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Preface

The problems of  the environment seem so far beyond our reach

that we lurch from opinion to opinion and policy to policy with

nothing to cling to, save the thread of  our shared concern. We

believe the scaremongers, since no one can be as gloomy as that

without a reason. We believe the sceptics, since they offer hope,

and remind us that the scaremongers have made an emotional

investment in their gloom. And we watch as governments, NGOs

and pressure groups both augment our anxieties and offer to

assuage them.

Without the resources of  government it is hard to address such

problems as climate change, oil spills, plastic pollution and the loss

of  biodiversity. But history tells us that large-scale projects in the

hands of  bureaucrats soon cease to be accountable, and that regu-

lations imposed by the state have side effects that often worsen

what they aim to cure. Moreover, the same people who promise

vast schemes for clean energy and reduced pollution, also promise
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vast schemes to expand airports, build roads and subsidize the

motor industry. The fact is that, when problems pass to govern-

ments, they pass out of  our hands. Our own understanding was

shaped by local needs, not global uncertainties: it is the product 

of  day-to-day emergencies, and its wisdom is the wisdom of

survival.

But there is a lesson in this for the environmentalists. No large-

scale project will succeed if  it is not rooted in our small-scale

practical reasoning. For it is we in the end who have to act, who

have to accept and co-operate with the decisions made in our

name, and who have to make whatever sacrifices will be required

for the sake of  future generations. It seems to me that current

environmental movements, many of  which demand far-reaching

and even unimaginable government projects, as well as funda-

mental changes in our way of  life, have failed to learn this lesson.

Their schemes, like their cries of  alarm, frighten the ordinary

citizen without recruiting him, and he stands in the midst of  a

thousand warnings hoping to get through to the end of  his life

without going insane from the noise.

In this book I develop another way of  looking at environ-

mental problems, one that is, I hope, in keeping with human

nature and also with the conservative philosophy that springs

from the routines of  everyday life. I do not offer detailed solu-

tions to particular problems. Instead I propose a perspective on

those problems that will make them seem like our problems, which

we can start to solve, using our given moral equipment. That, it
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seems to me, is the enduring message of  conservatism. And if  it

is greeted with hostility by those who cannot encounter a problem

without advocating radical solutions with themselves in charge,

then that is only further proof  of  its validity.

My intention in this book is to present the environmental ques-

tion as a whole and in all its ramifications. Hence I have drawn on

philosophy, psychology and economics, as well as on the writings

of  ecologists and historians. I argue that environmental problems

must be addressed by all of  us in our everyday circumstances, and

should not be confiscated by the state. Their solution is possible

only if  people are motivated to confront them, and the task of

government is to create the conditions in which the right kind of

motive can emerge and solidify. I describe this motive (or rather,

family of  motives) as oikophilia, the love and feeling for home,

and I set out the conditions in which oikophilia arises and the 

task of  the state in making room for it. I defend local initiatives

against global schemes, civil association against political activism,

and small-scale institutions of  friendship against large-scale and

purpose-driven campaigns. Hence my argument runs counter to

much of  the environmental literature today, and may be greeted

with scepticism by readers who nevertheless share my central

concerns. For this reason I have explored the first principles of

practical reasoning, and the ways in which rational beings can

reach co-operative solutions to problems that cannot be addressed

either by the individual or by the centralized state. I am critical

equally of  top-down regulations and goal-directed movements,
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and see the environmental problem as arising from the loss of

equilibrium that ensues when people cease to understand their

surroundings as a home. This loss has many causes; but not the

least among them is the wrong use of  legislation, and the frag-

mentation of  society that comes about when the bureaucrats take

charge of  it.

Work on this book has been made possible by my position as

resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, where I have

been fortunate to find the collegiate atmosphere and open-minded

opposition of  which I was in need. I have benefited from conver-

sations with many colleagues there, and in particular from

discussions with Kenneth P. Green, Lee Lane, Stephen Hayward

and Christopher C. DeMuth. I also wish to thank Kimberly

Hudson and Keriann Hopkins for invaluable editorial assistance,

and Tony Curzon Price, Angelika Krebs, Ian Christie, Alicja

Gęscinska, Mark Sagoff  and David Wiggins, who patiently read

through earlier drafts and rightly reproached me for my many

errors, not all of  which have been corrected.

Scrutopia, July 2010.
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Local Warming

The environmental movement has recently been identified, both

by its supporters and by many of  its opponents, as in some way

‘on the left’: a protest on behalf  of  the poor and the powerless

against big business, consumerism and the structures of  social

power. But that image is highly misleading. In Britain the envir -

onmental movement has its roots in the Enlightenment cult of

natural beauty and in the nineteenth-century reaction to the

Industrial Revolution, in which Tories and radicals played an

equal part; and the early opposition to industrial farming joined

guild socialists like H. J. Massingham, Tories like Lady Eve Balfour,

secular gurus like Rudolf  Steiner, and eccentric radicals like Rolf

Gardiner, who borrowed ideas from left and right and who has

even been identified (by Patrick Wright) as a kind of  fascist.1

1 H. J. Massingham, The Wisdom of the Fields, London, 1945; The Faith of a
Fieldsman, London, 1951; Eve Balfour, The Living Soil, London, 1943;
Patrick Wright, ‘An Encroachment too Far’, in Anthony Barnett and Roger
Scruton, eds., Town and Country, London, 1999.
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American environmentalism incorporates the nature worship of

John Muir, the radical individualism of  Thoreau, the transcen-

dentalism of  Emerson, the ‘ecocentrism’ of  Aldo Leopold and the

social conservatism of  the Southern Agrarians – a group of

writers typified by the nostalgic poet Allen Tate, and represented

in our day by Wendell Berry.2 French environmentalism is the

child of  pays réel conservatives like Gustave Thibon and Jean

Giono, while the German Greens have inherited some of  the

romanticism of  the early twentieth-century Wandervogel move-

ment, as well as the vision of  home and settlement so beautifully

expressed by the German Romantic poets and taken up in our time

both by the ex-Nazi Martin Heidegger and, in more lucid and

liberal vein, by his Jewish student Hans Jonas.3

Moreover, environmentalists today are aware of  the eco -

logical damage done by revolutionary socialism – as in the forced

collectivization, frenzied industrialization and gargantuan plans 

to shift populations, rivers and whole landscapes that we have

witnessed in the Soviet Union and China.4 Left-leaning thinkers

will not regard those abuses as the inevitable result of  their ideas.

2 Wendell Berry, The Gift of Good Land: Further Essays Cultural and
Agricultural, San Francisco, 1981; Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac
and Sketches Here and There, New York, 1949.

3 I discuss Heidegger’s and Jonas’s views in Chapter 7.

4 See Murray Feisbach, Ecocide in the USSR, New York, 1992, and the devas-
tating commentary on the information then available by John Gray, Beyond
the New Right, London and New York, 1993, pp. 130–3. The facts are set out
in World Resources 1992–3, the report of  the World Resources Institute,
Oxford and New York, 1992.
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Nevertheless, they will recognize that more work is needed, if  the

normal conscience is to be persuaded that socialism is the answer,

rather than one part of  the problem. At the same time, they

seldom recognize any affinity with ‘the right’, and often seem to

regard ‘conservatism’ as a dirty word, with no semantic connec-

tion to the ‘conservation’ that they favour.

The explanation, I believe, is that environmentalists have been

habituated to see conservatism as the ideology of  free enterprise,

and free enterprise as an assault on the earth’s resources, with 

no motive beyond short-term gain. Furthermore, there is a 

settled tendency on the left to confuse rational self-interest, which

powers the market, with greed, which is a form of  irrational

excess. Thus the Green Party manifesto of  1989 identifies the

‘false gods of  markets, greed, consumption and growth’, and says

‘a Green Government would replace the false gods with co-

operation, self-sufficiency, sharing and thrift’.5 This manifesto

echoes a widespread feeling that to rely exclusively on markets to

solve our problems is to drift inevitably in an anti-social direction.

And this accusation goes hand in hand with the view that there are

other, more altruistic motives that can be called upon, and which

would be called upon by a left-wing government. I agree that there

are those other motives. But I doubt that they would be called

upon by a left-wing government.

Those who have called themselves conservatives in the polit -

ical context are in part responsible for this misperception. For they

5 The Economist, 24 June 1989.
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have tended to see modern politics in terms of  a simple dichotomy

between individual freedom on the one hand, and state control on

the other. Individual freedom means economic freedom, and this,

in turn, means the freedom to exploit natural resources for finan-

cial gain. The timber merchant who cuts down a rainforest, the

mining corporation that decapitates a mountain, the motor manu-

facturer that churns out an unending stream of  cars, the cola

producer that sends out a million plastic bottles each day – all are

(or at any rate seem to be) obeying the laws of  the market, and

all, unless checked, are destroying some part of  our shared inher-

itance. Because, in a market economy, the biggest actors do the

most damage, environmentalists turn their hostility on big busi-

nesses, and on the free economies that produce them. Abolish the

market economy, however, and the normal result is enterprises

that are just as large and just as destructive but which, because

they are in the hands of  the state, are usually answerable to no

sovereign power that can limit their predations. It is a plausible

conservative response, therefore, not to advocate economic free -

dom at all costs, but to recognize the costs of  economic freedom,

and to take all steps to reduce them.

We need free enterprise, but we also need the rule of  law that

contains it, and law must keep pace with the threats. When enter-

prise is the prerogative of  the state, the entity that controls the law

is identical with the entity that has the most powerful motive to

evade it – a sufficient explanation, it seems to me, of  the eco-

logical catastrophe of  socialist economies. Studies have shown
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that free economies, with private property rights and an enforce-

able rule of  law, not only consume far less energy per comparable

product than economies where private property is insecure or

absent, but also are able to adapt far more rapidly to the demand

for clean energy, and for the reduction of  emissions.6 And while

markets cannot solve all our environmental problems, and are

indeed the cause of  some of  them, the alternatives are almost

always worse.

There is another and better reason for thinking that 

conservatism and environmentalism are natural bedfellows.

Conservatism, as I understand it, means the maintenance of  the

social ecology. It is true that individual freedom is a part of  that

ecology, since without it social organisms cannot adapt. But

freedom is not the only goal of  politics. Conservatism and conser-

vation are two aspects of  a single long-term policy, which is that

of  husbanding resources and ensuring their renewal. These

resources include the social capital embodied in laws, customs and

institutions; they also include the material capital contained in the

environment, and the economic capital contained in a free but

law-governed economy. According to this view, the purpose of

politics is not to rearrange society in the interests of  some over-

arching vision or ideal, such as equality, liberty or fraternity. It 

is to maintain a vigilant resistance to the entropic forces that

6 Aaron Wildavsky and Adam Wildavsky, ‘Risk and Safety’, in The Concise
Encyclopedia of Economics, www.econlib.org/library/Enc/RiskandSafety.
html; Michiel Schwarz and Michael Thompson, Divided We Stand: Redefin -
ing Politics, Technology and Social Choice, University Park, 1990.
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threaten our social and ecological equilibrium. The goal is to pass

on to future generations, and meanwhile to maintain and enhance,

the order of  which we are the temporary trustees.7

This means that conservatism, in the eyes of  its critics, will

seem doomed to failure, being no more than an attempt to escape

the Second Law of  Thermodynamics. Disorder is always increas-

ing, and every system, every organism, every spontaneous order

will, in the long term, be randomized. However, even if  true, that

does not make conservatism futile as a political practice, any more

than medicine is futile, simply because ‘in the long run we are all

dead’, as Keynes famously put it. Rather, we should recognize the

wisdom of  Lord Salisbury’s terse summary of  his philosophy, and

accept that ‘delay is life ’. Conservatism is the politics of  delay, the

purpose of  which is to maintain in being, for as long as possible,

the life and health of  a social organism.

Moreover, as thermodynamics also teaches us, entropy can be

countered indefinitely at the local level by injecting energy and

exporting randomness. Conservatism emphasizes historical loyal-

ties, local identities and the kind of  long-term commitment that

arises among people by virtue of  their localized and limited affec-

tions. While socialism and liberalism are inherently global in their

aims, conservatism is inherently local: a defence of  some pocket

7 Such is the view of  political order that I defend in The Meaning of
Conservatism, London, 1981. In a powerful analysis John Gray has linked
conservatism of  this kind with the environmental movement, and distanced
both from the ‘neo-liberalism’ of  the free-marketeers: see ‘Towards a Green
Conservatism’, in op. cit.
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of  social capital against the forces of  anarchic change. And it is

precisely this local emphasis that uniquely suits conservatism to

the task of  addressing environmental problems.

Another way of  putting the point is that, for the conservative,

politics concerns the maintenance and repair of  homeostatic

systems – systems that correct themselves in response to destabi-

lizing change. Markets are homeostatic systems; so too are

traditions, customs and the common law; so too are families, and

the ‘civil associations’ that make up the stuff  of  a free society.8

Conservatives are interested in markets, and prefer market forces

to government action wherever the two are rivals. But this is not

because of  some quasi-religious belief  in the market as the ideal

form of  social order or the sole solution to social and political

problems; still less is it because of  some cult of  homo economicus

and the ‘rational self-interest’ that supposedly governs him. It is

rather because conservatives look to markets as self-correcting

social systems, which can confront and overcome shocks from

outside, and in normal cases adjust to the needs and motives of

their members.

There are other such systems, however. There are the 

long-term associations over time that form the traditions and

institutions of  a self-governing society. There is representative

government in the hands of  officers who must pay the price of

their mistakes. And there are the legal instruments that return the

8 I take the term ‘civil association’ from Michael Oakeshott. See the second
part of  On Human Conduct, Oxford, 1975.
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costs of  mistakes to the people who make them. In later chapters

I will explore some of  these systems, and the states of  mind that

sustain them. It is only by respecting and exploiting those states

of  mind that we can develop a successful environmental policy.

For they introduce into human affairs the crucial element of  

stewardship. They provide some of  the negative feedback with-

out which markets can become the anti-social and exploitative

machines that their opponents suppose them always to be.

It follows that conservatism admits of  many varieties.

Conservatives in America emphasize economic freedoms, and

associate this emphasis with a rugged individualism and a belief  in

the virtues of  risk-taking and enterprise. Conservatives in Europe

have favoured tradition, custom and civil society, emphasizing the

need to contain enterprise within a durable social order. This

difference of  emphasis can lead to conflicting policies. Thus there

is a tendency in American conservatism to prefer ‘market solu-

tions’, whether or not they pose a threat to traditional forms of

community and social equilibrium. Americans collectively possess

an abundance of  land and natural resources, and this has enabled

them to put problems of  scarcity and overpopulation out of  mind,

believing that there will always be space and resources for some

new experiment. Europe is an assemblage of  constricted states,

settled throughout recorded history and with precious habitats,

both human and animal, cared for and fought for over centuries.

European conservatives are acutely aware of  the constraints that

surround them, and of  the dangers of  ‘breaking out’. This does
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not mean that they reject market solutions. It means that they will

pay more attention than their American counterparts to the things

that make markets possible: to law, tradition and the moral life.

Likewise Europeans, heirs to precious cities embellished over

centuries, do not have the same attitude to the human habitat as

Americans. I return to these differences in Chapter 8, since they

point to matters from which American conservatives have some-

thing important to learn.9

The conservative understanding of  political action that I

propose is formulated in terms of  trusteeship rather than enter-

prise, of  conversation rather than command, of  friendship rather

than the pursuit of  some common cause.10 Those ideas lend them-

selves readily to the environmental project, and it always surprises

me that so few environmentalists seem to see this. It is as obvious

to a conservative that our reckless pursuit of  individual gratifica-

tion jeopardizes the social order as that it jeopardizes the planet.

