical culture. This essay will
scrutinise liberal thought in relation to the concerns of environmentalism. In
order to provide acoherent focus for this, the paper will address the question of
justice, which isacore value within liberal theory. The central questionis: can
liberal theoriesof justice be sensitively appliedto environmental questions? The
paper will first lay out the various senses and the key assumptions of contempo-
rary justicetheories. Thecentrality of human agency totheoriesof justiceisthen
illustrated and set against an outline of the principle el ements of environmental
theories. The discussion then moves to a more critical comparison of the
assumptions of justice and environmental theories. Before concluding, some
responses to the argument from within liberal justice theory are considered.

LIBERAL JUSTICE

The primary focus of thispaper ison liberal justice, understood in termsof both
procedures and fair allocation of resources, rather than the moreretributiveidea
of justicein exacting penalties. First, what ismeant by justice? Justiceis clearly
not onething, although, inapurely formal sense, it can be defined astreating like
cases alike, which might be seen as equivalent to reason and universalisability.
The genus justice is usualy subdivided between certain species. The most
significant contemporary species of justice are procedural and distributive
(social justice) notions, although retributive justice remains ajuridical subtext.
Procedural notions a so overlap with the distributive in anumber of areas; they
are kept distinct here for heuristic purposes.

Discussion of distributivejustice hasbeen concerned largely with theformal
principle‘toeachaccordingtohisor her due’, or, moresimply, thefair allocation
of burdens and benefits in society. The fine-tuning of this idea arises with the
interpretation of what isthe more substantive principlewhich determines‘ due'.
There are awide range of such principles and they can broadly be subdivided
between desert and non-desert-orientated principles. Desert theory contendsthat
if someonehasperformed amerit-worthy activity or possessesaval uablequality
then they should berewarded inrelationto that activity or quality. Inthelast few
decades, thebulk of attention hasfallen to non-desert orientated principles, with
some recent exceptionsin theliterature.? In the main, desert has been bypassed
by the bulk of theorists.
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Non-desert principles cover the larger bulk of contemporary justice theoris-
ing. However, the formal claim of non-desert theories —usually premised upon
aninitial rejection of desert argument —isthat distributionisjustified viaawide-
ranging agreement or consensus on arational procedure, empirical assumption
or moral principle, or apluralistic combination of these, which formsthe basis
for distributing burdens and benefits. Non-desert principles vary widely. One
convenient way of typol ogising themisto distinguish betweentwo formsof non-
desert orientated distributive principles, namely, the rationalist (basically
contractarian claims) and the more empiricist claims (like need). The latter is
concerned to establish an uncontested empirical ground for distribution —
characteristic of minimumsin welfare states.® The former is concerned with the
ideal rational conditions in which individuals come to a decision about the
manner of distributioninsociety, inspecifiedrational circumstances. Thistheme
has dominated justice literature over the last three decades. The contractarian
claims can be subdivided again between what Brian Barry hascalled ‘ justice as
mutual advantage’ and ‘justice as impartiality’ arguments.*

The other dimension of justice theory is the more pristine proceduralist
understanding. Thereare, infact, overlaps, bothformal and substantive, between
‘justiceasmutual advantage’ and the purer proceduralist accounts. Hayek labels
hisowntheory commutative, to distinguishit from distributivetheory. Formally,
procedural theoriesof justicearguethat justiceisconcerned with rule-following
or rule-consistency. The most characteristic form of thisistheideaof justice as
upholdingthe‘rule of law’ —although there are again considerable variations on
athemehere, hovering between minimalist and maximalist interpretations of the
rule of law. ‘ Justice asmutual advantage’ argument usually tendsto end up with
the samebasic rule of law structure as proceduralists. Its proponents also share
overlapping beliefsabout theimportance of individualism, theliberty and rights
of individuals, the importance of the free market economy, and a more limited
conception of the condtitutional state. Thus, apart from the manner in which
justice is generated — proceduralists, like Hayek, repudiate the contractual idea
— the outcome and subsequent account of justice, in terms of the rule of law,
would tend to be markedly similar, in both ‘justice by mutual advantage’
argumentsand proceduralism. Inthissense, Nozick’ sconception of unpatterned
distributive justice closely resembles, in outcome, many of the themes of
proceduralism.

Liberal justice presupposes a raft of background assumptions. In sum,
theories of justicedeal with human agentsintheir political, social and economic
arrangements. Human agents are the central locus of value (as the focus both of
value and of the process of valuing). Secondly, all persons are, by degrees,
rational, self-interested and partial creatures. They may be socialised, in some
formats, but their altruism or concernfor othersisstill limited. For David Hume,
for example, individuals realise that rules of justice which secure stability and
property areultimately intheir own self-interest.> The need for justice thusarises
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largely from self-interested sentiment and convention. Hume grasped some
crucia questions which were to become the background preoccupations of
subsequent liberal accounts of justice. The questions were—how does one deal
with scarce resources, and competition for those resources, amongst agroups of
relatively self-interested human beings? How does one attain some moderate
degree of fairness in this situation? The answers to these questions in liberal
thought have usually moved beyond Hume's conclusions and have ranged
acrossabroad spectrum of theories. But Hume' s questionsretain acore of good
sensefor liberal theory. Thirdly, scarcity of resourcesimpliessomecompetition
between individuals, which needsto be regulated. Thislatter assumption could
entail either minimal background rules (Nozick) or amuch wider-scal eredistri-
bution of resources (Rawls, Barry). We can shorten these assumptions to: the
centrality of humanagency, theinevitability of limited self-interest and competi-
tiveness for scarce resources.

