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Is there a green future in 
progressive politics? 

R
obert Paehlke, a founder and 
long-time editor of Alternatives, 
is the author of a recent book, 

published by Yale University Press, 
entitled Environmentalism and the Future 
of Progressive Politics. In it, Paehlke ar
gues that environmentalist progressiv
ism has the potential to supplant neo
conservatism as the dominant politics of 
our time. 

In Paehlke's view, the vehicle for this 
new hybrid will be parties like the New 
Democratic Party in Canada and the 
Democratic Party in the United States. 
Such "greened" progressivism would 
steal some of neo-conservatism's thun
der by opposing large deficits and exces
sive government meddling in the econ
omy, and by encouraging small-scale 
entrepreneurialism and renewed em
phasiS on "values". 

Paehlke calls on the "moderate left" to 
take its environmentalism seriously, and 
to drop its advocacy of untrammelled 
growth. Likewise, Paehlke suggests that 
environmentalists must give up some of 
their baggage-opposition to "moder
ate" growth, "asceticism", and a prefer
ence for rural and decentralist "uto
pias"-adopting in essence a strategy of 
incrementalism. In this interview, 
Paehlke is queried about his views. 

Question: 
What hope is there for realizing the 
minimal throughput capitalism you 
seems to suggest is possible in your 
book? It seem obvious that capitalism is 
a grow-or-die economy, ever on the 
lookout to produce and get people to 
consume things, including useless prod
ucts. And even with the current shift 
toward a service- and information-based 
economy, with greater energy and re
source efficiency, overall consumption 
of non-renewable energy and raw mate
rials continues to skyrocket. 

Paehlke: 
Some hope, I think. Just because some 
clever people with a lot of money and 
power want to sell useless products, 
does not mean that all that many people 
will buy them. I sometimes think that the 
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advent of television advertising is a sig
nificant factor in the growth of the envi
ronmental movement. Environmental
ism is at least in part a conscious and 
sub-conscious rejection of the unadulter
ated stupidity and profound emptiness 
of the consumer life it implicitly depicts. 
People are complex creatures and mar
kets are quite responsive institutions, as 
large institutions go. 

The trick, as I see it, is to preserve an 
ideology which incorporates a willing
ness to intervene radically in those mar
kets without destroying them. Some in
dustries must of necessity be adversely 
affected and some jobs lost. Some people 
thus will claim that the markets are 
being disrupted and destroyed. GNP 
might even decline; it almost certainly 
would not grow very fast if real ecologi
cally-based interventions were really 
imposed, or achieved otherwise. 

Perhaps I understated, in my book, the 
level of political "struggle" involved in 
this process. Clearly, a tax on energy and 
raw materials would not likely be wel
comed by resource industries, for ex
ample. But it is more important that this 
be achieved than that the relevant capi
talists be cut out of what they see as their 

fair share. On equity grounds, it is not in 
my mind their fair share, but this is not 
necessarily the best time to press that 
point as a first priority. Perhaps "capital
ists" can be required or induced to use 
their windfalls in some specific ways 
(e.g., building paper mills which utilize 
post-consumer paper). 

I have, I think, come to accept that a 
"mixed" economy is the best economy. 
Perhaps the North American economy is 
not mixed enough; certainly the current 
wave of intellectual-political inclinations 
to deregulation and privatization is gen
erally based on greed and/or miscon
ceptions for the most part. But markets 
are one way to induce rapid change. 
Guides to ecologically-sound shopping 
are now best-sellers in Britain and the 
United States. The best selling Loblaw's 
"green" products, incidentally, are pre
cisely the ones which really are green 
(recycled paper, recycled oil, low-phos
phate detergent). 

If that kind of consciousness is com
bined with another surge from OPEC I 
would advise selling your Ford and GM 
stock unless they are ready to make 
more buses and street cars. In addition, 
one of these days someone is going to 
notice which corporations are the most 
heavily subsidized by our anti-subsidi
zation neo-conservative governments. 
They are, for the most part, the most 
environmentally problematic corpora
tions, I believe. 