It is obvious too that the wisest policies are those that strive to

protect and keep in place the customs and institutions that place a

brake on our appetites, renew the sources of  social contentment

9 In the American context the radical individualism of  Ayn Rand should be
distinguished from the conservative emphasis on freedom, as exemplified by
Milton and Rose Friedman in Free to Choose: A Personal Statement, New
York, 1980. The first is a metaphysical and absolutist vision, which puts self-
affirmation at the top of  the agenda; the second is an easygoing belief  in
choice as the precondition of  a free society.

10 Trusteeship is associated with Burke, Möser and Gierke; conversation with
Oakeshott; friendship with Aristotle. All are trying to reconstruct political
authority as something intrinsically welcome to those who are subject to it.
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and forbid us to pass on the costs of  what we do to those who did

not incur them.

The major difficulty, from the environmental point of  view, is

that social equilibrium and ecological equilibrium are not the

same idea, and not necessarily in harmony. Two examples illus-

trate the problem. Democracies appear to achieve equilibrium

only in a condition of  economic growth. Periods of  stagnation,

rapid inflation or impoverishment are also periods of  radical

discontent, in which resentment and deprivation lead to insta -

bility. Hence the first concern of  democratic governments is to

encourage economic growth, regardless of  its environmental

costs. It is true that serious poverty is a major cause of  environ-

mental degradation and that a certain level of  prosperity is

necessary if  people are to free the energy and resources required

to protect their environment.11 Studies have suggested that the

curve postulated by Simon Kuznets, which shows income inequal-

ity at first rising and then falling as societies develop, is exhibited

also by key environmental factors. Above an average annual per

capita income of  $4,000 to $5,000, it has been suggested, envir -

onmental degradation steadily declines.12 Nevertheless, whether

expressed as a prediction or as a recommendation, the statement

11 See W. Beckerman, In Defence of Economic Growth, London, 1974; Jack M.
Hollander, The Real Environmental Crisis, Berkeley, 2003.

12 This argument was enthusiastically made by the World Bank’s World
Development Report, 1992. It has come under criticism subsequently: 
see the article by David I. Stern, ‘The Environmental Kuznets Curve ’,
www.ecoeco.org/pdf/stern.pdf.
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that there are ‘limits to growth’ has an air of  intuitive plausibility.

Optimists will set these limits further in the future than pessimists,

and the ongoing argument between them will delay any consen-

sus.13 But it is evident that, beyond a certain point, what is needed

may be not more growth but less – and less is precisely what no

democratic government can afford to promise. We see this in the

attitude of  recent British governments to airports, business parks

and roads, the environmental impact of  which is put out of  mind,

once these things have been packaged in the language of  ‘growth’.

We see it in the American response to the Kyoto Protocol. It is not

only big business that puts the pressure on the American Senate

not to ratify such agreements. It is also the desire of  the Senators

to be re-elected.14 This is not to say that the Protocol was the right

solution to the problems that it addressed. But it is to acknowledge

a serious difficulty facing all attempts to find binding treaties that

will constrain consumption around the globe. Why should a

politician put his signature to a treaty when the effect of  doing so

is that he will be out of  office, and therefore unable to press for 

its enforcement?

13 The most famous of  the pessimists are D. H. Meadows et al., The Limits to
Growth, London, 1972, and E. J. Mishan, The Economic Growth Debate: An
Assessment, London, 1977. The optimists are well represented by H. S. D.
Cole, et al., eds., Thinking About the Future: A Critique of the Limits to Growth,
London, 1973. I return to the ‘limits to growth’ question in Chapter 11.

14 According to a study by William Nordhaus, participation in the Kyoto
Treaty would cost the USA $2.3 trillion over the coming decades, over
twice the combined cost to all other participants. W. D. Nordhaus, ‘Global
Warming Economics’, Science, 294, 5545, 9 November 2001.
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Nor is democracy the only problematic case. Other forms of

social equilibrium may equally pose a threat to the environment,

not because they depend on economic growth, but because they

depend on population growth, or on the consumption of  some

dwindling resource such as a rainforest. Consider the traditional

Islamic societies observed in North Africa and parts of  the Middle

East. These achieve equilibrium only when families enjoy spheres

of  private sovereignty, under the tutelage of  a patriarch whose

social standing is constantly enhanced by evidence of  his repro-

ductive powers. Each family must be forever adding to its retinue

of  sons if  it is to retain its position. The result, in modern condi-

tions, is a population explosion that is rapidly destroying the

environment of  Muslim Arabia and North Africa, spilling over

into a Europe whose institutions and traditions are in friction with

the Muslim way of  life, and now putting in question half  a

century of  uneasy dictatorship.15

There is a tendency among environmentalists to single out the

big players in the market as the principal culprits: to pin environ-

mental crime on those – like oil companies, motor manufacturers,

15 ‘… the majority of  the poor population in Arab Low Development
Countries live in rural areas surviving on low-productivity, subsistence
agriculture and related activities. Levels of  human capital are very low and
population growth is rapid, which multiplies the number of  unskilled
workers. Such economies are often caught in a vicious circle of  population
growth, environmental degradation and natural resource depletion that
ultimately can destabilize the social and political order.’ Arab Human
Development Report 2009: Challenges to Human Security in the Arab Countries,
UNDP Regional Bureau for Arab States, p. 118, www.arab-hdr.org/
publications/other/ahdr/ahdr2009e.pdf.
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logging corporations, agribusinesses, supermarkets – that make

their profits by exporting their costs to others (including others

who are not yet born). But this is to mistake the effect for the

cause. In a free economy such ways of  making money emerge by

an invisible hand from choices made by all of  us. It is the demand

for cars, oil, cheap food and expendable luxuries that is the real

cause of  the industries that provide these things. Of  course it is

true that the big players externalize their costs whenever they can.

But so do we. Whenever we travel by air, visit the supermarket,

or consume fossil fuels, we are exporting our costs to others, and

to future generations. A free economy is driven by individual

demand. And in a free economy individuals, just as much as big

businesses, strive to pass on their costs to others, while keeping

the benefits. The solution is not the socialist one, of  abolishing the

free economy, since this merely places massive economic power in

the hands of  unaccountable bureaucrats, who are equally in the

business of  exporting their costs, while enjoying secure rents on

the social product.16 The solution is to adjust our demands, so as

to bear the costs of  them ourselves, and to find the way to put

pressure on businesses to do likewise. And we can correct

ourselves in this way only if  we have motives to do so – motives

strong enough to restrain our appetites.

This tells us nothing, however, about what we must do to

make our dealings friendlier to the environment. To defend slow

food, slow transport and low energy consumption in a society

16 On the theory of  ‘rent seeking’, see Chapters 3 and 4.
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addicted to fast food, tourism, luxury and waste is to risk the

anger of  those who need to be converted. Not only are there no

votes to be won by seeking to close airports, to narrow roads or

to impose a local food economy by fiat, but there is the serious risk

of  making matters worse, by representing environmental protec-

tion as the cause of  nostalgic cranks. All environmental activists

are familiar with this reaction. Yet I am surprised they do not 

see that it is a version of  the very same reaction directed towards

social conservatives, when they defend the beleaguered moral

order that was – until a few decades ago – passed from generation

to generation as a matter of  course. Environmentalists and con -

servatives are both in search of  the motives that will defend a

shared but threatened legacy from predation by its current

trustees.

Rational self-interest is not, I think, the motive that we are

seeking, although, as I will argue, it has an important part to play.

Rational self-interest is subject to the well-known free rider and

prisoner’s dilemma syndromes, and can avert ‘the tragedy of  the

commons’17 only in special circumstances. Social contract theor -

ists, from Hobbes to Rawls, have attempted to overcome the

problems of  social choice, but always they come up against some

version of  the original difficulty: why is it more reasonable to bide

by the contract than to pretend to bide by it?18

17 Garrett Hardin, ‘The Tragedy of  the Commons’, Science, 162.1, 1968, pp.
243–8.

18 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651; John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 1971,
2005.
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The need is for non-egotistical motives that can be elicited in

ordinary members of  society, and relied upon to serve the long-

term ecological goal. Burke proposed ‘the hereditary principle ’, as

protecting important institutions from pillage or decay, and

believed that people have a natural tendency to accept the limits

that this principle places on their conduct. Hegel argued for the

priority of  non-contractual obligations, of  the kind that sustain

the family, and believed that similar obligations could be recuper-

ated and exercised at the political level. In similar vein, de Maistre

gave a central place to piety, as a motive that puts divinely

ordained traditions and constitutions above the temptations of

self-interest.19

Those suggestions20 are unlikely to carry full conviction today,

though each tries to frame a picture of  human motivation that

does not make rational self-interest the sole ground for political

decision-making. But we should take a lesson from Burke, Hegel

and de Maistre. We should recognize that environmental protec-

tion is a lost cause if  we cannot find the incentives that would lead

people in general, and not merely their self-appointed represen -

tatives, to advance it. Here is where environmentalists and

conservatives can and should make common cause. That common

cause is territory – the object of  a love that has found its strongest

political expression through the nation state.
19 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the French Revolution, 1790; G. W. F. Hegel,

Outlines of the Philosophy of Right, 1820; Joseph de Maistre, Le Principe
Générateur des Constitutions, 1809.

20 I return to them in Chapters 7 and 8.

local warming

19



Many environmentalists will acknowledge that local loyalties

and local concerns must be given a proper place in our decision-

making, if  we are to counter the adverse effects of  the global

economy. Hence the oft-repeated slogan: ‘Think globally, act

locally.’ However, environmentalists will tend to baulk at the

suggestion that local loyalty should be seen in national terms,

rather than as the small-scale expression of  a humane universal-

ism. Yet there is a very good reason for emphasizing nationality.

For nations are communities with a political shape. They are

predisposed to assert their sovereignty, by translating the common

sentiment of  belonging into collective decisions and self-imposed

laws. Nationality is a form of  territorial attachment, but it is also

a proto-legislative arrangement. Moreover, nations are collective

agents in the sphere of  global decision-making. Through mem -

bership in a nation the individual has a voice in global affairs.

It is through developing this idea, of  a territorial sentiment

that contains the seeds of  sovereignty within itself, that conserva-

tives make their distinctive contribution to ecological thinking.

Were conservatism to adopt a slogan, it should be ‘feel locally,

think nationally’. This does not mean that conservatives are

nationalists, in the manner of  the nineteenth-century romantics

who adopted that creed.21 They are aware of  the historical and

transitory nature of  the nation state, of  the need to contain and

21 And whose antics are thoroughly discredited by Adam Zamoyski in Holy
Madness: Compatriots, Patriots and Revolutionaries, 1776–1871, London and
New York, 2001.
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soften its belligerence, and of  the threat that it poses to local loyal-

ties and civil associations. But they recognize that, in the current

environmental crisis, there is no agent to take the needed meas-

ures, and no focus of  loyalty to secure consent to them, other than

this one.

A useful contrast is provided by George Monbiot, who has

trenchantly argued the case for some kind of  global politics,

through which ordinary people can fend off  the disasters that are

being concocted within the global economy, and give voice to

their desire for a safe, equitable and sustainable economic order.22

I suspect that this would be the preferred way forward for those

who have retained a vestige of  the old socialist agenda, and who

still wish to combine environmental rectitude with social justice.

However, this approach is premised on two highly questionable

assumptions: first, that sustainability and social justice can be

combined; and second, that ordinary people, given the choice,

would opt for sustainability rather than the gratification of  their

present desires. In some circumstances they would, of  course. But

it is precisely those circumstances that the global economy erodes.

By disrupting old patterns of  settlement and managed environ-

ments globalization undermines the values and expectations on

which a stable way of  life depends. This is as true of  global 

politics as it is true of  the global economy.23

22 George Monbiot, The Age of Consent, London, 2003.

23 For an eloquent assessment of  the adverse effects of  globalization on the
identity, and therefore the environment, of  the English nation, see Paul
Kingsnorth, Real England, London, 2008.
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The conservative approach is more reasonable, even if  less

ambitious. Rather than attempt to rectify environmental and

social problems at the global level, conservatives seek a reasser-

tion of  local sovereignty over known and managed environments.

This involves affirming the right of  nations to self-government,

and to the adoption of  policies that will chime with local loyalties

and customs. It also involves opposing the all-pervasive tendency

of  modern government towards centralization, and actively

returning to local communities some of  the powers confiscated by

central bureaucracies – including those confiscated by trans -

national institutions like the World Trade Organization (WTO),

the United Nations and the European Union. The attachment to

territory and the desire to protect that territory from erosion 

and waste remain powerful motives that are presupposed in all

demands for sacrifice that issue from the mouths of  politicians.24

For such motives grow from a strong root, which is love for one ’s

home. As I argue in Chapter 7, this motive is not single or simple,

and its many-layered structure reflects the psychic archaeology of

human settlement. But it is possible to describe the motive and its

many components, to amplify it, and to put it to work in the new

and dangerous conditions of  our emerging world.

In Chapter 10 I consider the examples of  England and North

America in order to show the way in which patriotic sentiments

have protected highly vulnerable environments through fostering

the motive of  stewardship, and how that motive has both operated

24 See Roger Scruton, The Need for Nations, London, 2004.
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independently of  the state and often been undermined by the

state. Sentiments of  territorial attachment, I argue, have helped to

maintain an inherited equilibrium that is both social and ecologi-

cal; and their repudiation in recent decades is one major cause of

the growing entropy. At this local, national, level, coherent envi-

ronmental policies and coherent conservative policies coincide.

Indeed, it is only at this local level that it is realistic to hope for

improvement. For there is no evidence that global political insti-

tutions have done anything to limit the global entropy – on the

contrary, by encouraging communication around the world, and

by eroding national sovereignty and legislative barriers, they have

fed into that global entropy and weakened the only true sources

of  resistance to it. I know many environmentalists who agree with

me that the WTO and the World Bank are potential threats to the

environment, not merely by breaking down self-sufficient and

self-reproducing peasant economies, but also by eroding national

sovereignty wherever this places an obstacle before the goal of

free trade.25 Many also seem to agree with me that traditional

communities deserve protection from sudden and externally 

engineered change, not merely for the sake of  their sustainable

economies, but also because of  the values and loyalties that

constitute the sum of  their social capital.

25 Criticisms of  these institutions from the left are assembled on the websites
of  the Global Justice Center and the Global Justice Ecology Center. See
also the informed scepticism expressed by Joseph Stiglitz, Globalization and
Its Discontents, New York and London, 2002, and Making Globalization
Work, New York and London, 2006.
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The odd thing is that so few environmentalists follow the logic

of  this argument to its conclusion, and recognize that we too

deserve protection from global entropy, that we too must retain

what we can of  the loyalties that attach us to our territory, and

make of  that territory a home. Yet, in so far as we have seen any

successful attempts to reverse the tide of  ecological destruction,

these have issued from national or local schemes to protect terri-

tory recognized as ‘ours’ – defined, in other words, through some

inherited entitlement. I am thinking of  the following: the initia-

tive of  American nature lovers, acting upon the United States

Congress, to create national parks, the action by Iceland to protect

the breeding ground of  the Atlantic cod, the legislation that freed

Ireland from polythene bags, the clean energy initiatives in

Sweden and Norway, the Swiss planning laws that have enabled

local communities to retain control over their environments and

to manage those environments as a shared possession, the British

‘Green Belt’ policies that brought an end to urban sprawl, the

initiatives of  lobster-catchers in Maine and cod-fishers in Norway

to establish self-regulating fisheries with local people in charge.

These are small-scale achievements, but they are real, and could,

if  replicated more widely, change the face of  the earth for 

the better.26 Moreover, they are successful because they appeal 

26 Some of  these consensual solutions have been the subject of  an important
study by Elinor Ostrom. I engage with her arguments in Chapter 5. Some
have also been documented in Chapter 5 of  William A. Shutkin, The Land
That Could Be: Environmentalism and Democracy in the Twenty-First Century,
Cambridge, MA, 2001.
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to a natural motive – the shared love of  a shared place.