ENVIRONMENTAL PERSPECTIVES

How far do the raft of assumptions and theories of justice match the theoretical
perspectives of the environmental movement? Thefirst thing, in thissection, is
to gain some purchase on environmental perspectives. Environmental argu-
mentswill be distinguished in terms of moderate anthropocentric, intermediate
and ecocentric theories.®

M oderate anthropocentric arguments stress, to varying degrees, that human
beings are the sole criterion of value. The value of nature is usualy quasi-
instrumental in character, namely, that thenatural world, including animals, has
valuefor humans. Itiscertainly not thecase herethat natureislow onthepriority
of such valuing. In fact, it can, paradoxically, be more intensely valued and
preserved more successfully than by many who profess deep ecocentric values.
Nature, though, without humansisstill largely valueless. Onecan gobeyond this
latter ideainto amuch harder-edged anthropocentrism, asserting that nature in
general can be destroyed, manipulated or polluted, aslong asit serves humans.
This, however, by definition goes off the scale of environmental thought. One
way of accommodating these senses of anthropocentrism would be to draw a
distinction between strong and moderate anthropocentrism. Strong
anthropocentrism would be the harder-edged variant and moderate
anthropocentrism would betrying to accommodate itself to nature and environ-
mental concerns.”

Inthe ecocentric view, thelocus of valueisthewhole ecosphere. Vauehere
is usualy embedded in the whole ecosphere. It is not given by humans and
therefore it cannot be used instrumentally for human ends. This is the most
controversial eco-philosophy wing whose inspiration came, initialy, from the
North Americanwriter Aldo Leopold’ s A Sand County Almanac, and later from
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the philosopher Arne Naess. For Leopold, a thing is right when it tends to
preservetheintegrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. AsL eopold
stated ‘a land ethic changes the role of Homo Sapiens from conqueror of the
land... to plain member and citizen of it’.2

In between the anthropocentric and ecocentric components is a broad
intermediate category, which can besubdivided into two further tendencies. The
formal position of theintermediateview isnot to accept either anthropocentrism
or ecocentrism. It iscommitted to environmental axiology. Thebulk of contem-
porary environmental ethics subsist in this category. The two subtendencies of
the intermediate position can be called ‘moral extensionism’ and ‘ reluctant
holism’. A rough and ready distinction between these subtendenciesisthat the
former leans uncertainly towards anthropocentrism, whereas the latter leans
reluctantly toward ecocentrism.

The clearest examples of moral extensionism are the various animal libera-
tion and rights-based arguments of figureslike Peter Singer or Tom Regan. This
might be subdivided | egitimately agai n between Singer’ s more consequentialist
utilitarian ethics of ‘sentientism’ and Regan’s more deontological right-based
approach. Singer, for example, arguesthat ‘ sentience’ isthereal locus of value.
Animalsare sentient, therefore animal sare of value. It followsthat non-sentient
life does not possess value. We extend value to creatures because we can
reasonably see that they possess the faculty of sentience. Thus plants, rocks or
rivers are ruled out. As Singer putsit bluntly: ‘ There is a genuine difficulty in
understanding how chopping down atree can matter tothetreeif thetree canfeel
nothing’.® The‘ reluctant holism’ wing consciously extends arguments concern-
ing value beyond sentienceto notionslike the biosphere, including plants. Most
reluctant holists are, in other words, prepared to go much farther than the moral
extensionists in locating value well beyond humans and in some cases even
beyond animalsinto the biotic community. Thisistheformal defining feature of
reluctant holism. If thereis onefairly clear inference, which can be drawn from
this brief outline of environmental theory, it is that the ontological centrality of
human agency is seriously in doubt.

ISJUSTICE DUE TO THE ENVIRONMENT?

Themost straightforward answer to the subtitle questionisthat the environment
is not something that one can be just or unjust to. One can only bejust or unjust
to entitiesworthy of moral consideration. Itisnot hard, though, to conceive how
social justice could incorporate environmental concerns. The environment
becomes worthy of consideration through human valuing. A society is consti-
tuted by human agents. Human agents are subjects of worth, respect and moral
consideration. Thereare certain necessary conditionsfor any society to exist and
flourish. In short, these necessary conditions derive value only in so far as they
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providethe conditionsfor thewe l-being of humanagency. If ahealthy and clean
environment is acondition (necessary or sufficient) for society and thus human
agency, it acquires a derivative value from human agency. Therefore, if social
justicecontributestothewell-being of humanagency, insuchaway astodirectly
or indirectly improve environmental conditions, then social justicecould besaid
to incorporate environmental concerns.