The point is that capitalism can be 
managed better than it is. It is also sub
ject to interventions of many kinds, in
cluding capital availability. Environ
mental forces can, for example, influence 
pension funds, university endowments, 
and the like. Capitalism is particularly 
vulnerable to institutional procurement 
decisions, and large-scale capitalism is 
vulnerable to diverse muniCipally-based 
interventions (e.g. banning the use of 
city sidewalks to sell newspapers 
printed on newsprint without recycled 
content). Small-scale entrepreneurship, 
of course, allows for the rapid introduc
tion and distribution of new products
that is sometimes a problem, but can also 
sometimes be a blessing. 
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One can oversell market-based envi
ronmentalism. Many environmentalists 
do (including Amory Lovins, Hazel 
Henderson, Larry Solomon and others), 
but I am more comfortable with them 
than I am with those who argue that we 
will not be able to protect the environ
ment until we have achieved socialism 
or anarchism or anything else. 

There is no green socialist regime, at 
least not yet. But there is a lot of green 
insight within some European social 
democratic regimes-especially those 
pressed by the rise of green politics. In 
the end I am inclined to an "almost
deep" ecology tempered by revisionist 
democratic socialism, with a' multi-di
mensional controlled market mecha
nism left in place. Deep pink with a few 
black (anarchist) spots, medium-to-dark 
green. Bad aesthetics, better politics. 

Question: 
A critic of the Brundtland Commission 
report recently cited Gandhi's comment 
that it would take several globes to make 
India as rich as Britain. If we in the West 
are not going to tighten our belts, what 
prospect is there that the planet can sur
vive the extension of the North Ameri
can lifestyle to the developing countries? 

Paehlke: 
The North American lifestyle as pres
ently constituted will not be extended to 
the globe as a whole. There is virtually 
no prospect of that. There simply is not 
enough non-renewable (or renewable) 
energy to achieve that task, or at least 
there would not be by the time the devel
oping countries could get to where we 
are now at the fastest imaginable rate of 
economic growth. 

By that time, of course "we" (rich na
tions) will be somewhere else. The best 
hope is that "they" can head towards a 
somewhere else appropriate to their lo
cal realities at the same time as we head 
to one appropriate to ours. 

Two big differences in terms of how 
their somewhere else will differ from 
ours are: first, "they", in general, have a 
more urgent task in terms of popula
tion/ ecological carrying capacity than 
"we" do, but second, they are, on aver
age, warmer and have thereby both a 
lesser ultimate energy demand for shel
ter and better opportunities for solar 
energy production. No nation will likely 
have as much energy for either transpor
tation or industry as the developed 
countries do now-with or without nu
clear power or even a strong effort on all 
renew ables-unless, of course, one or 
several nations attempt to seize it alL 

Few analysts have paid much attention 
to Brundtland's assumptions here. Our 
Common Future (the Commission's re-
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port) projects a sharp decline in energy 
use in the developed world within an 
overall global increase. Let us hope she 
(Brundtland) is right on the former. I 
think she is probably wrong on the lat
ter, at least in the medium to long term. 

One key to achieving a desirable exis
tence (something more ambitious than 
survival) both "here" and "there" is the 
speed with which the rich countries can 
transform the "North American lifes
tyle." This is partly "belt tightening", but 
more a matter of realizing that thinner is 
healthier and that we prefer wearing sus
penders. The developing countries can 
then pick and choose among the vari
ations on suspenders (if "we" are not 
stupid about global debt and if all na
tions do not remain stupid about mili
tary spending). 

Developing nations can also develop 
their own ecologically sound biotech
nologies and build their own cities in a 
way that does not presume the mass 
ownership of automobiles. But there 
should be no illusions about the likeli
hood of where most technological ad
vances will come first, or about where 
socio-economic changes are more im
portant right now, for everyone's sake. It 
is necessary for environmentalists in the 
developed world (those who grasp the 
ecological price of the North American 
lifestyle) to convey right here those les
sons as fast and as effectively as "our" 
mass media (particularly TV and films) 
convey the glories of consumption 
around the world. 

I would also admit to being unable to 
stare developing nations' ecological-re
source realities in the face for very long. I 
just cannot envision ways in which life 
"there" can and will get significantly 
better fast. All one can do is "second" 
reports like Brundtland's, which docu
ment the necessity for redefining "na
tional security" in terms of global eco-

nomic development, resource sustaina
bility, and global ecological integrity. 