That, it seems to me, is the goal towards which serious 

environmentalism and serious conservatism both point – namely,

home, the place where we are and that we share, the place that

defines us, that we hold in trust for our descendants, and that we

don’t want to spoil. Many of  those who have seen this connection

between conservatism and environmentalism have also – like

Patrick Wright – been suspicious of  it.27 And local environ -

mentalism between the wars – especially in Germany – was

undeniably part of  the collectivist turn, even if  only circumstan-

tially connected to the nationalist frenzy.28 However, it is time to

take a more open-minded and imaginative vision of  what con -

servatism and environmentalism have to offer each other. For

nobody seems to have identified a motive more likely to serve the

environmentalist cause than this one, of  the shared love for our

home. It is a motive in ordinary people. It can provide a foun -

dation both for a conservative approach to institutions and a

conservationist approach to the land. It is a motive that might

permit us to reconcile the demand for democratic participation

with the respect for future generations and the duty of  trusteeship.

It is, in my view, the only serious resource that we have, in our

fight to maintain local order in the face of  globally stimulated

27 See ‘An Encroachment too Far’, in Barnett and Scruton, eds., op. cit.

28 See here the somewhat unrelenting history of  the ecological movement in
Germany given by Anna Bramwell in Ecology in the 20th Century: A History,
New Haven, 1989.
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decay. And it is worth adding that, in so far as thermodynamics

has a story to tell, it is this one.

I describe this motive (or family of  motives) as oikophilia, the

love of  the oikos, or household. The Greek word appears, in

Latinate form, in ‘economy’ and ‘ecology’; but I use it to describe

the deep stratum of  the human psyche that the Germans know as

Heimatgefühl. Self-styled conservatives have been much criticized

– often rightly – for their belief  that all political decisions are

really economic decisions, and that market solutions are the only

solutions there are. Yet the conservative emphasis on economics

begins to make sense if  we put the oikos back in oikonomia.

Respect for the oikos is the real reason why conservatives 

dissociate themselves from currently fashionable forms of  

environmental activism. Radical environmentalists tend to be

suspicious of  national feeling. They repudiate old hierarchies and

strive to remove the dead from their agenda, being largely

unmoved by Burke ’s thought that, in doing so, they also remove

the unborn. They tend to define their goals in global and inter -

national terms, and support NGOs and pressure groups that will

fight the multinational predators on their own territory and with

weapons that make no use of  national sovereignty.

German suspicion of  Heimatgefühl goes further. Many

German intellectuals will agree with Bernhard Schlink that a

dangerous seed of  utopianism lies planted in recent invocations of

the Heimat. The home has been conceived as a ‘no place ’, built

from unsatisfiable emotional needs and therefore always a threat
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to the mere realities that disappoint the one who longs for it.29 The

fifty-five hours of  Edgar Reitz’s cinematic trilogy Heimat do not

entirely dispel that impression, but they illustrate the argument

that will be central to this book. I will explore the sentiment of

oikophilia in its available modern forms, and I will define the real

environmental task as one of  sustaining that sentiment, and

protecting it from all that wars against it – from oikophobia (the

repudiation of  the home), from technophilia (the urge to obliter-

ate the home with functional appliances), from consumerism (the

triumph of  instrumental reasoning that turns somewhere into

anywhere), and from the desire to spoil and desecrate that is one

of  the permanent diseases of  human nature.

Since its origins in the writings of  Hume, Smith and Burke

intellectual conservatism has emphasized the importance of  small

associations, autonomous institutions and the various trusts and

colleges that lie beyond the reach of  the state. The emphasis was

shared by de Maistre and Hegel on the Continent and made

pivotal to his analysis of  American democracy by Tocqueville.

What those thinkers had in mind was civil association: gatherings

of  people that exist for the sake of  membership – sometimes, but

by no means always, with a common purpose – conducting their

affairs without interference from the state, and usually without

the desire for political prominence. Such associations form the

stuff  of  civil society, and conservatives emphasize them precisely

because they are the guarantee that society will renew itself

29 See Bernhard Schlink, Heimat als Utopie, Frankfurt, 2000.
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without being led and controlled by the state.30 Although, legally

speaking, these ‘little platoons’, as Burke called them, are NGOs,

they are conceived in entirely different terms from the big NGOs

that have, until recently, dominated environmental campaigns.

The NGO shows in its name that it is not a government organiza-

tion; but the very emergence of  this name indicates the extent to

which NGOs have been in the habit of  competing with govern-

ment for a share of  the action. Many of  them also have political

aspirations, wishing to recruit their members to purposes that can

be achieved only through far-reaching legislative change.

The difference here can be simply put by saying that, while

civil associations exist for the sake of  their members, the big

NGOs often exist purely for the sake of  their goals. Such NGOs

may offer nothing to their members besides demands for money.

The distinction can be illustrated by reviewing some examples.

Typical among activist NGOs is the International Fund for

Animal Welfare (IFAW), an NGO founded in 1969 that

campaigns around the world on behalf  of  animals. IFAW recruits

members through shocking adverts. These describe the plight of

bears condemned by their Chinese captors to suffer agonizing

extractions of  their spleen, the mass slaughter of  seals on

Canadian ice floes, or anything else that will cause the average

animal lover to give money to the person who promises to stop

such things. The principal co-founder of  IFAW, Brian Davies,

30 Hence the explicit distinction between State and Civil Society (bürgerliche
Gesellschaft) in Hegel’s Outlines of the Philosophy of Right.
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received $2.5 million from the Fund on his retirement, in return

for the right to use his name – a right that many people would be

happy not to exercise. The Fund itself  continues to finance polit-

ical campaigns across the world, one of  which, the campaign to

ban hunting with hounds in England, was recently successful.

(IFAW’s political wing, the Political Animal Lobby, gave £1

million to the Labour Party in exchange for a promise to instigate

the ban. It is worth noting that this kind of  corruption of  the

political process elicits no cries of  outrage when donor and 

recipient are both ‘on the left’. IFAW’s worldwide income and

expenditure is around $100 million annually.)

IFAW is one extreme instance of  an NGO devoted to causes

the value of  which it cannot debate, since it has no forum for

discussion, and the results of  which might be damaging to its own

putative goals – as a ban on the seal cull in Canada may very well

be damaging to animal welfare in that country, as well as destruc-

tive of  a human habitat vital to the Inuit people of  the coast.31

IFAW is accountable to no one other than its leadership, exists

purely in the realm of  politics, and cannot debate the long-term

effects of  its short-term purposes. It requires nothing of  its

supporters other than their money, and acts as an uncompromis-

ing, single-issue pressure group in all the places where it enters

31 Such is the argument given by the Canadian government, at least, which
claims that the cull is not only economically important, but also necessary
in order to maintain the environment and ecosystems on which the seals
depend: www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fm-gp/seal-phoque/reports-rapports /facts-
faits/facts-faitsSE-eng.htm.
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the fray. It is organized internationally, and takes account of  no

issue other than the one that defines its stated purpose. Hence it

attacks the very foundations of  democratic politics, the purpose of

which is to reconcile conflicts, to achieve workable compromises,

and to take collective responsibility for a settled community and

its many interests. The same can be said of  the big multinational

environmental groups such as Greenpeace, Friends of  the Earth

and Earth First!, which, precisely because they escape national

jurisdictions and the burdens of  realistic politics, can easily

become threats to the homeostatic systems that they ought to be

protecting.

A useful illustration is provided by the case of  Greenpeace

versus Shell, over the matter of  the Brent Spar oil platform, which

Shell had proposed to dispose of  by sinking it in the sea.

Greenpeace countered with a massively orchestrated hate

campaign against Shell, involving boycotts, advertising, leaflets

and pressure on shareholders, in order to prevent the sinking of

the platform. The reason given was that the platform contained

many thousand tonnes of  oil and would be an environmental

hazard for years to come: a reason that turned out to be false. No

suggestion was made that Greenpeace and Shell should sit down

together and discuss the problem. This was a fight to the death,

between the forces of  light and the forces of  darkness.

Greenpeace won, and the platform was lifted and conveyed 

to a Norwegian fjord, an unsightly wreck that was eventually

dismantled at a cost of  £43 million (as opposed to the £3 million
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required to sink it). Because of  the energy required to dismantle

the rig, and the polluting side effects of  doing so, this was the

worst way, from the environmental point of  view, of  dealing with

the problem. (Indeed, some environmentalists now recommend

that old oil platforms be sunk in the oceans, since they provide

beneficial habitats for fish.) Having cost Shell millions of  dollars,

and unjustly damaged its reputation, Greenpeace, on proof  that

the platform after all contained no oil, offered an airy apology and

went on to its next campaign.32

This is not to say that the big NGOs are always wrong in their

campaigns or that multinational companies always behave respon-

sibly. On the contrary, Greenpeace and Friends of  the Earth have

drawn attention to real abuses, and used their high profile to good

effect in educating the public. As companies get bigger, develop-

ing the capacity to move from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, evading

their liabilities in each, so does their accountability dwindle.

Shareholders rarely ask questions, and certainly not about the

environmental consequences of  actions that are bringing them a

return on their investment. It is one of  the weaknesses in the

conservative position, as this has expressed itself  in America, that

its reasonable enthusiasm for free enterprise is seldom tempered

by any recognition that free enterprise among citizens of  a single

nation state is very different from free enterprise conducted by a

32 BBC News, 25 November 1998. See also Shell Press Release, ‘Shell
welcomes the letter of  apology from Greenpeace ’, Brent Spar Dossier, 2008,
p. 112, www-static.shell.com/static/gbr/downloads/e_and_p/brent_spar
_dossier.pdf.
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multinational company, in places to which the company and its

shareholders have no civic tie. It is this carelessness towards ‘other

places’ that underlies environmental catastrophes like BP’s oil-rig

spill in the Gulf  of  Mexico, or the ‘slash and burn’ cropping by

multinational agribusinesses in the Amazon rainforest.

Nevertheless, the activist NGOs have an accountability deficit

that is the natural consequence of  their way of  working. The

contrast with civil associations is illustrated by the Women’s

Institute, which was founded in 1915 to provide support to British

women in the countryside, during the difficult years of  the Frist

World War. This now has 205,000 members in Britain, organized

in local branches throughout the country, and which has been

imitated across the English-speaking world. The WI has no

purpose other than to encourage its members to gather around

socially beneficial projects, and to form mutually supportive local

clubs. It responds to suggestions from below, is accountable for its

funds to those who provide them, and steers clear of  politics. It

shapes the moral character and the social aspirations of  its

members by providing an enduring institution that unites them

across space and time. It feeds spontaneously into their patriotic

feelings, and offers them friendship and support in times of

trouble. It is, in short, an instrument of  peace, and, being

‘depoliticized’, it lends itself  to the conservative instinct, offering

solace to those who wish to keep their heads down and get on with

their lives.

Yet I have no doubt that the WI has done an immense amount
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of  good, not only for its members, but also for their shared

habitat. It has played an active part in promoting the local food

movement, not through campaigns, but through the opportunities

that it provides to farmers and their families. Its members are 

first to get together to support environmental initiatives in their

neighbourhood, and its whole emphasis, despite its nationwide

organization, is on local activities and things ‘close to home’.

Likewise I have no doubt that IFAW has done as much harm as

good, not only to the rural communities of  England, but also to

the Inuit of  Canada and the coastal hunters of  Namibia, who have

been targeted by its campaigns. And it is quite possible that wild

animals are, on the whole, worse off  as a result of  its actions, and

that the animals that might most have benefited – the imprisoned

bears of  Asia – are beyond the reach of  its campaigns. As for

Greenpeace, the jury, to my mind, is out.

Not every big NGO is open to that kind of  criticism. Many of

the best-known NGOs steer clear of  politics, or lift some of  the

burdens that government must otherwise bear – the Red Cross,

for example, and the educational and medical charities that have

played such an important part in building functional civil societies

in Europe and America. But it is significant that I use the word

‘charity’ to describe these institutions, and it is significant too that,

ever since the preamble to the Charitable Uses Act of  1605,

English law has acknowledged their social significance and

granted exemption from taxes that might otherwise have impeded

their work. Indeed, we rarely use the ‘NGO’ label in describing
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this kind of  institution, for the very reason that we do not see

them as competing with government or as pressing for political

results. They are active, but not activist.

Of  course, there are many distinctions to be drawn here

among the various ways in which the need to associate and the

need to act jointly for the common good can be expressed, fulfilled

and exploited. Behind the tentative contrast that I have been

drawing between the activist NGO and the civil association there

lies another and more interesting distinction between two compet-

ing conceptions of  politics. There are people who see politics as

mobilizing society towards a goal. And there are others who see

politics as a procedure for resolving conflicts and reconciling

interests, but one that has no overarching goal of  its own. The

first group includes all revolutionaries, many democratic social-

ists, for whom political action should guide society towards an

equal and fraternal order, and maybe some of  those whom John

Gray calls ‘neo-liberals’, whose ruling concern is to rearrange

communities and institutions on free market principles, regardless

of  their innate tendency in some other direction.33 The second

group includes most conservatives and also those called ‘classical

liberals’ in the typology of  political science. In this book I shall be

defending the second kind of  politics. Wise government, I main-

tain, should not have a goal beyond that of  reconciling, as best it

can, the goals of  its citizens. Only in emergencies can societies be

conscripted to a shared purpose and emergencies spell the end of

33 See Gray, op. cit.
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civil politics. People on the left tend to define their political stance

in terms of  an agenda – a list of  changes that will create a ‘new

society’ in place of  the old. Many environmentalists in recent

times have shared that approach, pressing for a dominant agenda

that will reshape society in keeping with the norms of  environ-

mental rectitude. After all, if  you see yourself  as representing the

uncountable numbers of  future people you may feel a justified

impatience towards arrangements designed for the convenience of

those living now.

Such environmental movements, therefore, tend to be NGO-

shaped; while conservative political initiatives tend to be

civil-shaped – not so much movements as forms of  association,

like the WI. This distinction is not absolute, and there are many

associations that are part purposive, part purposeless, in the

manner of  sports clubs, churches and reading groups. But the

distinction bears upon the environmental issue in important ways.

The most influential agenda-driven NGOs are powerful, largely

unaccountable, and unable to discuss the validity of  their goals,

since they are defined in terms of  them; civil associations are, on

the whole, unconcerned with political power, accountable to their

members, and able to adjust in response to criticism. They are 

not means to some end, but ends in themselves, as people are.

Typically NGOs move forward on a slope, and need to maintain

an impetus if  they are not to crumble. Civil associations are

homeostatic systems, which usually recover from their own mis -

takes and return towards equilibrium when they are disturbed.
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Environmental problems arise largely because human purposes,

pursued in a linear way, destroy homeostatic systems. Hence it is

the route marked out by the civil association, rather than that

followed by the activist NGO, that ought to be followed. The

purpose of  this book is to describe that route, and to encourage

the reader to set foot on it.