There are fairly obvious theoretical examples of this argument. Thus,
Marxist commentators would deny that nature has any real independence from
political or economic arrangements. At root, capitalistic conditions form the
causal nexuswithinwhichinequality, poverty and exploitation subsist. Not only
does capitalism manipulate, instrumentally, the natural surroundings of human
beings, but itisalso premised on the exploitation and alienation of human beings
themselves. Capitalism fostersan underclass, the attitude of acquisitivenessand
both, directly and indirectly, help to degrade the natural environment. Thus, in
sum, environmental problems are political and economic problems. To rectify
environmental problems means political and economic action. Although many
classica Marxists would definitely be chary of speaking positively of the
methods of justice — being more concerned with emancipation than bourgeois
tinkering —they would, nonethe less, see political and economic emancipation
as the precondition for a clean environment.

Arguments on population control reveal a similar rationale. There is some
division of opinion now, in global environmental debate, asto whether control-
ling birthrates directly, or, aternatively, improvement of economic and socid
conditions (in devel oping societies) isthe preferred policy. Both views presup-
pose (particularly the latter) that it is the social/human conditions which are
essential to environmental improvement. While, for example, there is no
acceptable distribution of burdens and benefits in society, in terms of basic
health, education, sanitation, housing, and the like, therewill belittle changein
population levels and socia conditions. Population growth, in poverty-stricken
situations, leadsto excessive and unbridled demand for finite natural resources,
leading to heavy burdens on the natural environment —the classic case being the
diminishing rainforests in developing societies. Greater social justice, in this
perspective, would raiseincomes, i ncrease expectations, control family sizeand
eventually moderate poverty. This, in turn, would diminish environmental
degradation. Social, economic and political conditions are thusenvisaged asthe
necessary prereguisite to environmental improvement. Thus, social justice can
incorporate environmental concern.

Justice can formally be defined as treating like cases being alike, or,
aternatively, distributive justice ‘to each according to their due'. These basic
definitionsremind us of thefocus of liberal justice. ‘ Likecases and ‘each’ refer
to human agents. The agents and the states of affairs they bring about are the
concernof justice. Therefore, if we speak of environmental justice, thenwemust
speak of ‘justice for' the sake of the environment. It is untenable (in this
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perspective) to think that there could be justice ‘due’ to the environment. This
would not only imply that something outside humans was worthy of moral
consideration, but, would aso put in doubt the independent position of human
agents in relation to the natural environment. To construct acceptable policy
proposals which are credible for both policy-makers and the public, it surely
makes sense to deny that the environment possesses any independent value.

For most liberal theorists, justice applies to the states of affairs of human
persons. The basic reason for thisis clear. Justiceislinked to security of human
life, liberty and property. If aclean environment islinked with our security, then
itisinclusivewithinjustice. Without security of lifeand liberty, nocivilised life
could flourish. Persons are considered to be rational agents with limited self-
interest. The background assumption of liberal justice theory, therefore, isthe
moral standing of persons—whether from adeontic or utilitarian point of view.
In the deontic case, the central Judaeo-Christian claim, to be found clearly in
Kantianism, isthat only human beings can beends-in-themselves. In utilitarian-
ism, the case is dightly different, since pain and pleasure are categories of
sentience, which can extend beyond humansto animals. However, generally, as
regards liberal theories of justice, it is ‘human agents' that matter.

Thus, in Nozick, for example, individual s arethe sole ground of value. Each
individual owns themselves— their own body and its labour — by natural right.
Nozick’s Anarchy State and Utopia opens with the assertion that ‘ Individuals
have rights and there are things no person or group may do to them (without
violating their rights)’.*® Similarly, Gauthier’s work is also underpinned by a
metaphysics of the human self, combining methodol ogical and moral individu-
alism.! Justice, in Gauthier, is therefore instrumental to the pursuit of self-
interest. Self-interested agents agree to cooperate, since it is to their mutual
advantage. Social arrangements benefit all, but only bargainswhich derivefrom
afair initial position (minimax relative concessions) will be acceptable to all
agents. Voluntary compliance eliminates the need for many costly social
institutions. Friedrich Hayek does not take as fierce an abstracted tone on
individuals as Nozick or Gauthier. He also has no truck with contractarianism.
However, hisfirst premise, again, isthat all social actions must be understood
via human agents. The only genuine propositions about society are those
reducible to propositions about individual actions and volitions. In Hayek’s
work, methodological individualismisintimately linked to economic and moral
individualism.®? Injustice is intentional acts of coercion. The outcomes of a
market order areneither just nor unjust, sincethey arenot theresult of intentional
actions.® If impersonal market behaviour causes environmental collapse, thisis
emphatically not an issue of justice. Rawls is the best recent example of the
distributive theory of justice and the ‘justice of impartiality’ argument. Y et, we
still find his theory (that is the early Theory of Justice) is also grounded on
abstractly conceived rational individuals, within the hypothetical veil of igno-
rance.** The individual, in Rawls' case, is considerably more morally circum-
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scribed than Nozick’s or Gauthier’s, but is still of absolutely fundamental
importance.