Arms and armies do nothing to ad
vance real security, even if one were to 
allow that they were not themselves the 
greatest risk to our security. They are the 
largest single opportunity cost in exis
tence and, spent differently, the best 
hope for relieving global-scale inequi
ties. One can also give to Oxfam and the 
numerous other ecologically aware de
velopment organizations. 

Question: 
Couldn't it be argued that you are put
ting forward a version of "techno-fix"
that we can have our cake and eat it too? 
That without any radical transformation 
either of institutions or of people, we can 
save the planet and continue to be self
ish, greedy, materialistic and short
Sighted? 

Paehlke: 
I do anticipate a radical transformation 
of people. I think that is currently hap
pening and that it has been gaining 
momentum (with ups and downs) since 
the late 1960s. It has not been a straight
line evolution and in the post-1979 pe
riod there was a brief step backward as 
voluntary simplicity gave way to invol
untary poverty. But environmental ac
tivism was res urging by the early 1980s 
and the current wave is touching many, 
many more people than have ever been 
touched before. 

In fact, if I were to recant anything in 
my book it would be the doubt ex
pressed in chapter one that environmen
talism could be an ideology with a mass 
base. The book was conceived in 1983-4, 
the manuscript essentially completed 
early in 1987. The surge since then has 
been astonishing. 

Can we still be materialistic? I take the 
word very literally and answer in the 
negative. We can aspire to variety and to 
quality goods and services if that is what 
we mean by wealth. But we cannot ex
pect to utilize massive physical quanti
ties of material and energy, especially 
once-through materials. We cannot be 
sucked into fashion trips, unless the 
�ashion is dressing-down in durable 
clothes and riding a bike. Diets must ad
just, and fax machines (rarely individu
ally owned) must substitute for research 
or business travel, and so forth. But we 
can expect quality education, enough 
healthy food, pleasant shelter, books, art 
and even colour TV, if we want it, espe
cially where and when populations sta
bilize. 

Institutions change slowly, too slowly. 
Here my green socialism is tempered 
with a bit of Edmund Burke's traditional 
conservatism. Lenin was wrong; Gor-
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bachev is right. Only evolutionary insti
tutional change is real change. Structural 
changes which last take decades, if not 
centuries. 

Environmental realities, alas, demand 
shifts more rapid than that, and there 
isn't enough time to wait for new institu
tions to take hold fully. Maybe modern 
media allow for a speed-up; consider 
Eastern Europe in 1989 on that point. 
Promote co-operative housing and 
worker ownership, etc., but don't see 
them as a sine qua non. Go with existing 
electoral rules and existing party struc
tures. Where there is proportional repre
sentation and an established multi-party 
system, launch a green party. But it is 
easier to adapt, radically adapt, an exist
ing party than to change an electoral 
system. Green political organizations in 
North America can operate as interest 
groups, or perhaps contest at the mu
nicipal level. 

But even without formal political suc
cess, environmentalists can change the 
buying and management habits of exist
ing institutions, almost all of them. 
Changing the dominant ideological 
underpinning of existing institutional 
decision-structures, wherever they are 
anything like democratic, is quite fea
sible now. 

Capitalist (non-democratic) institutions 
watch the marketplace; capitalists listen 
to their children, and are frequently 
human. They are politically more clever 
and more powerful than we are just 
now. But they know they are running 
out of trees and oil and they know they 
don't know quite what to do about it. 
Some of them would choose not to cut 
the last tree or drill the ecologically most 
destructive hole. Some would not. That 
is where majoritarian political power is 
essential and why I would opt for some 
moderation in both "greenness" and 
"redness". There isn't time to be pure. 

One can, of course, moderate too much. 
The moderates will always need "cut
ting-edge" activists to scare the rela
tively sane among the powerful into our 
hands. There is always a strong danger 
that the moderates will end up in the 
hands of the relatively sane among the 
powerful, rather than vice versa. 

The line between material comfort and 
greed is a thin one. On the personal 
level, the role of the jet-set environmen
talist is a tempting one. On the ideologi
cal level, however, wonderful things are 
happening. The environmental extrem
ists of 1980 are now the moderates with
out having changed very much. 