Conservatives tend to see the campaigning NGOs like

Greenpeace and Earth First! not merely as institutions without

internal equilibrium, but also as threats to the equilibrium of

others, on account of  their desire to pin on the big actors blame

that should in fact be distributed across us all. And by casting 

the conflict in the form of  a zero-sum game between themselves

and the enemy, they obscure what it is really about, which is the

accountability of  both. It seems to me that the dominance of

international decision-making by unaccountable bureaucracies,

unaccountable NGOs and multinational corporations accountable

only to their shareholders (who may have no attachment to the

environment that the corporations threaten) has made it more

than ever necessary for us to follow the conservative path. We

need to retreat from the global back to the local, so as to address

the problems that we can collectively identify as ours, with means

that we can control, from motives that we all feel. That means

being clear as to who we are, and why we are in it together and

committed to our common survival. I respect George Monbiot’s

attempt to identify this first-person plural in planetary terms, just

as I respect the Enlightenment conception of  the human being, as
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a rational agent motivated by universal principles. As a conserva-

tive, however, I bow to the evidence of  history, which tells me

that human beings are creatures of  limited and local affections, the

best of  which is the territorial loyalty that leads them to live at

peace with strangers, to honour their dead and to make provision

for those who will one day replace them in their earthly tenancy.
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two

Global Alarming

That is all very well, you might say. But our problems are no

longer of  the kind that can be solved at the local level, or by

relying on the old-fashioned attachments that appeal to conserva-

tives. Climate change has lifted the issue of  the environment

entirely clear of  normal politics, and presented us with the vision

of  a catastrophe that will negate all our old ways of  securing our

common welfare. An environmental policy devoted to recycling

bottles, cleaning rivers and defending red squirrels from grey has

a certain charm, and may in this or that particular take inspiration

from a vision of  Old England, Dixieland or la douce France.

Meanwhile, however, Old England, Dixieland and la douce France

are destined to disappear beneath the rising oceans, or to burn to

a cinder under violent suns. The worst-case scenarios that are now

offered and revised day by day are so truly alarming that they

seem to throw all our plans and policies into disarray, and while

the fear and apprehension are shared by people of  all political
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persuasions, no single philosophy or ideology seems to offer the

solution for which everybody craves. What should be our

response to this? Before proceeding with the body of  my argu-

ment it is vital to address that question. For if  we have no answer

to it, then all discussion of  the environment and its place in polit-

ical thinking will be meaningless.

It is pertinent to point out that alarms of  this kind are a recur-

ring feature of  human societies, and that there is a good reason for

this. For alarms turn problems into emergencies, and so bring the

ordinary politics of  compromise to a sudden stop. Faced with an

emergency we prepare ourselves to obey orders, to follow leaders

and to protect our backs. People who pursue a politics of  top-

down control therefore find emergencies extremely useful. This is

surely one reason why alarms are so often sounded, and so

quickly replaced. Thus in 1968 Paul Ehrlich initiated a worldwide

movement of  anxiety with his book The Population Bomb, which

predicted that global overpopulation would cause massive famines

as early as the seventies.34 Demographic studies, showing that

birth-rate declines as wealth increases, were largely ignored in the

ensuing panic, and it is only now that the truth is widely accepted

that famines are for the most part political phenomena, the result

of  military conflict, of  state control of  the food economy or, as in

Soviet Ukraine, of  a policy of  genocide.35

Again in 1972 a number of  scientists began to predict a 

34 Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb, New York, 1968.

35 See Hollander, op. cit., ch. 2.
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catastrophic cooling of  the earth, and in no time the prediction

had become a widespread scare. ‘Major cooling widely considered

to be inevitable ’ was the New York Times headline, and Science

Digest of  1973 told its readers to brace themselves ‘for another ice

age ’.36 The Cooling, by the American science writer Lowell Ponte,

published in 1976, attempted to summarize the evidence and to

prepare us for the worst, informing its readers that ‘the cooling

has already killed hundreds of  thousands of  people in poor

nations’.37 In their entertaining book on mass panics, Scared to

Death, Christopher Booker and Richard North enjoy pointing out

that many of  those who had devoted their energies to warning the

world against global cooling were, within a year or two, spread-

ing alarms about global warming instead.

Such examples illustrate something that all wise people know,

which is that the truth of  a proposition is often the least important

among the many motives for believing it. Panics arise when there

is an interest in promoting them, and they pass from person to

person with the irresistible force of  a contagious disease. Indeed,

thinkers like Richard Dawkins and Dan Sperber have taken the

analogy with contagious diseases seriously, and proposed to

36 Walter Sullivan, ‘Scientists Ask Why World Climate is Changing; Major
Cooling May be Ahead’, New York Times, 21 May 1975; Douglas Colligan,
‘Brace Yourself  for Another Ice Age’, Science Digest, February 1973, pp.
57–61.

37 See Christopher Booker and Richard D. North, Scared to Death: From BSE
to Global Warming: Why Scares Are Costing Us the Earth, London, 2009, pp.
332–3.
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explain the spread of  ideas in terms of  the power of  mental items

to reproduce themselves in human brains, bypassing any consid-

eration of  their rational warrant.38 And when explaining mass

panics there is certainly a great need for what Sperber calls 

an ‘epidemiology of  belief ’. Nevertheless, the fact that a belief

passes from one person to the next without the need for rational

argument does not mean that it is false. People were wrong to

panic over global cooling then; but maybe they are right to fear

global warming now.

Concern over climate change has been a recurrent feature in

social and political prognostications at least since the time of

Thomas Jefferson.39 Only recently, however, has this concern

entered everyday political debates, to the extent at times of  all but

dominating the political agenda. Books on climate change and

global warming appear at the rate of  one a week, as real experts

and self-appointed experts compete for a share of  the vast public

interest (and public expenditure) that this subject has engendered.

The explosion has been likened to that of  religious tracts during

the European plagues. But whereas the doomsday literature of

medieval Europe promised only religious solutions to the evils

that it threatened – solutions to be found in the soul of  the reader,

38 Richard Dawkins’s theory of  the ‘meme’ is expounded in The Selfish Gene,
London, 1976; Dan Sperber’s thoughts on the epidemiology of  representa-
tions can be found in his Explaining Culture, Oxford, 1995.

39 See James Rodger Fleming, Historical Perspectives on Climate Change,
Oxford, 1998, and Sir Hubert Lamb, Climate: Past, Present and Future, vols.
1 and 2, London, 1972, 1977.
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and directed to another world than this one – the literature of

climate change calls for political action here and now. Inevitably,

therefore, the science has been polluted by political interests. By

the time they enter the space of  journalism the particles of  scien-

tific information have passed through the cyclotron of  ideology,

and been accelerated to fission-speed.40

It is foolish to suppose that inconvenient truths will be easily

believed by the person whose worldview they threaten. Someone

hostile to big business, industrialism, consumerism and the capit -

alist free-for-all will be tempted to believe that these things are

propelling us towards catastrophe, and that the catastrophe can be

averted only by a complete change of  life. Someone who believes

in the free market, and who has perhaps invested his own capital

in some part of  it, will be tempted to believe that it is not this that

is the cause of  global warming, and that the predictions are in any

case exaggerated.41 When Al Gore makes a bid for leadership of

the American left with an alarmist film on global warming, and

Rush Limbaugh dismisses global warming as a ‘hoax’ put about

by ‘pseudo-scientists’, then it is time to take a cool look at the facts

and forget the motives that we all have for distorting or avoiding

them.

40 In an interesting survey Mick Hulme has gathered together all the causes,
rational, temperamental and cultural, that will inevitably prevent us from
agreeing about a problem so ‘wicked’ in its ramifications as global warming.
See Why We Disagree About Climate Change, Cambridge, 2009.

41 For the two contrasting positions here see www.commontragedies. 
wordpress.com and www.cei.org.
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The worst-case scenario, according to which global tempera-

tures could rise by six degrees Celsius in the course of  the coming

century, has been set out by Mark Lynas in Six Degrees.42 This

book, the work of  a journalist who has devoted much time to

studying the science and speaking to some of  those who have

produced it, and who backs up the theories with eye-witness

accounts of  melting glaciers, flash floods, devastating droughts

and lethal heatwaves, argues that global warming is certainly

taking place, that its rate is accelerating, that its primary cause is

human activity leading to the production of  greenhouse gases

(notably carbon dioxide and methane), and that we are fast

approaching the ‘tipping point’ after which our ecosystems will

pass irreversibly into a potentially catastrophic disequilibrium. In

the worst-case scenario that Lynas envisages the planet will by the

end of  the century be largely barren, denuded of  all species other

than a few pockets of  human beings clinging to the last depleted

habitats, and lashed by hurricanes of  a staggering intensity,

whipped up above the warm and de-oxygenated oceans in which

no fish can live. Lynas argues that global warming will by then

have reached its ‘runaway’ stage, as methane, previously trapped

beneath the frozen surface of  the Arctic tundra, pours into the

atmosphere. With unmistakeable relish he describes an apocalypse

that, though influenced by science fiction, is rooted, so he

believes, in scientific fact.

42 Mark Lynas, Six Degrees: Our Future on a Hotter Planet, Washington DC,
2007.
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Lynas’s book is genuinely scary, and readers come away from

it in fear and trembling. Published in 2007 it has already had a

profound impact on the debate. Just where the ‘six degree ’

prophecy originated is a matter of  doubt, though it is aired here

and there in the first report of  the Intergovernmental Panel on

Climate Change (IPCC), an organization established in 1988 by

the World Meteorological Organization and the United Nations

Environment Programme. In any case, the ‘six degree ’ mantra 

is now regularly cited by the radical campaigning groups, and

whether or not Lynas is responsible for this, he has certainly

provided a vivid and alarming picture of  what it might 

mean.

Equally influential has been James Hansen, a climatologist 

at NASA, the US space research centre, whose report to a

Congressional Committee on Climate Change in 1988 set the tone

for subsequent public discussions. In a series of  papers, and a

striking book, Hansen has made the case for an ‘eleventh hour’

view of  global warming, placing the blame explicitly on man-

made carbon emissions, and advocating concerted international

action if  the world is to be saved from an irreversible disaster.43

Hansen has combined his scientific work with political advocacy

of  a dramatic kind, even getting himself  arrested during a recent

protest against a coal-mining operation in West Virginia, while 

his intemperate dismissal of  those whom he calls ‘climate change

43 James Hansen, Storms of My Grandchildren: The Truth About the Coming
Climate Catastrophe, New York, 2009.
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deniers’ has not earned him universal respect in the scientific

community.44

One of  Hansen’s more dogged critics has been Richard

Lindzen, professor of  meteorology at MIT, who has been for

some years trying to show that there is no scientific consensus 

for the belief  in global warming.45 And Lindzen’s arguments 

have been amplified by Patrick J. Michaels and Robert C. Balling,

Jr, in The Satanic Gases, published in 2000. The authors are

academic climatologists who present difficult theories and recon-

dite facts in an attempt to persuade the reader that we will see 

only a modest global warming during the twenty-first century,

similar to that which occurred during the last third of  the 

twentieth century, and occurring largely in the winter, hence

producing beneficial side effects in the production of  food and 

the management of  resources. Title apart, the book is dry, 

dull and calculated to lower the rate of  the reader’s pulse. It

created no stir and has been largely ignored by the politicians,

though Michaels has been a consultant scientist to the IPCC. Its

central thesis has been supported, however, by a fair number of

reputable scientists, some of  the more important of  whom are

44 See Nicholas Dawidoff ’s article about Freeman Dyson, ‘The Civil Heretic’,
New York Times Magazine, 25 March 2009, in which Dyson is sharply
dismissive of  Hansen. Dyson is himself  widely dismissed, of  course, by the
‘warmist’ community.

45 Richard S. Lindzen, ‘Global Warming: The Origin and Nature of  the
Alleged Scientific Consensus’, Proceedings of  the OPEC Seminar on the
Environment, 1992, available on the Cato Institute website.
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described in a recent book by Lawrence Solomon, entitled The

Deniers.46

If  the sceptics are right, the argument advanced by Hansen

and Lynas is no better than scaremongering – a point vehemently

made by another NASA climatologist, Roy Spencer, in a book

whose fighting subtitle adds a further degree to the rising temper-

ature: Climate Confusion: How Global Warming Hysteria Leads to

Bad Science, Pandering Politicians and Misguided Policies that Hurt

the Poor.47 So whom should we believe: the ‘warmists’ or the 

sceptics? How can you and I know, without devoting the rest 

of  our lives to the study of  climatology? Even then we will be

entering a field in which there seems to be very little consensus

about anything, and only competing ‘computer models’ without

genuine ‘laws of  motion’ of  the kind familiar from the other

physical sciences.48

Bjørn Lomborg has famously added his own contribution to

the debate, arguing in The Sceptical Environmentalist that global

46 Lawrence Solomon, The Deniers, Minneapolis, 2010. See also the work of
Fred S. Singer of  The Independent Institute, cited in the bibliography. 

47 Roy Spencer, Climate Confusion: How Global Warming Hysteria Leads to Bad
Science, Pandering Politicians and Misguided Policies that Hurt the Poor, New
York, 2008.

48 The predictive power of  the then (2000) current models is plausibly, though
somewhat cantankerously, questioned by Patrick J. Michaels and Robert
Balling, The Satanic Gases: Clearing the Air about Global Warming,
Washington DC, 2000, ch. 4. And the notorious ‘hockey stick’ graph of
global temperature change has been subjected to devastating criticism in
Andrew Montford, The Hockey Stick Illusion, London, 2010.
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warming is real, but less catastrophic than environmentalists tend

to claim, since it lies within the scope of  human adaptability.49

This argument has earned Lomborg the rage and ostracism of  

his fellow environmentalists, and even a custard pie in the face

(thrown, as it happens, by Mark Lynas)50 at one attempt to explain

himself. Professor Lindzen has likewise been the subject of  char-

acter assassination by James Hansen. At least one prominent

liberal journalist has likened all ‘climate sceptics’ to ‘holocaust

deniers’,51 while Al Gore has enthusiastically adopted the label

‘denier’ in order to dismiss the sceptics as irresponsible, and in any

case in the pay of  the ‘big polluters’. If  you trawl through the

websites devoted either to asserting or to denying the reality of

climate change you will find emissions of  heat and gas on both

sides that leave the ordinary reader gasping for a breath of  cool

air. The response of  moderate thinkers to this situation – for

example of  the left-leaning Tony Giddens in his book The Politics

of Climate Change and of  the right-leaning Kenneth P. Green, in

his Plain English Guide to the Science of Climate Change – is to

acknowledge that global warming is occurring, that it is necessary

to monitor it, to seek to understand its causes, and to do what we

49 Bjørn Lomborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the Real State of
the World, Cambridge, 2001. On the negative response to Lomborg, see
David Thomas, ‘Anti-Christ of  the Green Religion’, Daily Telegraph, 20
January 2002.

50 See The Ecologist for March 2003.

51 Ellen Goodman, ‘No Change in Political Climate ’, Boston Globe, 9
February 2007.
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can to rectify its worst effects.52 But such thinkers agree that the

science is in its infancy and that we cannot predict with certainty

what might happen if  human beings continue to discharge green-

house gases into the atmosphere at the current rate.

One source, however, is worth considering, since it has

acquired a unique authority among environmentalists – the

Assessment Reports of  the IPCC. To date there have been four

such reports, and they provide the basic factual material on which

politicians and negotiators draw in any discussions of  climate

change at the treaty level. There is no gainsaying the care that

goes into preparing them or the scientific industry on which they

draw, and it is not surprising if  Giddens, among others, takes

them as authoritative. The IPCC’s findings have a head start over

the doubts expressed by its critics, in that the most widely

consulted textbook on climate change is written by Sir John

Houghton, former chairman of  the IPCC’s Scientific Assessment

Working Group.53 The IPCC’s assessment reports formed the

basic input into the British government’s Review of  the

Economics of  Climate Change, commissioned from Nicholas

Stern and released in 2006, as well as many of  the discussions to

which that review has given rise.54

52 Anthony Giddens, The Politics of Climate Change, Cambridge, 2009;
Kenneth P. Green, Plain English Guide to the Science of Climate Change,
Washington DC, 2001.