In sum, there may be differences of interpretation on the nature of persons,
but the core substantive premises remains. Justice, in al species, embodies
assumptions of the importance of human agency, partial self-interest and
competitiveness over scarce resources. The environment benefitsif it isincor-
porated within the value of human agency.

LIBERAL JUSTICE AND ENVIRONMENTAL ASSUMPTIONS

Despite the diversity of environmental theories, most are, minimally, sceptica
about the supreme position of human beings. They usually think in terms of
greater wholes, likethe ' biosystem’ or ‘ ecosystem’. Inmany cases, agency plays
amore ambiguous role, mutating to animals, plants or even the biosphere. How
do these generic assumptions compare with those implicit in liberal justice
theory? The argument, in brief, is that whereas justice theory, in toto, presup-
poses the pivota role of human agency and vaue, environmenta theory is
premised on serious misgivings about such agency.

Itisdifficult to find anotable liberal justice theorist who addressestheissue
of the environment systematically. When Gauthier insiststhat every individual
justifiably engages in ‘indefinite appropriation, seeking to subdue more and
more of the world to his power’, the strong anthropocentric message comes
through loudly.?®> Although Rawls moderates his individualism, it is still the
human agent who participates in the maximin procedure, trying to maximise
primary goods, even within thelater more encumbered communitarian world of
political liberalism. Nature still only has instrumental significance.

For environmental writers, individualism is often envisaged neither asafact
about the world, nor amorally desirable aim, but rather as arisky metaphysica
thesis.2® It conflicts with one of the more cherished views of environmentalism,
namely, that humansareimbricated within nature. John Passmore hasnoted here
thetendency of the Stoic-Christiantradition particularly to seenatureasan alien
entity to be dominated.'” Thus, whereas liberal justice theory is strongly
anthropocentric, environmental theory insists on a more relational or integral
understanding of humanity and nature. These environmental concerns are prior
to the consideration of socia and political arrangements. In the environmental
perspective, unless humanity works out itsrelationto nature, all the speculation
in the world about just social and political arrangements will be worth little.
Environmental collapseisno respecter of persons, liberty or property. Environ-
mental theorists do not, though, abandon individualism, but rather incorporate
it into adigtinct ontological framework. They a so often acknowledge adistinc-
tion between a minimal and maximal understanding of the individual.*® The
minimum ideaisaparody of liberal agency. It impliesathinindividualism and
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strong anthropocentrism. This is the idea which has been central for justice
theory and serves as one of its foundational premises.’® Within the stronger
ecocentric and intermediatepositions, individuality isseen asafunctional aspect
of the prior unity and moral significance of nature itself. As Arne Naess notes,
human agents can better be considered as ‘knots in the biospherical net’.° The
maximal self isviewed asaprocess. Theselfis, in effect, alocusof identification
and the wider the identification the wider the self. Levels of identification are
taken to indicate psychological maturity. Wider identification is the means by
which one deepens environmental consciousness. The identification is not
literal, conversely, the psychological sense of self expands, even though the ‘I’
remains physically separate. The sdf is, thus, ‘as comprehensive asthe totality
of itsidentifications' .2

Yet liberal individualism may be too easy a target: what of the moderate
anthropocentric conception of environmentalism? Thelatter surely hasasimilar
grounding to justice theory. There are two arguments which weaken this point.
First, itisimportant to reiterate the earlier distinction between shallow and deep
anthropocentrism. Deep anthropocentrism asserts that humans are the only
criterion of value. Humans may be necessary to cognition and val ue, but shallow
anthropocentrism does not necessarily reduce nature to human vauing. The
sense we have of nature’ sindependence from our interests is constitutive of its
meaning. Although we are necessary to its cognition, the meaning of that
cognition includesitsindependence. It is not therefore reduced to our interests.
Thus, whereas deep anthropocentrism sees no value whatsoever outside of
human beings, shallow anthropocentrism proposes a more fluid and open
relation between humans and nature which includes the quasi-independent
worth of nature. Second, valuation, in itself, and the entity that values, are
premised upon‘ agency’. Agency —asintermediate sentient’ theoristsremind us
— is not necessarily linked to human beings.?? In other words, the shallow
‘anthropocentric’ position is a potential misnomer. ‘Agency’ transcends
anthropos. Yet, agency also necessarily widens the sphere of value outside
humans. Thus, justice theory which is premised on agency — understood as
humanity —is not fully reconcilable with shallow anthropocentrism.