Question: 
You restricted your discussion of the left 
to its analysis of "distributive" issues. 
What about the importance of the state, 

The best 
" eco-shopping" 

guide is the suggestion 
to stay home and read a 
library book, or to go for 
a long walk away from, 

rather than to, the 
shopping mall. 

of patriarchy, of the growth of technoc
racy-aren't these issues relevant to an 
understanding of the ecological crisis? 

Paehlke: 
Yes, everything is relevant and those 
things are very relevant. I was perhaps 
in the book not sufficiently explicit on 
several points, especially regarding pa
triarchy and statism. 

There is a brief section on feminism and 
environmentalism in the book. I think 
ecofeminism is an essential dimension of 
environmental politics. Men needn't say 
all that much about it, except to ac
knowledge that they generally agree 
with the ecofeminists. That may seem a 
curious point of view to some, but one 
cannot have something useful to say 
about everything. It might be interesting 
to get male views on ecofeminist issues 
now and again, but hardly essential. 

Regarding statism, my "mixed" econ
omy position is rooted in my opposition 
�o the ecological dangers implicit in a 
too-dominant state. I would like institu
tional change here if we could get it. I 
would like to see, for example, at least 
some members of the Ontario Hydro 
board of directors elected directly. I am 
currently writing something on public 
corporations and therein will argue that 
public corporations have been at best 
only marginally more responsible than 
large-scale private corporations. But 
they may be, potentially, more adaptive. 
Further, greater direct popular control of 
both public and private entities would 
be most welcome. 

There are more dimensions to "sta
tism" than that, but while decentraliza
tion, for example, has environmental 
advantages, it also has disadvantages. 
These are discussed in the book and I 
intend to continue to consider them, as 
we all should. There could be more de
centralization, but there are limits. 

I am not an anarchist. I accept and pre
fer the rule of law and federalist 
constitutional democracy. I favour radi-

cal military disarmament, but I rather 
like the sovereign state. It can help to off
set the power of the multinational corpo
rations. That it often does not do so is a 
contingent reality. 

Question: 
Many on the left have argued that the 
ecological crisis is intimately connected 
to capitalism, patriarchy, statism, and 
the growing domination of society by 
experts. By leaving these institutions 
unchallenged, isn't there a danger we 
will ameliorate the symptoms in the 
short run and leave the underlying dis
ease unchecked in the long run? 

Paehlke: 
I'll take real amelioration as fast as we 
can get it. Radical reductions in military 
spending challenge one important as
pect of statism, do they not? Capitalism 
and patriarchy I've touched on above. I 
would only add, just to be more explicit, 
I am less concerned about capitalism as 
an institutional structure that I am about 
distribution, including the distribution 
of ownership shares. 

I also do not like what capitalism does 
to culture, needless to say. The cure for 
every ill is definitely not a product. We 
don't need instant food, video games, 
diet coke, macho cars, or for that matter, 
so many copies of newspapers as fat as 
the Toronto Star or the New York Sunday 
Times, whether on recycled paper or not. 
Maybe I should have said that more 
clearly in the book, but it seems obvious 
enough. Capitalist institutions work 
very hard at convincing us that we do 
need such things. But these purchases 
are not (so far) compulsory. 

How does one "challenge" these reali
ties? All one can say is that many, if not 
most, of the products of North American 
industrial society are unnecessary and 
that all production of goods contributes 
in part to the ecological damage we in
flict. The best "eco-shopping" gUide is 
the suggestion to stay home and read a 
library book, or to go for a long walk 
away from, rather than to, the shopping 
mall. If one abstains from consumption 
often enough (if one is "middle class"), 
one can take a sabbatical from produc
tion now and again. I think that is chal
lenging capitalism. Is it not? 

As for experts, some of my best friends 
are experts. There are good experts and 
bad experts, but no one should trust any 
of them. Environmentalism will succeed 
or fail on the strength and intelligence of 
its legions of amateurs. 0 

Don Alexander is a PhD student of urban 
and regional planning at the University of 
Waterloo, and co-chair of the Save the Oak 
Ridges Moraine (STORM)coalition. 
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