53 Sir John Houghton, Global Warming, 4th ed., Cambridge, 2009.

54 See Nicholas Stern, Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change,
700-page report released October 2006. The report was published as The
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For many people the existence of  the IPCC – an unpre -

cedented example of  scientific and political co-operation –

represents the first major step towards a solution to the problem

of  climate change. But the IPCC has critics too, who were not

reassured by the fact that the organization shared the 2007 Nobel

Peace Prize with Al Gore. The website climatedepot.com,

managed by Marc Morano and devoted to identifying, retailing

and amplifying the arguments of  the sceptics, has done its best to

discredit the IPCC. It has recently published pirated internal

documents suggesting that scientists at the Climate Research Unit

at the University of  East Anglia, on which the Panel relies for its

global temperature measurements, have been prepared to falsify

evidence for political ends.55 Since then the chairman of  the

IPCC, Indian climatologist Rajendra Pachauri, has been heavily

criticized for (among other things) issuing wildly inaccurate data

concerning the melting of  the Himalayan glaciers.56

Even before those episodes, the favourable opinion of  the

IPCC’s reports was not shared by all climatologists: certainly not

Economics of Climate Change, Cambridge, 2007. The report forms the back-
ground to the wide-ranging discussions in Dieter Helm and Cameron
Hepburn, eds., The Economics and Politics of Climate Change, Oxford, 
2010.

55 See www.climatedepot.com, where information concerning what is fast
becoming known (alas) as the ‘climategate ’ scandal is triumphantly
blazoned.

56 BBC News, 5 February 2010. Pachauri (who is also director of  the 
Yale Climate and Energy Institute) has responded to criticism in Yale
Environment 360, 20 April 2010.
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by the 800 sceptics listed on climatedepot.com, or the prominent

‘deniers’ collected by Lawrence Solomon. The IPCC secretariat

selects both the scientists that it consults and the questions that it

asks of  them; peer-reviewed journals that dispute any of  its

findings are not, as a rule, incorporated in the assessment, and its

summaries, even of  issues where there are equally persuasive

opinions in contradiction with each other, invariably refer to ‘the

weight of  the evidence ’ – a phrase that is bound to awaken suspi-

cion, since it masks the fact that we are dealing with competing

hypotheses, and not just conflicting observations. While the 

scientific papers themselves will usually be expressed in terms 

of  ranges (of  possible temperature change, quantities of  green-

house gas emitted, rates of  industrial expansion, and so on), the

summaries generally lean towards the higher figures. The final

executive summary, which is all that the politicians have the time

to read or the knowledge to grapple with, are produced by the

secretariat, consulting only the lead authors of  the assessment,

under conditions of  unanimous agreement. The assessment is

then subject to two rounds of  political review before being issued.

To think that a summary report, issued in these circumstances, 

has the authority of  a scientific document is surely to underesti-

mate the enormous pressure from national interests, lobbyists,

and the warming climate of  opinion that will be felt – and 

manifestly is felt – at every stage of  the process. Hence the Panel’s

last report, which holds that ‘most of  the observed increase in

global average temperatures since the mid-twentieth century 
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is very likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic

greenhouse gas concentrations’, has not escaped the accusation of

bias.57

Without claiming any special authority I venture the follow-

ing interpretation of  those and related sources. The ‘greenhouse

effect’ (the retention of  outgoing radiation by carbon dioxide,

methane and similar gases) was already established by John

Tyndall in the 1860s and is accepted by the scientific community.

The quantity of  greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is increasing,

at least in part because of  human activity, notably the burning of

fossil fuels. Moreover, global warming during the last decades of

the twentieth century is a fact, even if  the extent of  the human

contribution is disputed. Global warming and global cooling are,

in the long-term scheme of  things, fairly routine occurrences.

There is geological and fossil evidence of  major and rapid fluctu-

ations in temperature, prior to the relatively stable Holocene

57 See Richard S. Lindzen and Yong-Sang Choi, ‘On the Determination of
Climate Feedbacks from ERBE Data’, Geophysical Research Letters, 36.16,
August 2009, and Roy W. Spencer and William D. Braswell, ‘Potential
Biases in Feedback Diagnosis from Observations Data: A Simple Model
Demonstration’, Journal of Climate, 21, November 2008, pp. 5624–8. The
IPCC report, published by Cambridge University Press in 2007, is avail-
able at www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar$/wgl/ar4-wgl-spm.pdf.
Previous IPCC reports, which made similar claims, have been criticized for
their bias by Booker and North, Scared to Death, op. cit., pp. 344–52. The
almost identical conclusion of  the 2000 report has been quoted as incontro-
vertible fact by Sir Crispin Tickell, one of  the most urgent of  the activists,
for example in Jennifer Jenkins, Remaking the Landscape: The Changing
Face of Britain, London, 2002, p. 52.
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period in which we are living.58 Greenhouse gas emissions are

only one factor in altering the balance of  incoming and outgoing

radiation on which the earth’s temperature depends. Changes in

solar output and cosmic wind and the angle and inclination of  the

earth with respect to the sun are also important, the first not well

understood; important too are volcanic activity, uptake of  carbon

dioxide by the oceans and atmospheric water vapour.59 Add the

effects of  greenhouse gas emissions by animals (termites, rumi-

nants, humans) and of  carbon sequestration by plants and other

photosynthetic organisms such as plankton, take into account

changes in the reflectivity of  the earth’s surface due to the way we

use and clear the land and to the emission of  heat-reflecting pollu-

tants and sulphate aerosols, and it becomes clear that climate

change, even if  it is substantially accelerated by the industrial

production of  greenhouse gases, is probably not uniquely the

result of  them.60

Moreover, it is also clear that some human activities have a

cooling effect overall, and that the attempt to stabilize the climate

58 See L. A. Frakes, Climates Throughout Geological Time, Amsterdam, 1979.
For an instructive map of  the earth’s climate history see Christopher R.
Scotese, ‘The Paleomap Project’, www.scotese.com/climate.htm.

59 On the effect of  sun spots, solar winds and fluctuations in solar radiation,
see Henrik Svensmark and Nigel Calder, The Chilling Stars: A New Theory
of Climate Change, Thriplow, 2007.

60 Though, as David J. C. MacKay points out in Sustainable Energy – Without
the Hot Air, Cambridge, 2009, p. 24, the salient point is not how much
carbon dioxide enters the atmosphere, but whether the additional amount
due to human energy consumption accumulates there.
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could be pursued by adding to the things we do to it, rather than

by subtracting what we do already. This point has suggested 

the possibility of  taking unilateral action to counteract global

warming through some work of  geo-engineering. Those who are

sceptical towards international treaties or the ability of  the big

polluters to adhere to them are likely to entertain this possibility,

even if  only reluctantly and as a last resort. We should be clear,

however, that anthropogenic cooling will not solve all the prob-

lems created by carbon emissions. For atmospheric carbon dioxide

is in part recycled through the oceans, resulting in the acidifica-

tion of  the water. Increased acidification causes changes to the

oceanic ecosystem of  a kind that we do not fully understand. 

If  atmospheric carbon dioxide continues to rise, coral reefs will

certainly corrode and many marine species may be driven to

extinction. (It has already been established that acidification by

sulphur dioxide emissions has killed freshwater lakes throughout

the industrialized world.)61

Global warming was at first seen as a gradual phenomenon, 

to which we might adapt through a change in lifestyle and pre -

cautionary measures to protect coastal areas and threatened

ecosystems. However, recent discussion has focused on the possi-

bility of  the ‘tipping points’ described by Lynas, on reaching

which some climate system undergoes radical change. For

example, the thermohaline circulation of  the world’s oceans

might suddenly change direction, so that the warm waters of  the

61 John McCormick, Acid Earth, London, 1989.
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Gulf  Stream no longer protect Europe from Arctic winters. Or

the melting of  the Greenland and Siberia Ice Shields might release

the billions of  tons of  methane that are currently trapped beneath

them, and which result from the decay under pressure of  vast

primeval forests.62 In these circumstances global warming will be

taken over by a ‘positive feedback’ mechanism, in which warming

promotes further warming, until all the methane has been

released.63 Should this happen there could be no response other

than some unimaginable feat of  geo-engineering. This in turn will

lead to changes in rainfall pattern that we are currently unable to

predict, and which might spell catastrophe for many parts of  the

globe.64 Even if  the alarmists are overstating their case, therefore,

these possibilities are so dire that we are duty bound to consider

how they might be averted. The global warming that is occurring

may not be all man-made; but it is still our problem. The question

therefore arises: what measures will prevent or mitigate it, and if

we cannot take them, how do we face the future?

To date, the energies of  politicians, NGOs and international

62 R. W. Corell et al., ‘Emerging Challenges – Methane from the Arctic:
Global Warming Wildcard’, UNEP Year Book 2008: An Overview of Our
Changing Environment, United Nations Environment Programme,
Stevenage, 2008.

63 For a popular-science account of  such things, see Fred Pearce, With Speed
and Violence: Why Scientists Fear Tipping Points in Climate Change, Boston
and Uckfield, 2007.

64 Philip J. Rasch et al., ‘An Overview of  Geoengineering of  Climate Using
Stratospheric Sulphate Aerosols’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society, 366.1882, 1992, 4007–37.
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bodies have been devoted to strategies for slowing the rate at

which greenhouse gases enter the atmosphere, with the hope of

slowing the rate to zero before irreversible damage has been done.

The goal of  the Kyoto Protocol is to stabilize the atmospheric

quantities of  carbon at 500 parts per million by 2050 (currently the

rate is 375 and rising, from an estimated 275 prior to the Industrial

Revolution). Interestingly enough, we already know of  many

ways in which energy can be produced with greatly reduced

carbon emissions. But political exhortation, global summiting and

alarmist campaigning have not changed people ’s incentives, and

emissions have continued as before.65

Most of  the studies devoted to the ‘economics of  climate

change ’ are devoted to the costs of  stabilizing atmospheric carbon

at the level sought by the Kyoto Protocol, which the IPCC has

proposed as likely to lead to a global temperature rise of  two

degrees Celsius during the course of  the twenty-first century.66

James Hansen argues that the safe level of  atmospheric carbon

dioxide – which he estimates at 350 parts per million – has already

been surpassed, and that it will be difficult, if  not impossible, 

to confine global warming to the two degrees proposed.67 Faced

with an impending evil, human beings either ignore it or seek to

avert it. The right response might be, however, to adapt to it.

Adaptation is invariably the last strategy to emerge, and usually

65 See MacKay, op. cit. I return to this estimable work in later chapters.

66 Thus Stern, op. cit., and Helm and Hepburn, eds., op. cit.

67 Hansen, op. cit.
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only after all the mistakes have been made. Indeed, according to

the theory of  evolution, it is precisely the mistakes that cause 

the adaptation – only too late for those who make them. Jared

Diamond has vividly described societies that have depleted their

environmental resources and then, not slowly or gently, but sud -

denly and catastrophically, collapsed.68 Thus the Easter Islanders

ignored the progressive deforestation of  their island until it was

impossible to survive there. Many people fear that we are all about

to follow their example.

The publicity release for Al Gore ’s propaganda film An

Inconvenient Truth began thus: ‘Humanity is sitting on a ticking

time bomb. If  the vast majority of  the world’s scientists are right,

we have just ten years to avert a major catastrophe that could send

our entire planet into a tail-spin of  epic destruction involving

extreme weather, floods, droughts, epidemics and killer heatwaves

beyond anything we have ever experienced.’ Such statements are

far from uncommon, and if  the alarmists are right about the time-

scale, then we must adopt immediate and far-reaching measures.

However, in the present state of  our knowledge, we cannot be

sure what measures lie within our power or what effects might

result from them. Hence the urge to haste leads to vast schemes,

the effect of  which on the climate is far less knowable than their

effect on the prosperity, and therefore the capacity to act, of  those

who adopt them. This, it seems to me, is one of  the greatest

68 See Jared Diamond, Collapse: How Societies Choose or Fail to Survive,
London, 2005.

how to think seriously about the planet

56



dangers that we currently face. There is only one nation in the

world that has the economic strength, the adaptability, the

accountability to its citizens, and the political will to address the

problem. And that nation – the United States of  America – is

passing through an extended economic crisis at the very moment

when the greatest need is for the costly research and far-reaching

policies that only the United States can afford and that, indeed,

only the United States has the political will to pursue.

As I write, the US Congress is considering the American

Climate and Energy Security Act, presented by Congressmen

Waxman and Markey. This bill – heavily influenced by input from

climate activists and radical NGOs – aims to reduce the total of

American greenhouse gas emissions to 83 per cent below 2005

levels by the year 2050 – in other words to a total of  1 billion tons

per year. It has been calculated that the last year in which the US

emitted only 1 billion tons of  greenhouse gases was 1910, when

the population was a quarter of  the size, and the total GDP one

twenty-fifth the size, of  the levels reached today.69 To achieve the

target, therefore, people six times as wealthy as their forebears

will have to generate (per capita) a quarter of  the emissions

generated by those relatively impoverished and therefore energy-

conserving ancestors. How is this to be done without turning all

expectations upside down? Meanwhile, in the rest of  the world, it

69 See Stephen Hayward and Kenneth P. Green, ‘Waxman-Markey: An
Exercise in Unreality’, AEI Energy and Environment Outlook, 3 July 2009,
www.aei.org/outlook/100057.
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is business as usual, with China adding two large coal-fired power

stations per week to an energy base already 80 per cent depend-

ent on coal, and with the number of  cars estimated to increase by

2.3 billion worldwide between now and 2050.70

The American proposals emanate a sense of  dream-like 

unreality. Unreal targets, pursued in ignorance of  the means to

achieve them, and without any conception of  how the attempt to

do so will impinge on popular sentiment, on competing goals and

on the many other factors that wise government must consider,

have dominated the remedies to climate change, both in the

schemes of  politicians and in the exhortations of  the activists.

There are reasons for this unreality, one being that proposals are

too often made without being priced. And until they are priced

competing goals (reducing emissions, providing affordable

energy, maintaining a competitive economy, and so on) cannot be

offset in any calculable way – there being no measure of  the

extent to which one good must be forgone in order to achieve

some stated advance towards another.

But how, it may be asked, do we assign prices to environ -

mental goods?71 Until we do so, it will be hard to influence the

politicians, whose decisions are invariably justified in economic

terms. Hence much of  the political thinking about climate change

70 See Dieter Helm, ‘Climate-change Policy: Why Has So Little Been
Achieved?’, in Helm and Hepburn, eds., op. cit.

71 For some of  the problems here see David W. Pearce and R. K. Turner,
Economics of Natural Resources and the Environment, Hemel Hempstead,
1990.
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has been bound up with attempts to cost the actions we might take

in the face of  it. In 1993 W. D. Nordhaus, an economist at MIT,

introduced the ‘Dynamic integrated model of  climate and the

economy’, with the purpose of  modelling the economic cost of

global warming, and the benefits attached to the various ways of

mitigating it.72 In 2006 the Stern report to the UK government

made a similar effort to price the various policies that might be

effective in bringing carbon emissions under control, and came up

with the surprising figure that the goal could be achieved at the

low cost of  1 per cent of  global GDP. Stern promptly altered this

figure to 2 per cent. Subsequent authors, however, have expressed

little confidence in either figure. How can you cost such things as

the loss of  biodiversity or the extinction of  species, let alone the

social upheavals that are the likely result of  radically affecting

people ’s expectations?73 Indeed, for many people part of  the un -

reality of  current debates comes from the dominant place that

economists have assumed in shaping the environmental agenda –

72 The model is set out in W. D. Nordhaus, Managing the Global Commons:
The Economics of Climate Change, Cambridge, MA, 1994. See also Eban S.
Goodstein, Economics and the Environment, Hoboken, 2004.