Turning now to value theory: the model of human nature present in justice
argumentsisthat of personsaslargely rational and self-interested. In Gauthier’s
writings, value is understood as individual utility deriving from rational self-
interest.2® Any rules which do exist will be the outcome of bargaining and
attempts by individual s to maximise their interests. Gauthier’ s suppositions on
rational self-interest (likeNozick’ sand Buchanan’ s) areessential to hiscontrac-
tual account. For Gauthier, utility implies preferences and each person’ s prefer-
ence determinesvalue. Vaues alwaysthereforerelate to the valuer. The ends of
human action can only inferred from individual preferences. No values are
intrinsic. Gauthierisquiteexplicit onthis, remarkingthat valueis' not something
existing aspart of the ontological furniture of the universe’. There aretherefore
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no objective values. Even the idea of objective value is seen as ontologically
queer. All values are subjective, but not thereby arbitrary. Value as utility isa
‘fully considered preference’ .2

For Nozick, also, thereis clearly no value whatsoever in theworld outside of
human agents. Nozick notes‘ thereisno social entity with agood that undergoes
some sacrifices for its own good. There are only individual people, different
individual people with their own individual lives'.?s Each individual has their
own interest and shape the meaning and value for their own life. Hayek also
premises his arguments on self-interested individuals. Self-love and self-inter-
est, though, for Hayek, are not the same as egoism. Most humans are driven by
vanity andlimited altruism. Reasonisalwaysfallible. Suchimperfection should,
for Hayek, alert usto the need for social and political arrangementswhich allow
both for both spontaneity and liberty, within defined general rules. The market
system, inwhich government isby general rules, isthe oneinwhich bad mencan
do least harm and the majority have the freedom to seek to satisfy their wants.
Thisformsthegroundwork onwhich hebuildshisargumentsagainst distributive
justice.

The Rawlsianindividual (of the early theory particularly) isalso assumed to
be self-interested and rational, with a definite plan of life, who will minimise
losses and maximise benefitsin any choice situation. Benevolence and altruism
areinitially ruled out. Eachindividual isassumed todesirecertain primary goods
(the‘thintheory of the good’). Such primary goods arebasic rights and liberties,
opportunities and powers, income and wealth and sense of one’s worth and
dignity. These thin goods are assumed to be desired by all individuals univer-
sally. They aredistinct from ‘thick’ goods, which every person has but are more
or lessincommensurablein apluralistic society. Agreement can only be gained
inapluralistic setting viaathin conception. Thegoodsthat all individual srequire
canbederivedfromamodel which, despitebeing premised on self-interest, none
the less shadows ideal moral choice.?® The maximin choice mechanism deter-
mines, in effect, that individual s, choosing behind aveil of ignorance, will tend
to rank alternatives by their worst possible outcomes and will thus rationally
choosethe best of theworst outcomesin any decision procedure. In Rawls' neo-
Kantian position, it is the autonomous person, as an end in hersdf, that lies
behind all systems of valuation and worth.

Y et, if thereisonethemewhich unitesenvironmental theorists, of all shades,
itisthat valueisnot something which can be considered soldly in relation to the
individual agent. It isdifficult to think of any environmental writer who would
subscribe to Gauthier's assertion (paraphrasing David Hume) ‘that it is not
contrary toreasonto prefer thedestruction of theworldto the scratching of one’s
finger’.?” Thisis the apotheosis of the justice-based account of human agency.
Nothing is, therefore, inherently wrong in harming nature, except that it may
affect my self-interest.
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Most environmental theories, even the mildest, see value as a ‘naturally
occurring property’ of objectsin nature. Thismay or may not imply afull-scale
metaphysicd thesis.® It is, though, in whatever form it appears, a change in
ontological perspective. At the more moderate anthropocentric end of the
environmentalism, it is often asserted that one can be human centred without
being humaninstrumental .2 We arethe only beingswith asophisticated enough
consciousness to value. Humans, therefore, are necessary for deriving value
from nature. Yet, gill, nature does not simply derive value from humans.
Something isthereto be derived. Natural objects have‘ value-imparting charac-
teristics' (untouched and independent from humans) which generatevalueinthe
presence of human consciousness. Thevaueisnot there at the behest of human
consciousness and ‘the value-imparting quality’ (whatever it is) reactswith the
cogniser.

Thus, it would appear, even from the mildest environmental perspective, that
value extends beyond human agency. If liberal justicetheory istied closely to a
strong anthropocentric position, then it not easily adaptable for environmental
issues. Before justice can take effect, the human/nature ontological relation
needs to be worked out. Liberal justice, asyet, has nothing to say on thisissue.

JUSTICE RESPONSES

This section examines some possible justice-based responses to the above
argument. Most current species of justice think that they can address environ-
mental questions. If one considered justiceasderiving fromrational self-interest
and that environmental health was of benefit to individual self-interest, then, on
rational choice grounds, some environmental issues could be addressed. Just
ruleswill bethe outcome of bargaining. This position hasafollowing withinthe
Green movement — the eco-capitalists. Eco-capitalism works with a largely
proceduralist conception of justice>® Consumer freedom and the unfettered
exerciseof rational self-interest arethe crucial components. Theenvironmental-
ist doesnot needto moveoutsidethetraditional domain of procedural liberalism.
Capitalismmay havebeen, initially, part of the environmental problem, but with
the help of green capitalistsin the future, it can be part of the solution.®* When
self-interested consumers begin to demand products that are environmentally
friendly, then, capitalism will change. The environment can thus become ‘a
major new competitiveareafor business' .32 nstead of engaging in either Luddite
sentimentalism or stricter state control, environmentalists should carefully
distinguish between sustainable and unsustainable market activity. The former
adjusts to recycling, cleaner technologies and alternative energy sources — all
generated by the demands of the green consumer.

However, eco-capitalism still has no commitment to nature per se. Thereis
little to hold individuals back from pursuing their interest except fear and self-
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interest. Hayek, amongst others, alsoreminds usthat if market behaviour causes
environmental collapse, this is emphatically not an issue of justice. It is only
where someoneintentionally destroys the environment that justice might arise
and eventhenit would beconsidered under therubric of human ' property rights'.
Itisthushardly surprising tofind the liberal theorist, JamesBuchanan, address-
ing the environmental problems caused by the modern motorist in thefollowing
terms: ‘[the motorist’s] behaviour produces... harm only as a by product of his
straightforward utility maximisation, giventhechoicesthat confront him...in his
private capacity through which he must act there may be no means for the
individual to influence the behaviour of others... Hence, it remains rational for
theindividual to do the best that he can under the circumstances. And sincethis
issimultaneously true of all persons... the aggregate result is pollution, deterio-
ration in environmental quality’.® Overall, nature is for instrumental human
consumption.

In environmental writings, theideaof liberal individualism isoften suspect,
asleading to the tragedy of the commons. The basic gist of the commonsthesis
isthat afiniteworld can only support finite demands. AsGarrett Hardinremarks.
when each individual pursues his‘own interest in asociety that believesin the
freedom of the commons. Freedom in the commons brings ruin to all’.3* For
Hardin, it is a mistake to think that individual freedom can be controlled by
appeals to rationality. People come armed to any controversy with variable
resources and will use those resources to acquire individual satisfaction. The
only liberty individual sactually haveinthecommonsisthe*tobring onuniversal
ruin’.® Onthemoredistributive side of liberalism, Mark Sagoff in hisbook The
Economy of the Earth, offers another argument for environmental justice. His
central claim is that humans have shared values in health, safety, cleanliness,
clean air and water and wilderness. These (what he regards as) ‘ community
regarding values' aredistinct from‘ self-regarding values’. Community-regard-
ing values constitute the common interest. They constitute our basic ‘ convic-
tions'. Such convictionsaredistinct from ‘ privateinterests'. A conviction about
natureis not the sasme asadesire for something in nature. Thus, the dignity of an
object in nature is not the same asits market price. Similarly, Sagoff contends
that ‘judgements’ are distinct ‘private preference schedules'. The citizen is
concernedwith‘ community-regarding values’, ‘ convictions' and'judgements’.
The consumer has ‘self-regarding’ values which can be quantified by cost-
benefit analysis. To try to quantify a citizen's judgements or convictions or
subject them cost-benefit analysisis to commit a category mistake. The differ-
ence between wants and the objective judgement of the citizen, isthat ‘citizen
judgements' congtitute what weare.*® Thismore social liberalism could thusact
decisively for theenvironment viacommunity-regarding values. Natureisgiven
aprivileged positioninliberal society andisnolonger subject to predation asan
instrumental good. It israther seenasanintrinsicexistential and expressive good
tied to human well-being. Sagoff’'s consensual theory of human good is not
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easily reconciledwithlibera beliefsinvaluepluralism, respect for individuality,
thedistinction between the public and private real msand the separation between
theright and the good. The equivocation within Sagoff’ s position canbeelicited
by asking a simple question: what happens when our thick communal interests
conflictwith nature? Sagoff hypostasi sesan underlying harmony of community-
regarding valuesand environmental values. Giventhehistory of destructiveness
of human communities, such a harmony is far-fetched. Further, because of its
communitarian base, it haslittle or no purchase on the global character of the
environmental question. In the final analysis, in Sagoff, it is not clear whether
nature has valueindependent from the valition of human communities. Further,
it is also doubtful that the kinds of distinctions that Sagoff makes between
citizens and consumers would really work in practice. His position might have
more purchase in a strongly communitarian framework, although it might also
require more coercion than most liberals are prepared to countenance. A more
general problem with distributive justice theory is that, in practice, it Smply
brings more of the dispossessed into the market as consumers. Distributive
justiceisdso premised on abackground preoccupation with an expanding stock
of wealth and economic growth to meet ever-expanding needs. Y et, can such
growth be environmentally sustained? There are arguments for sustainable
growth, yet it is still acontentious issue and it is not clear how far sustainable
growth could still incorporate wide-scale redistribution. It might entail a more
frugal self-help model of society. It is, therefore, arguable that distributive
justice, because of itsreliance on economic growth and itsrelative indifference
to what is consumed, is as remote from environmental concern as the more
market orientated proceduralism.