73 See Dieter Helm’s careful and persuasive critique, op. cit. Stern’s original
estimate has been recently defended in other terms by Hector Pollitt and
Chris Thoung, ‘Modelling a UK 80% Greenhouse Gas Emissions
Reduction by 2050’, New Scientist, 3 December 2009. Their argument 
has been criticized by Kenneth P. Green and Aparna Mathur, ‘A Green
Future for Just Pennies a Day?’, The American, 19 February 2010,
www.american.com/archive/2010/february/a-green-future-for-just-
pennies-a-day.
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as though the only values involved are economic, and as though

we can price the earth and all that it means by measuring our 

willingness to pay for this or that among its gifts to us.74

Economists are not to blame for their ascendancy in current

discussions. When considering complex social problems either we

price the things that we value or we don’t. If  we don’t, then we

cannot easily resolve the many conflicts of  interest that abound in

modern societies. If  we do price them, using some ‘social welfare

function’ that is sensitive to the different force and seriousness of

the many relevant social goods, then the result is necessarily a

piece of  economics.75

Whatever we think of  the costing problem, it is debatable

whether we can simply arrest the processes that promote global

warming. To do so would be to introduce stasis into a vastly

complex dynamic system whose workings we do not understand.

We can make guesses at what we might do, but their effect in the

longer term is something that we cannot predict. Most greenhouse

gases enter the atmosphere from other sources than human 

activity. Although we might be able to slow down the rate in

which we humans add to the total, this would change only one

74 For a far-reaching critique of  the welfare economist’s approach to envir -
onmental problems, see Mark Sagoff, Price, Principle and the Environment,
Cambridge, 2004. I discuss Sagoff ’s arguments in Chapters 7 and 8.

75 On this point see the review of  Sagoff ’s book by David Pearce,
Environmental & Resource Economics, 31.3, 2005, pp. 385–8. And see Pearce ’s
own earlier defence of  economic costing in David Pearce et al., Blueprint for
a Green Economy, London, 1989, ch. 3.
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factor that is known to contribute to global warming. Certainly

we should do it, if  we can. So far, however, none of  the nation

states most responsible for greenhouse gas emissions has been 

able to meet reduction targets – whether self-imposed or 

accepted under the Kyoto Protocol. The reason for this is 

clear: any far-reaching policy requires energy for its implementa-

tion. And if  the only energy available is carbon-based, no policy

aimed at a substantial reduction in carbon emissions can succeed.

Only the discovery of  affordable clean energy can solve the

problem, and until that discovery is made all treaties will be

useless.76

Not surprisingly, therefore, there has been a move – tentative

as yet – to explore the possibility of  countering the warming

process, rather than arresting it. For example, it has been

suggested that we could counter the effect of  greenhouse gases by

augmenting atmospheric aerosols that reflect heat away from the

planet, by seeding the oceans with iron filings that cause carbon-

absorbing plankton to expand, or by spraying salt from the oceans

into the sky, so providing condensation nuclei that will whiten the

clouds over the oceans and reflect more radiation back towards

the sun. Some scientists have suggested that we can explain the

apparent constancy of  global surface temperature between 1998

and 2008 by the presence of  such factors, and notably by the large

amounts of  sulphate aerosols released from the coal-fired power

76 See the argument in MacKay, op. cit.
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stations of  China.77 To use these facts as a basis for geo-engineer-

ing naturally raises problems of  its own, and the suggestion has

been the target of  serious criticism, notably by the climatologist

Alan Robock at Rutgers University.78 And it is surely true that, in

our current state of  ignorance, we cannot be certain of  the side

effects. Nevertheless the suggestion deserves serious consider -

ation, not least because it promises to buy time, during which 

the search for clean energy might be brought to a successful

conclusion.

Geo-engineering of  that kind is often dismissed out of  hand –

even with a measure of  indignation.79 For it seems to be letting us

off  the hook too easily, allowing us not merely to go on produc-

ing greenhouse gases but to add to our sins by producing

something else as an antidote. For many people the curbing of

77 See Robert K. Kaufmann et al., in Bibliography. For advocates of  this kind
of  geo-engineering see Singer, S. Fred; Starr, C.; Revelle, R., ‘What To Do
About Greenhouse Warming: Look Before You Leap’, Cosmos, 1991, pp.
28–33. John Latham, ‘Amelioration of  global warming by controlled
enhancement of  the albedo and longevity of  low-level maritime clouds’,
Atmospheric Science Letters, 2002, pp. 52–8.

78 See Robock’s testimony on geo-engineering to the House Committee on
Science and Technology, Nov. 5th 2009, available on the Rutgers website at
http://www.csp.rutgers.edu/ csp-posts/archives/77.

79 See Dale Jamieson, ‘The Ethics of  Geo-Engineering’, People and Place, 1.2,
13 May 2009. Jamieson’s views are based in considerations of  global justice.
Others follow Doug Parr, chief  scientist of  Greenpeace, who describes
geo-engineering as ‘outright dangerous’. Jamieson and Parr are right to be
concerned about the ethical aspect of  meddling with our planet on the scale
required; some of  the ethical issues are discussed by David R. Morrow et
al., ‘Towards Ethical Norms and Institutions for Climate Engineering
Research’, Environmental Research Letters, 4, 2009, pp. 1–8.
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human activity is the goal. We are the problem, and it is our intru-

sion into Eden that spelled disaster for the world. This emphasis

on the negative is something to which I will return, since it seems

to reveal another motive than the one confessed to – one more

deeply rooted in our social feelings, and one which calls on

emotions that we do not necessarily understand. Nevertheless, it

is, in the circumstances, singularly unhelpful to warn against

impending catastrophe while denouncing the most viable-seeming

defence against it. There is evidence that certain kinds of  geo-

engineering are likely to be many times more cost effective than

emission controls, with the added advantage that their effect will

be manifest immediately, and not after years or decades – during

which the climate may reach one of  the ‘tipping points’ that the

alarmists fear.80 At the very least, we should be researching this

option, if  only as ‘Plan B’. Moreover, some forms of  geo-

engineering – carbon sequestration from the atmosphere, for

example – will simply undo the damage, rather than adding a new

form of  damage to the old.

It could not possibly be part of  a rational response to global

warming simply to say: let nothing change. On the contrary, a

great many things must change if  we are to live with the unprece-

80 See J. Eric Beckel, ‘The Climate Engineering Option: Economics 
and Policy Implications’, work in progress, available from
ebickel@mail.utexas.edu Beckel analyses the economic profile of  tech-
niques of  ‘solar radiation management’, and what kind of  investment 
is needed in research and development to meet the IPCC’s temperature
reduction targets.
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dented prosperity, longevity and reproductive success that make

our species such a burden to the planet. However, we are being

invited to extract climate change from the pile of  our environ-

mental problems and to exalt it above all the others. The effect is

to neutralize our rooted and temperate ways of  accommodating

change. The assumption is that we are dealing with a new kind

and a new order of  change, and one to which we cannot adapt.

And if  that is so it would of  course mark a serious departure for

our species, which has survived by adapting, and which has added

to the list of  its biological adaptations an enormous coda of  social

and political adaptations, of  which the market economy, the rule

of  law, scientific method and religion are but four, responsible

between them for the vast expansion of  our species and therefore

for our current environmental problems.81 It is the thought that all

our adaptations – biological, social, cultural and spiritual – may

now be ineffective that is so disturbing. But this thought is in no

way supported by the recent history of  environmental change.

‘Resilience solutions’, therefore, ought to be part of  the repertoire

of  every thinking environmentalist.82

Consider the vast environmental transformations that

occurred in Britain during the nineteenth century, when our 

populations moved en masse to the manufacturing cities and

81 Some other adaptations that have powerful environmental consequences:
music, dancing, prayer.

82 And have been developed by several ecologists and political scientists,
notably C. S. Holling and Aaron Wildavsky, whose views I discuss in
Chapter 4.
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whole areas of  the countryside were abandoned. Early observers

like William Cobbett prophesied a complete collapse of  agricul-

ture and a spoiling of  the landscape, together with a losing battle

against moral corruption, disease and enslavement in the growing

conurbations. Within two generations, however, people were

beginning to adapt to this new environment. New and less labour-

intensive forms of  agriculture emerged, while reforms in the law

of  settled land made it possible for entrepreneurial farmers to buy

self-sufficient sections of  the moribund estates. The harnessing of

energy from coal brought an unprecedented rise in the standard

of  living not only in the towns but across the country, as the rail-

ways began to link the towns and to bring employment and

markets to the places between them.

Although political decisions helped the process of  adaptation,

they did not initiate it, and were themselves the result of

campaigns and movements that originated in civil society. British

society adapted to the Industrial Revolution in the same way as it

had set the revolution in motion: by private enterprise and civil

association. Already by the end of  the eighteenth century the

Friendly Societies – charitable foundations offering mortgages 

to low income families – had begun to address the problem of

crowding and homelessness in the cities. During the next fifty

years the network of  Anglican and Nonconformist schools ex -

panded to offer education to a majority of  the nation’s children.

Thanks to charitable initiatives, including the foundation in 1832

of  the British Medical Association, the health of  the population
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rapidly improved. Philanthropic agitation led to the Factory Acts,

the first of  which was passed in 1802. These (notably the Act of

1844) countered the worst abuses and compelled employers of

children both to limit their hours of  work and to ensure that they

acquired a basic education. By the end of  the century new centres

of  civilization, like Victorian Manchester and Leeds, had become

home to all their residents, to be celebrated in our art and litera-

ture and fully integrated into the affections of  the people.

The process that led to the growth of  those cities was prod-

igal of  hardships, injustices and ill-health, and received biting

commentary from Dickens in the description of  Coketown (Hard

Times, 1869). But it was equally prodigal of  faith, hope and

charity, and of  the environmental initiatives that led to the public

control of  sanitation and waste. It provides an exemplary illustra-

tion of  the way in which civil society adjusts to environmental

change, and manages change in the interests of  its members.

Commentators like Mrs Gaskell and Charles Dickens had no

equivalent in previous centuries, not because things were better

then, but because they were worse. The factories liberated chil-

dren from the farms, where they were worked just as hard and

with less hope of  rescue. Children working in factories came

under the eye of  educated people who could afford the luxury of

compassion, and within a few decades the Factory Acts had

rescued them from slavery.83

83 See Matt Ridley, The Rational Optimist: How Prosperity Evolves, London,
2010, p. 220.
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Surely we should not rule out the hope of  adapting to climate

change in a way similar to that exemplified by the response to the

Industrial Revolution? Of  course, if  Lynas’s prophecies are

fulfilled, adaptation will not be possible. Old England will survive

only in the way it survives in the taxi-driver’s diary that is the

subtext of  Will Self ’s novel The Book of Dave. Many European

and American cities grew as London and Bristol did, as outlets to

the sea and to the goods that trade by sea. If  sea levels rise such

cities will be affected in ways that will be both costly and painful.

But what would enable us to adapt to the change? Surely the 

very thing that enabled us to adapt to the Industrial Revolution,

namely the growth of  new forms of  local attachment, new forms

of  civil association, new ways of  co-operating with our neigh-

bours in free and law-abiding groups. Either the changes that are

to come will be manageable or they will not. And if  they are

manageable it is because our inherent social motives can embrace

them, and not because the state has some power that we don’t

have, to manage them on our behalf.

My purpose in this chapter has been to suggest that the likeli-

hood of  global warming does not serve to lift environmental

problems out of  the spheres where the conservatism that I 

advocate gains a foothold – the spheres of  inherited affections,

national sovereignty, free enterprise and civic initiatives. Let us

assume that it is true that man-made greenhouse gases pose a near

and present danger to humanity, by threatening to create condi-

tions to which we cannot adapt. Then we must learn to live in
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another way, so as to produce less gas; failing that, we must follow

the path of  geo-engineering, and look for ways to counteract our

emissions by cooling the planet, meanwhile striving to adapt to

whatever change is unavoidable. The first of  those ways involves

sacrifice; the second involves research and determination, and a

large element of  risk. But neither can be embarked on except in

the context of  a clear and acknowledged first-person plural. These

are strategies that we must adopt, and must adopt together. It 

is precisely to the definition and maintenance of  this ‘we ’ that

conservative politics of  the kind I shall defend is directed.

Sacrifices are undertaken by self-identifying communities; large-

scale projects (such as will be required by geo-engineering) are

the enterprises of  wealthy capitalist countries. Either way, change,

adaptation and remedial efforts will be the work of  self-

identifying nation states, and in particular of  those nation states 

in which public spirit, enterprise and economic activity are all

strong enough to bear a burden that might be at least as great as

that involved in fighting a defensive war.

Global warming is a transnational problem, and raises ques-

tions about treaties and international co-operation. But this is

another reason for being concerned about the eleventh-hour

prophecies with which we are now repeatedly bombarded. The

sparse treaty-making power of  the nation states is being devoted

to the pursuit of  a binding agreement that very few of  them are

able or willing to honour and which would, if  successful, substan-

tially reduce the energy needed for the solution of  other
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environmental problems. And these other problems – maybe just

as serious – remain undiscussed, even though many of  them could

be solved by treaty. An example is the problem of  plastic. As

poisonous in its way as any greenhouse gas, plastic is entering the

environment at an ever-increasing rate, with few if  any provisions

to control it. Although the effect on landfill sites may have been

exaggerated,84 the worst aspect of  plastic is the ease with which

wrappings, bags and containers escape into the environment.

There are parts of  Europe, Asia and the Middle East where fields,

trees and hedgerows are entangled with sheeting and bags, and an

area of  the Pacific Ocean twice the size of  Texas is supposedly

now veneered with plastic rubbish, causing untold destruction to

fish, sea birds and other marine life.85 Yet the problem of  plastic is

one that we could solve, both nationally and globally. If  no

attempt is being made to solve it, this is in part because of  the

great climate ‘emergency’ upon which all our treaty-making 

energies are being uselessly expended.

Even when treaties are in place that address some other poten-

tially soluble problem, global alarming ensures that nobody

knows about them, and governments do little or nothing to act on

them. An example is the Convention on Biodiversity, opened for
84 See the apology for plastic, and for those who make use of  it, in Richard D.

North, Life on a Modern Planet: A Manifesto for Progress, Manchester, 1995,
pp. 169–71. For a contrary view, visit the Plastic Pollution Coalition
website: www.earthisland.org/index.php/aboutUs/.

85 See Curtis Ebbesmeyer and Eric Scigliano, Flotsametrics and the Floating
World, Washington DC, 2009. The size and density of  The Great Pacific
Garbage Patch are both disputed: see Wikipedia article.
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signature at the Rio Meeting in 1992, and entering into force in

1993. This Convention initiated a much-needed series of  inter -

national meetings to discuss what can be done to prevent the

extinction of  species and the depletion of  vital habitats.86 The

meetings are rarely reported in the press, few politicians are aware

of  their existence and their recommendations are seldom acted

upon. Yet the disappearance of  species and the loss of  biodiver-

sity are changes with potentially calamitous consequences for the

planet and its human passengers.

Global warming is a problem that engages with a fundamental

moral idea to which conservatives attach great importance: the

idea that those responsible for damage should also repair it. If

global warming is caused by carbon emissions, then those nations

that emit the highest per capita quantities of  carbon have the

greatest responsibility to repair the damage, by limiting their

emissions in future and paying compensation for damage already

done. That judgement has played a significant role in both Kyoto

and the Copenhagen Climate Change Conference. But it does not

undermine the ‘we’ of  nationality or replace it with some transna-

tional substitute. On the contrary, it shows that this, like every

environmental question, is addressed to, and answered by,

nations, acting for the people upon whose attachments and

motives they can call. The substantial sacrifices that many would

86 Like other measures discussed at the Rio meeting, the Convention on
Biodiversity incorporated a version of  the Precautionary Principle, the
adverse effects of  which I discuss in Chapter 4.
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like to impose on the people of  richer countries could be accepted

only as our duty, where the first-person plural is that of  national

attachment.87

Moreover, serious environmental problems almost invariably

flow unimpeded across national borders, giving rise to questions

of  equity and compensation that have rarely, to date, been

answered. Consider the pollution of  the oceans, the side effects of

pesticides and deforestation, the transfer of  infectious diseases

and alien species along with the migrations of  people. But the

response to all such threats, I shall argue, begins at home, in

responsible stewardship. In further development of  that theme I

shall consider climate change as one problem among others, and

suggest that the conservative response to it is the response that is

most likely to be effective.