CONCLUSION

Despite the separation between humans and nature, implicit in justice theory,
human agentscan still do agreat deal by cleaning up their environmental act. To
deny thisisto both fly in the face of the facts and to discourage efforts that are
being presently made. This essay has not denied that liberal justice theory is
relevant to environmental issues. Conversely, it arguesthat liberal justicetheory
embodies ontological assumptions and commitments to a stronger form of
anthropocentrism, which makeit problematic to extend argumentsabout justice
to the environment, certainly in wayswhich would be accepted by the environ-
mental movement. It also remains unclear whether ‘justiceto’ the environment
ispossible. Theremay, however, beapragmatic point lurkingintheenvironmen-
tal justiceargument, namely, that at the present stage of our civilisation, themost
that we can hope for isto stabilise human existencein such away asto diminish
the pressure on the natural environment. Anything else would require an
implausible ontological modification in human consciousness.
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In summary, if the key values and aspirations of much contemporary liberal
and environmental thought are compared then theprognosislooksdismal. There
are implicit tensions over questions of the self, freedom, tolerance, persona
rights, work, markets, property ownership and even the character of our civil
existence. For much environmental thought, it is the very values and practices
of liberalism which now constitute the supreme environmental danger. If these
environmental dangers intensify in the next decade then the relationship with
liberalism may also degenerate. This is not to say that there have not been
attempts to overcome these tensions: however, whichever strategy isadopted it
will need careful argument to navigate the hazardous waters around these two
ideologies.

NOTES

! Paehlke 1989: 3.

2Sher 1987 and Sadurski 1985.

31 am not suggesting that need is definitely an empirical claim, but rather that part of its
initial appeal and forcein argument hasbeenitsempirica ‘tag’, seechapter 5, TheClaim
of Need and Palitics' in Plant 1991.

4Barry 1989, ch.1. In ‘justice as mutual advantage’, justice is seen as the outcome of a
bargaining process among individuals in an initial position (Robert Nozick, James
Buchanan and David Gauthier). In ‘justice as impartiality’, justice is seen to be the
outcome of arational agreement between discreteindividualsin ahypothetical situation
or original positionwhere constraintsare placed upon the character of reasoning that can
be used (John Rawls, Brian Barry, Thomas Scanlon). The contract device, in Rawls
particularly, aims to represent a choice situation and show why individuals have good
reasons to adopt justice asfairness. It is not (especially in his more recent work) seen as
abargaining position per se, asin Gauthier.

5 Humeremarked ‘ Totheimposition... and observanceof theserules, bothin general, and
inparticular, they [human beings] arefirstinduced only by aregardtointerest... Thusself-
interest istheorigina motiveto the establishment of justice’, Hume 1888[1739-40]: 499.
5For an attempt at a more comprehensive typology, see Vincent 1993: 248-76; also
Vincent 1995: 215-21.

"Many contemporary environmental writers, like John Rodman, Warwick Fox, Max
Oelschlaeger, Richard Sylvan, John Passmore and Robyn Eckerdley, subdivide the
moderate anthropocentricconcernsinto* conservation’ and* preservationism’. Ontheone
hand, the ethic of conservation entails‘wise use’ of nature to prevent reckless exploita-
tion. Ontheother hand, preservationgroups, likethefamousNorth American SierraClub,
have a much stronger sense of the interrelation of humanity and nature, and a wider
concern for the whole ecosystem, often expressed in religious and aesthetic terms.

8 eopold, in Scherer and Attig 1983: 7.

9Singer 1983: 123

Nozick 1974 xi. Theserightsareindefeasible and act as negative side-constraintsupon
all individuals. Such rights create no duties other than those which are freely consented
to by individuals. In fact, for Nozick, individual consent is crucia at every stage of
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politics. Individua rights are foundational. The whole theory of entitlement justice is
premised upon these basal facts. Justice exists where everyone acquires their entitle-
ments. Justice, in sum, is thus human beings possessing their entitlements.

11 See Gauthier 1986.

22 Justiceisconcerned with theformal consistency between aset of general rules. Hayek
draws a distinction between ateleocratic and catallactic orders. Theteleocratic order is
directed at a specific purpose, whereas a catallactic order (which for Hayek corresponds
toafreeliberal society) isaspontaneousorder which arisesfrom thediverse activities of
individuals. Justiceisconcerned with facilitati ng the maximum freedom of human agents
to pursuetheir own personal interestsor goods. It maintainsthe procedural conditionsfor
individual freedom. It is not concerned with fair outcomes.

3 AsHayek notes: ‘It has of course to be admitted that the manner in which the benefits
and burdens are apportioned by the market mechanism would in many instances haveto
beregarded asvery unjustifit weretheresult if adeliberateallocation to particul ar people.
But thisis no the case. Those shares are the outcome of a process the effect of which on
particular people was neither intended nor foreseen... To demand justice from such a
processis clearly absurd, and to single out some peoplein such a society asentitled to a
particular share evidently unjust’, in Hayek 1976, vol 2, p. 65.