87 See Appendix I: Global Justice.



three

The Search for Salvation

One lesson to be learned from the disputes over climate change is

that science does not end our disagreements, even when they seem

to be disagreements about the facts. There are many reasons for

this and these reasons are pertinent to the debate over global

warming.88 One suggestion, which will concern me at several

places in this book, is that there are fundamental and enduring

differences between people concerning the perception and esti-

mation of  risk. It is worth exploring this suggestion now, since it

will help to steer the argument away from partisan politics.

During the eighties there emerged within sociology and polit-

ical science an enterprise called ‘cultural theory’, which

distinguished four ways in which human beings approach social

problems. The book that initiated this approach – Risk and Culture

by Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky  – appeared in 1983. It

was followed in 1990 by Divided We Stand, by Michiel Schwarz
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and M. G. (Michael) Thompson, and the approach was taken up

by John Adams in his 1995 book Risk.89 Douglas and Wildavsky

distinguish four forms of  social rationality:

1. That of  the individualists, who look for opportunities

and freedoms, and who are disposed to hold people

responsible for their acts.

2. That of  the egalitarians, who seek a solution that will

not make distinctions between people, and who are apt

to entrust problems to the state, as the impartial

provider and distributor of  goods.

3. That of  the believers in hierarchy, who look round for

the responsible authority who will take the matter out of

their hands.

4. That of  the fatalists, who don’t think that anything

worthwhile can be achieved since the Fates do not

respond to human interests.

Simultaneously with the work of  Douglas and Wildavsky 

the ecologist C. S. Holling explored the contrasting ‘myths of

nature ’ entertained by Canadian forest managers. His results, ex -

tended later by Michael Thompson, suggested that there are also

four such myths – nature as benign, ephemeral, perverse and
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capricious – which map onto the four forms of  human rational-

ity.90 Thus individualists, who believe that people are or ought to

be risk-takers, responsible for what they do, tend to see nature as

benign, and human beings as adaptable. Egalitarians are suspi-

cious of  risk-takers, who constantly rearrange the world in their

own interests and divide society into successes and failures. And

they justify their suspicion by representing nature as precarious

and to be disturbed at our peril. For egalitarians risk-taking is

liable to push things to a ‘tipping point’ and so to spell disaster for

us all.

Cultural theory aims to be a purely factual enterprise, neither

recommending nor condemning the human types that it describes.

I put no trust in its scientific credentials, but it has one very great

merit in the current context. It captures tendencies within social

and political thinking that help to show why there is a real, lasting

and rooted difference between ‘left’ and ‘right’. And it provides a

language with which both left and right can discuss their shared

concerns without regarding their opponents as inhuman. You 

may think that the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ have been emptied of

meaning by recent politics. In my view, however, the terms are as

necessary today as they were when first applied in the French

Revolution: they do not describe theories or goals, but identities,

revealed in the structure of  collective choice.
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Cultural theory also helps us to see that some of  the norma-

tive issues about which we are ceaselessly reasoning may reflect

attitudes that lie deeper than reason. It is surely undeniable that

the contrast between the individualist and the egalitarian under-

lies many of  our political disagreements, not least those over

environmental policy. Nineteenth-century socialism was a protest

against the unequal distribution of  power and property in capital-

ist societies. This egalitarian attack on capitalism was countered

by an individualist defence of  it. Capitalism, its defenders argued,

should not be seen as an unjust exploitation of  the producers, but

as the exercise of  free enterprise under conditions of  risk, with

individuals taking full responsibility for failure as well as reaping

the rewards of  their success. The arguments on both sides are

familiar and I do not need to rehearse them. The point is that 

their weight seems to depend upon the person to whom they are

addressed. The egalitarian will be swayed in one direction, the

individualist in another, by arguments that are accessible and

intelligible to both. This does not mean that there is no distinction

between right and wrong, true and false, valid and invalid. But it

does suggest that to pass from a judgement that is right, true or

valid to a consensus in its favour will never be easy.

Those distinctions of  character have carried over into the

debates concerning the environment. Egalitarians, who might

once have blamed unbridled capitalism for the inequities of  in -

dustrial society, now blame unbridled capitalism for the unjust

appropriation of  the earth, which by rights belongs to everyone,
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future people included. Individualists, who might once have

defended the market as the engine of  prosperity, now defend it as

the right way to protect the environment, by ensuring that

polluters bear the cost of  what they do, and by providing incen-

tives to minimize waste. Those who criticized state control of  the

economy now criticize state control of  the environment. And

something of  the old left–right antagonism has therefore got a

purchase in the new field of  environmental politics. For many

egalitarians big business and the consumer society have retained

their negative standing, even if  the market economy has finally

established itself  in their thinking as a necessary part of  any

durable social order.

The distinction between the egalitarian and the individualist

corresponds in part to the division between left and right –

between ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative ’, to use the American labels –

in modern politics. This is not the whole truth, however, not even

from the standpoint of  cultural theory, which recognizes two

further ‘viable ways of  life ’, those of  the hierarchist and the 

fatalist. And in real people motives become ‘viable ’ only in

context, and only when mixed. The conservatism that I endorsed

in Chapter 1 is not simply a matter of  individualism, even if  it

emphasizes freedom and responsibility as core components in a

life properly lived. It also favours custom, tradition and institu-

tions, and the hierarchies that inevitably flow from them. And it

is not without its own egalitarian sympathies – at least, in aspiring

towards a rule of  law under which everyone is offered equal
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protection. If  conservatism is in conflict with the ‘left’, as this has

been commonly identified, it is over the scope of  the egalitarian

aim, the use of  the state to enforce it, and the threat posed by

equality to communal and sacral values.91

Associated with radical egalitarianism is the social motive that

Nietzsche called ressentiment – the sense that power and privilege

are affronts to those who do not possess them, and must be pulled

from their eminence, so that equality can be established in their

stead.92 Nietzsche believed ressentiment to be a defining feature of

the Christian worldview and of  the ‘slave morality’ preached by

Jesus. This contention was decisively refuted by Max Scheler,

who nevertheless upheld Nietzsche ’s view that resentment lies at

the heart of  modern politics, being responsible for the goals as

well as much of  the rhetoric of  socialism.93 In modern democra-

cies, envious comparisons and slighted feelings have a head start

over conciliation, and this has been one major cause of  the conflict

between left and right in our time. Conservatives see politics as an

agenda-free brokering of  rival interests, whose goal is peace. That
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conception of  politics has not prevailed among politicians on the

left, who have often called for massive social transformations, and

a political programme organized around an agenda, to be

achieved by a ‘struggle ’ with the hierarchies and structures that

stand in the way. Such a struggle is exactly what resentment

demands: not the raising of  the underdog only, but the humbling

of  the Überhund on top of  him.

Nietzsche ’s theory is more biological than cultural. He is

tracing our psychological dispositions to primordial ‘adaptations’,

which were functional once, but are no longer functional in the

world that we have made. Ressentiment might have bestowed

coherence on the Pleistocene tribe, but it is a divisive force in 

a free society. It is suspicious of  success, and disposed to 

blame those with power for the sufferings of  those without it.

Ressentiment is one of  the reasons why people on the left are

reluctant to accept markets, social hierarchies, the world of

finance and big business, or to see in those things anything but the

greed of  those who profit from them and the oppression of  those

who don’t.

In recent history radical egalitarians have also tended to be

internationalists, looking for that vantage point outside the

national settlement, from which the privileged and the powerful

could be levered from their perch. They have been suspicious of

both traditional loyalties and the effects of  free enterprise, which

maintain inequalities of  privilege and power. And they have

adhered to complex and far-reaching agendas, which often have
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the total reordering of  society as their goal.94 But there is a signifi-

cant division within the ranks of  the left. Hiding behind the noisy

avant-garde there has always been, and in the English-speaking

world especially, another and quieter form of  egalitarianism, one

that puts the local before the global, civil society before the state,

and private initiatives before legal edicts. The avant-garde seeks

to take hold of  the political and legal structures that will secure

the social goal. Behind the scenes, however, are those small

alliances of  friends and neighbours, those groups who are making

space for themselves in the nooks and crannies on which the eye

of  officialdom seldom falls.

In Britain and America the environmental movement on the

left has been more closely associated with this localized form of

action – as in the followers of  Richard Jefferies and Aldo

Leopold. Although eager to combine environmental rectitude

with egalitarian distribution, this quieter leftism has avoided overt

politics, and sought for those places on the edge of  society where

it can show by example how to live in another, less damaging and

more socially scrupulous way.

Thus, taking inspiration from the writings of  the Russian

anarchist Peter Kropotkin, the British writer Colin Ward has

advocated small-scale initiatives, outside the purview of  the state,

in which ‘mutual aid’ takes the place of  legislative edicts, to bring
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about goals that are both environmentally friendly and in

conformity with social justice.95 Ward’s writings have influenced

a generation of  British environmentalists, including Ken

Worpole, Simon Fairlie and Ian Christie, who have tried to

develop real alternatives to the environmentally destructive and

socially exclusive ways of  using natural resources.96 I will return

to their endeavours later, since it seems to me that this ‘civil’ form

of  left environmentalism opens the way to an alliance in which

conservatives and free-marketeers could also be included.

When considering inputs into environmental politics from 

the left, however, we should not ignore the legacy of  socialism.

For several decades before, during and after the Second World

War many Europeans believed in the socialist project. They 

saw politics as a means to social transformation, rather than as a

homeostatic process through which interests are brokered. The

wealthy, the privileged, the ‘bourgeois’, the privately educated

and the successful were routinely targeted as people to be

controlled, impeded and brought down. In Britain post-war

Labour governments felt called upon to create a ‘new society’,

rather than to shore up the corrupt and hierarchical one that had

survived the conflict with Germany.
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Many egalitarians still see politics in those terms, as the pursuit

of  an agenda, with equality at the top of  it. And resentment still

has a prominent place in their rhetoric, with environmental

destruction blamed on free enterprise and the market, described

not in those terms but as ‘consumerism’, ‘selfishness’ and ‘greed’.

This lowering of  the tone lowers also the tone of  those opposed

to it. Thus to the attacks of  the egalitarians the individualists

respond by defending controversial businesses, such as supermar-

kets and agribusinesses, and the consumer culture that goes with

them, while dismissing global warming as a hoax. The question

then becomes submerged in a wider ideological conflict, between

egalitarian ‘justice ’ and individualist ‘freedom’, even though our

environmental problems have nothing much to do with either

value. The real evil against which both sides should be united is

the habit of  treating the earth as a thing to be used but not

revered. Instead they are fighting over competing claims to use it.

There is another and deeper cause of  the antagonism that egal-

itarians feel towards the world of  business. Because they see

nature as precariously balanced and jeopardized by the hubris of

the risk-takers, egalitarians have a tendency to move in a ‘salva-

tionist’ direction. Faced with the predations of  big business, and

the unpredictable outcomes of  the market, they often suffer from

a sense of  impending catastrophe, and issue calls to action that

mobilize motives and methods that can be justified only in large-

scale emergencies. At the same time they give voice to a total

distrust of  old priorities and familiar compromises. The heartfelt
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sense of  alarm is not a result of  collecting the evidence, but at best

the cause of  it. The alarm comes first, the evidence later. And it

is the alarm that is adhered to as the evidence changes. In conse-

quence compromise solutions and small-scale adjustments are all

too often discounted as ways of  evading the problem.

Recall the sequence of  events in the French Revolution. Those

who took power from the King and the Court – the Girondins, as

they came to be known – were for the most part reasonable,

compromising people, who sought an accommodation with the

existing order and the rectification of  long-standing abuses. But

they were quickly displaced by the Jacobins, under the leadership

of  Saint-Just and Robespierre, who spoke the language of  emer-

gency, warned the French people of  imminent destruction if

something were not immediately done, and promised a new order

that would entirely rid them of  the deeper causes of  social

conflict.97 Great emergencies require top-down solutions. They

can be met only by mobilizing society as a whole, and establish-

ing a command-structure that will unite the people around a

single goal. And if  you wish for such a command-structure,

maybe with yourself  and your friends (who will soon cease to be

your friends) at the top of  it, then you are well advised to invent

the great emergency that will require it.

That is the motivation that we see in all the twentieth-century
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revolutions. It seethes on the surface of  Lenin’s rhetoric, and

indeed is contained in the title (stolen from Chernyshevsky) of

the pamphlet with which Lenin first thrust himself  on the world:

‘What is to be done?’98 Just that question resounded through 

subsequent revolutionary movements, attached to different 

emergencies and different radical solutions by those who

exploited it. And always – whether Stalin, Hitler, Mao or Pol Pot

was asking the question, or whether Trotsky, Schmitt, Sartre or

Zinn was backing it up – the question had the single meaning that

radical policies, controlled from the top, are what the world

requires. Furthermore, this control from the top is never

described as such; it is always presented as control from below, by

the people, for whom the revolutionary elite is merely the

‘vanguard’, anxious to capture power only in order to relinquish

it to those who have the better claim.

There is something deep in human nature to which this emer-

gency-mongering appeals: a residue of  ancient fears and

collective panics, deposited during the dark origins of  our species.

The collective alert, in which the alpha-male leads a mass move-

ment of  fight or flight, is an old adaptation, dysfunctional now in

times of  political order and rational discourse, but not the less real

for being useless. Throughout our civilization, and despite the

wonderful apparatus of  government that has come down to us

from Greek democracy, Roman law and the Judaeo-Christian

discipline of  forgiveness and neighbour-love, we have seen mass
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movements of  panic, some initiated by the real threats of  war,

invasion or plague, but just as many arising in the imagination, as

thoughts of  the last judgement, of  witchcraft and the Devil’s

work, of  the Second Coming or the prophesied Armageddon,

sweep across the trembling masses of  the credulous and the ill-

informed.99 The one who runs into the street crying ‘The End is

nigh!’ is sure of  an audience, as is the one who, like Lenin, stands

on a soap-box shouting ‘What is to be done?’ The quiet voice of

the Anglo-Saxon poet, who told us that ‘this too shall pass’ is

heard only later, when the damage has been done.100 In all its

forms, whether secular or religious, this intransigent doomsday

posture involves a full-scale repudiation of  life as it is.

Nor is it only the egalitarians who are tempted by political

salvationism. Individualists too may give way to it, calling for

radical transformations, with themselves (or rather, fellow indi-

vidualists) in charge. In the influential writings of  Ayn Rand we

find a kind of  Nietzschean contempt for ordinary dependent

beings and a supremacist assertion of  the world-transforming

risk-taker, who will save us from the degeneracy into which we

are being led by envy and resentment. In the same spirit as Lenin,

Rand bombarded the American public with doomsday tracts,

telling them that their timid democracy was on a path to destruc-
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tion, and that only the risk-taking heroes should stand at the

helm.101 Rand remains as influential in America today as she was

in the post-war years, when America was emerging as the world’s

leading superpower.

Salvationist politics have played a major part in the environ-

mental movements of  our day.102 From Meyer-Abich’s call for a

revolution on behalf  of  nature, to the eco-anarchism of  Richard

Sylvan (né Routley), radical eco-warriors have demanded total

life-changing commitment from their followers.103 In its more

mystical forms, the cult of  Gaia comes close to recapturing the

pagan view of  the earth as a goddess, whose animating principles

run through all of  us.104 The scientific, or pseudo-scientific,

evidence on which the cult has drawn seems to purify its mystical

side, and make it into a fitting substitute for the old religions, one

that can be believed sincerely by a fully modern mind: such, 

it seems to me, is the appeal of  the ‘deep ecology’ movement

founded by the Norwegian philosopher and one-time logical 
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positivist, Arne Naess.105 Such movements aim to unite people

around a collective goal, and offer the comforts of  solidarity to

those who have hitherto suffered from feelings of  helplessness

and alienation. They grow by inviting on to the stage of  politics

the passions of  the group, and by replicating the primordial reli-

gious experience invoked by Durkheim in The Elementary Forms

of the Religious Life, which is the experience of  membership.