¥ For Alisdair Maclntyre both Rawls and Nozick, et al, have shared presuppositions. For
both ‘It is... as though we had been shipwrecked on an uninhabited island with a group
of other individuals, each of whom isastranger tome’. He continuesthat both ‘ articul ate
with great power ashared view which envisagesentry into social lifeas—at least ideally
— the voluntary act of at least potentialy rational individuals with prior interests’,
Maclntyre 1981: 233.

BGauthier 1986: 316. For Gauthier, Western soci etieshavediscovered how to harnessthe
‘efforts of the individual working for his own good, in the cause of ever increasing
benefit’, p.17.

16 As FreyaMathews notes, atomistic individualism isacosmology which ‘ has served as
the unquestioned metaphysical framework both for ordinary thinking and for classica

science. Its assumptions so saturate our Western way of thinking that they have scarcely
beenformulated, let alonechallenged’ . For Mathewsit is, inaddition, a‘ bad cosmology’

especialy in its representation of nature as indifferent or alien to our interests, see
Mathews 1991: 10 and 14.

17 He comments that ‘Western metaphysics and Western ethics have certainly done
nothing to discourage, have done a great deal to encourage, the ruthless exploitation of
nature’ (Passmore 1975: 28). However, he thinks that there is an existing tradition of
‘responsible dominion and stewardship, which goes back to post-Platonic philosophers
of the Roman Empire’ (ibid.: 259).

8 Arne Naess comments: ‘self-realisation in its absolute maximum is... the mature
experience of onenessin diversity... The minimum isthe self-realisation by more or less
consistent egotism’ (Naess 1985: 261).

Y Terms in liberal discussion, like ‘self-realisation’ and ‘ self-interest’, denote human
agency. Nature remains external and instrumental. As Robyn Eckersely remarks ‘from
Hobbes and Locke... the notion of human self-realization through domination and
transformation of nature persisted as an unquestioned axiom of political inquiry’

(Eckerdey 1992: 25).

2 See Naess 1973. On one level, there is a quite pragmatic point being made here.
Biologically, thefunction of anindividual organismisto maintainitsexistence. Thesame
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holds true for human agents. The human agent cannot be separated from their environ-
ment sinceitis necessary for the agent’ s existence. Thus, maintaining personal existence
requires a healthy environment. Thus human agency is linked intimately with the
environment.

2 See Naess 1973: 263-4; also Naess 1985: 261.

2 AsRichard Sylvan hasremarked: ‘Humanssimply happen to supply, presently, prime
terrestrial examples of full moral agents... The prominent role of competent humansin
morality... is utterly contingent’ (Sylvan and Bennett 1994: 14).

2 Gauthier views himsdf ‘ between the simple individualism or Robert Nozick and the
implicit collectivism of John Rawls' (Gauthier 1986: 268).

% Gauthier 1986: 47-55.

“Nozick 1974: 32-3.

% Gauthier has pointed out here that Rawls is therefore quite clearly not a pure rational

choicetheorist —something that Rawls, inhismost recent work, Palitical Liberalism, has
more than reinforced.

2’Gauthier 1986: 48. For Gauthier, wemight regard such aview asmad, but, he continues,

one can be reasonable in our preferences and mad.

% See McKibben 1990. McKibben suggests that ‘ Nature’ sindependenceisits meaning;

without it there is nothing but us’ (p. 54).

2] take this to be the position of Goodin’s Green Political Theory (1992).

% See Elkington and Burke 1989.

8L Elkington and Burke 1989: 23; see also Pearce, Markandya and Barbier 1989.

%2 Elkington and Burke 1989: 239.

#Buchanan 1975: 121.

% Hardin 1973: 138. Itisarguablethat contractarianism could accommodate negotiation
over scarce environmental resourcesand that aL ockean condition of ‘ sufficiency’ might
constrainindividual claims. Inthisview, thetragedy of the commons argument does not
undercut liberalism, but is rather at the heart of a contractarian position, still assuming
individual self-interest and liberty. Thus, individualism becomes, in this setting, compat-
ible with environmental aims. A version of Lockeanism, therefore, arguably, provides a
partial solution to the tragedy of the commons. However, the modus operandi of this
contractarianismisstill the acquisitive human agent; the Lockean* sufficiency’ condition
remainsmoreof apioushope than adefinite constraint; and the negotiationswhich would
take place would not be equal between actors. Those with greater power and resources
would try to maximise regardless, and aslong asthey are not constrained, they would be
freetodo so. Infact, interms of instrumental rationality, it would berational for themto
maximise and take little regard for others or the environment. In my estimation, the
tragedy still has some purchase and cannot be so easily side-stepped. Contractarianism
might work in highly idealised and circumscribed contexts, but would be of limited
efficacy in most policy-making situations.

®Hardin 1973: 146.

% Sagoff 1988: 63.
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