The doomsday literature and the imperatives of  salvation are

two sides of  a single coin. The great salvific religions proceed,

first by presenting sinners with a description of  their case that

seems to allow no remedy but only despair, and then by offering

hope in the form of  a total doctrine, the path of  purity and

submission, which is the unique way to redemption. The dooms-

day scenario has the effect of  removing all belief  in small-scale

and negotiated remedies, and creating in their place a great 

and comprehensive longing for salvation. And then salvation 

is offered, in terms that require nothing save obedience. The

doctrine goes on to speak of  dangers: among us there are those

companions of  the Devil whose false remedies are so many traps

for the unwary, and who must be rooted out and exterminated if

the way of  salvation is not to be obscured.106 Pursuit and persecu-

tion of  the heretic have therefore occupied a large part of  the
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activities required by revolutionary movements from 1789 to the

present day, and once the salvationist illusion has triumphed pol -

itics turns to witch hunting, faction forming and pursuit of  ‘the

enemy within’. It goes without saying that this is of  no help in our

present circumstances. But the tendency is there and it is well to

understand it.

The current emphasis on climate change should be considered

in this light. Global warming is not the kind of  small-scale issue

that can be addressed by individuals, or which slots into the

normal modes of  practical reasoning. It is a transcendental issue,

concerning the state of  mankind as such. Like original sin, it

weighs on us all, and like original sin it might seem to require a

salvationist solution. Moreover, it connects immediately with the

sins that mean most to egalitarians and with which many conser-

vatives too are far from happy: consumerism, the luxury lifestyle,

the obscenities of  waste. Climate change hovers above the sinner

in his sports utility vehicle like a vision of  judgement, and it is a

vision that comprehends the whole world. Hence climate change

has been not merely believed in but seized upon, as a convenient

way of  turning a political problem into a moral and spiritual 

challenge, a wake-up call to mankind as a whole, which can be

addressed only by action so radical as to amount to a change of

life. And when people propose some less demanding response to

the problem, they may be greeted with surprise and indignation,

since they are undermining the faith. For the salvationists, it is

only a change of  life that will meet the prevailing need, which is
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as much a spiritual as a material one. Global warming sounds in

their thinking as a call of  angelic trumpets from the sky. Du mußt

dein Leben ändern – ‘you must change your life ’: Rilke ’s summary

of  the religious imperative, spoken to the poet from an antique

torso of  Apollo, speaks also from much of  the radical literature of

the environmentalists.107 Yet rarely does the literature address the

question of  how ordinary people could obey such a command.

Uniting behind a purpose facilitates sacrifice, gives clear goals

and strategies, and produces the kind of  comradeship that is

witnessed in armies and religious missions. The desire for this

kind of  comradeship has surely been implanted in us by evolution.

People who did not have the capacity to unite in this way would

be overwhelmed by emergencies, unable to defend themselves

against attack, and probably destined in the circumstances of  the

hunter-gatherer to starve.

But old adaptations are precisely what we need to remedy and

balance, now that we have achieved the supreme adaptation that

is reason. Goal-directed membership has the disadvantage that the

purpose itself  cannot easily be subjected to critical examination,

that its internal defects and contradictions must, in the interest of

unity, be passed over, and that critics are inevitably treated as
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enemies, as those who ‘do not belong’, and who fall outside the

scope of  the first-person plural. This surely accounts for the nega-

tivity of  so many radical campaigns, which are often far clearer

concerning what they are against than what they are for. It is easy

to destroy, hard to create. It is easy to identify the targets of

resentment and to pull them down; harder to work towards a

world in which people will live in peace with those who do not

share their opinions or who are more fortunate than themselves.

When people join together in a partnership or a club, they

establish a form of  collective liability, and the law has devised

procedures whereby to recognize this liability in the courts.

People who make decisions on behalf  of  the partnership or the

club become accountable to the other members, and the club

shapes its rules accordingly. Agenda-driven movements, however,

are not like this. They involve a flow of  collective sentiment,

which might peak here and there in the shape of  leaders and

spokesmen, but which rushes ever onwards like an invading army,

seldom pausing to restore the moral order that lies fragmented in

its wake. The result is the erosion of  accountability – both to the

followers and to those whose interests they damage.

Nothing in politics stands still, and increasingly left-wing

environmentalists are dissociating themselves from the campaign-

ing NGOs, and preferring the small-scale work that both supports

and expresses the low-impact way of  life. The movements for low

carbon communities, slow food and permaculture have recruited

many who identify themselves as ‘on the left’. Indeed, this shift
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away from radical, government-shaped solutions should be

welcomed by conservatives, since it promises the thing that envi-

ronmentalists of  both persuasions need, which is a way of  sharing

our problems and co-operating in solving them.

As environmentalists are increasingly disposed to recognize,

top-down solutions create incentives that do not exist in circum-

stances of  free co-operation. The point has been established in a

series of  important works by J. M. Buchanan and Gordon

Tullock, who show the way in which the top-down imposition of

goals creates administrative positions that produce a rent on the

common product.108 The expansion of  government by the creation

of  commissions, committees and administrative posts has led in

almost every European country to a situation in which more than

half  of  GDP is dispensed to state dependants. Rents obtained

from the state are secure, since they are guaranteed by the legal

order – at least until the legal order collapses. Hence there

emerges a new structure of  incentives, as people endeavour to

obtain positions within the system. This in turn creates new

motives for collective action – unionization designed to exclude

interlopers; ideological tests (as in modern universities) designed

to limit competition; punishments for whistle-blowers, and so on.
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All this we are witnessing in the growth of  the European Union,

and in the next chapter I give some examples that will show how

the incentive structure of  such a bureaucracy is highly likely to

impede its public goals – although not the private goals of  the

bureaucrats who announce them.

Comparable adverse effects arise in business oligopolies, and it

is often the sight of  directors and chief  executives elaborately

cushioned from the devastation that their businesses cause that

turns people against the free market idea. However, in a properly

administered legal order, a business can neither control nor evade

the laws under which it operates, and there is therefore a solution

to problems caused by the misconduct of  business that is not

available to problems caused by the mischievous actions of  state

bureaucracies. Furthermore, it is increasingly apparent that good

behaviour in business is a commercial asset, and even in a big

business in which rents are relatively secure, the recipient may be

expected to pay for them by good behaviour.109

The problems here (famously summarized by Terence in the

rhetorical question quis custodiet ipsos custodes? – ‘who will guard

those guardians?’) are not specifically problems for environ -

mental politics. But it is worth reflecting on the way in which

Terence ’s question was answered in socialist economies, such as

that imposed by the Soviet Communist Party or that which

prevailed for fifty or more years in China. Although there are few

such economies remaining, the environmental devastation that
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they caused remains as a permanent testimony to the folly of

centralized government under monopoly control. In a socialist

economy, the division of  powers between executive, legislative

and judicial arms of  government is either non-existent or easily

set aside in the interests of  ‘public policy’. In such an economy

there is no real distinction between an emergency and the ordin -

ary conduct of  economic life, since the government takes charge

of  both, and applies in day-to-day decision-making the same top-

down principles that in a free society might be plausibly justified

only in a crisis. Even if  it imposes stringent laws to protect the

environment, the government can amend those laws at will and

evade them with impunity, so that they offer no real barrier to

environmental degradation.

During the communist years it was a criminal offence in

Poland to discharge effluent from factories and sewers into the

rivers; but the factories and the sewers were controlled by the

state, which was in turn controlled by the Communist Party.

Hence nobody was ever penalized under the anti-pollution laws,

since it was legally impossible to bring the Communist Party to

judgement, and politically dangerous to try. The rivers in conse-

quence were entirely dead, and river water could not be used even

to irrigate the land. With the subsequent growth of  private prop-

erty in the factories and an independent judiciary, the rivers have

begun to change, and some are again acquiring fish.110 Likewise
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there were laws and regulations in place in the Soviet Union that,

if  applied, might have prevented the Chernobyl accident. But

those uniquely entitled to invoke and apply them were also those

with the motive to evade them, and as a result one of  the greatest

environmental disasters to occur in recent years became all but

inevitable.111 From the poisoning of  the Czech forests by acid rain,

to the destruction of  the Black Sea sturgeon, and from the eroded

and depleted soil of  the collective farms to the soulless concrete

‘monotowns’ built around blighted industries, the evidence is

incontrovertible that the centrally planned economy is an envir -

onmental disaster.112

Even in a democratic society in which private property and the

rule of  law enforce a proper separation between the one who

threatens harm and the one who prevents or punishes it, the
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evidence is that state bureaucracies become a danger to the envir -

onment as soon as they acquire the role of  controlling rather than

containing what is done. A nice illustration is provided by the

story of  Ravenna Park in Seattle. This was established in 1887 by

Mr and Mrs William W. Beck, who bought several parcels of  land

on the outskirts of  the city, in order to preserve and provide public

access to the giant fir trees growing there – some 400 feet high and

20 feet in diameter. They built a pavilion for concerts and nature

lectures, and charged a 25¢ entrance fee to the park, which would

be visited by around 10,000 people every day. In 1911 the city, in

response to conservationist pressure, bought the park under a

compulsory purchase order for $135,663. Almost at once the giant

trees began disappearing, cut down and sold by park employees,

sometimes with a bureaucratic rubber stamp that condemned a

particular tree as a ‘threat to public safety’. By 1925 none of  the

trees remained. An effective private investment that had con -

served an important environmental asset, and created a lively

public interest in maintaining it, had been destroyed by public

ownership in a matter of  fourteen years.113

This pattern has been repeated around the world with 

the takeover of  well-managed resources by the state, and the

subsequent loss of  the mechanisms whereby the costs of  mal -

administration are inflicted on the culprit. Notorious in this

connection has been the British Forestry Commission, established
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during the First World War under conditions of  national 

emergency, and charged with taking control of  forests and the

production of  timber throughout the country.114 The inability of

the Commission to adapt to an economy in which timber is no

longer of  the first importance, to manage the complex environ-

ments entrusted to its charge, or to maintain either the visual

beauty or the biodiversity of  the vast areas of  land under its

control is now well known. Although the Commission was estab-

lished with the purpose of  maintaining and preserving British

woodlands, it has been shown that, during the fifties and sixties,

when it controlled most of  the marketable timber, the rate of

destruction of  the woodlands was greater than ever before, and

entirely without historical parallel.115 Public bodies are able to

externalize their costs in a way that private bodies seldom

manage, and this fact alone makes them unreliable trustees of  our

collective assets. Of  course, private firms are also in the habit of

externalizing their costs – and often they lobby government for

the regulations and procedures that will ease the attempt.

Moreover, the familiar devices of  modern business – limited

liability, shareholding, bonus payments and secured pensions –

can give rise to large rents with small accountability. To this famil-

iar problem, however, state control is not a remedy. On the

contrary, it is a way of  augmenting the disease.
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The lesson to be drawn from the dysfunctional results of  state

control is not the simple one, that everything must be privatized

and that the market must prevail. The negative results of  statism

derive from a deeper cause than the confiscation of  property

rights and the resulting distortion of  market mechanisms. They

derive from the destruction of  feedback. The market is simply

one example of  a homeostatic system that receives and responds

to ‘negative feedback’ when things go wrong. In a market

economy investors withdraw their savings from failing industries,

and place them in industries that might succeed; as a result, costly

failures are eliminated, and the system returns quickly to equilib-

rium when the wrong decisions are made. This well-known

mechanism (which depends upon individuals assuming the risk of

their own decisions) parallels the homeostatic systems that main-

tain animals in being, through the negative feedback provided by

pain, fear and stress.116 But the market is only one way in which

feedback loops grow within human communities, and it is one of

the tasks of  this book to identify other ways in which people spon-

taneously adjust to social pressures and environmental changes, 

in order to maintain the equilibrium that they need. I shall also 

try to show how state initiatives, in the form of  subsidies and

regulation, often destroy the feedback loops needed for their own

success. The state can lay down the constraints that enterprises must

obey, but ought not to acquire an interest in their disobedience.
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The distinction between left and right is wrongly described by

modern commentators as a distinction between the state and the

market. As I earlier suggested, it is in part a distinction between

two human types, the one seeing politics as the collective pursuit

of  an egalitarian goal, the other seeing it as a free association

between individuals, in which absent generations and present

hierarchies have a place. Hence the two forms of  membership:

movements with causes, and civil associations that are ends in

themselves.117 My claim is that the first of  those is a threat to

homeostasis, the second a form of  it. If  we see environmental

questions from that second perspective, then the emphasis shifts

from control to incentive. We solve environmental problems not

by appointing someone to take charge of  them, but by creating the

incentives that will lead people to solve them for themselves. The

problem with centralized control is not merely that it reduces or

extinguishes accountability, but also that it creates incentives that

militate against its own success. In every case government has a

part to play, but its proper role is not to take charge of  the

problem, but to create the framework and the constraints that

enable people to take charge of  it themselves.

When the state imposes central control it becomes immedi-

ately exposed to lobbying from rival interest groups and

single-issue fanatics, and will favour the group that makes the
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most noise, stirs up the most trouble or gives the most money to

the ruling clique. The more distant the legislature from the people

the greater will be the distortion. The European Union, with its

180,000 pages of  regulations, many of  them absurd but most of

them useful to lobbyists, illustrates the process. In a normal legis-

lature lobbying is often an object of  suspicion to the ordinary

voter. Not so the lobbying in Brussels. For lobbying is the only

outside pressure that the bureaucrats feel: there is no popular

sentiment or electoral process that might impede its impact. 

And the rewards of  lobbying are enormous. A manufacturer of

specialized car seats for children, for example, that can secure a

regulation imposing such seats by law, does not merely steal a

competitive advantage in one country: if  the law is issued by

Brussels, it gives a competitive advantage in twenty-seven coun-

tries, with no need to lobby place by place. The example illustrates

the way in which competitive advantage can be pursued under the

guise of  ‘health and safety’. For the very reason that the legisla-

tive powers of  the Commission can address any issue that affects

the single market, private lobbying can disguise itself  as public

spirit. Increasingly firms lobby for regulations that tie the hands

of  the competition, rather than regulations that ensure a ‘level

playing field’, and this negative approach operates at the level of

national governments as well as individual businesses.

It is not only the inherently corrupting circumstances of  the

EU that distorts incentives in this way, however. A recent

American illustration is provided by ‘endangered species legisla-
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tion’, which enables environmental groups to lobby one by one

for their favourite species. By this means it is possible to put an

absolute brake on farming or development in places where some

vulnerable species is in jeopardy. The result is a policy that is

counter-productive because it is absolute, in circumstances where

only a compromise could serve the environmental cause. A case

in hand is the San Joaquin Valley in California – irrigated through

massive public works projects that caused a once desert region to

bloom. Environmental groups argue that the pumping of  water

for irrigation purposes threatens the autumn spawning grounds 

of  the endangered delta smelt (a tiny fish that is of  little use to

anything save itself ). Litigation by such groups is forcing the

local authorities to curtail the supply of  water to the farms. In

2008, according to Tulare County Supervisor Allen Ishida,

California was thereby forced to let 26 million cubic feet of  fresh-

water supplies run away into the ocean – enough to supply the

entire Silicon Valley for two years. Further attempts to protect fish

species as endangered will lead to more curbs on irrigation, and

revenue losses to farmers in the San Joaquin Valley were in the

order of  $500 million in 2008, and could reach $3 billion if  litiga-

tion is successful.118

That is only one example of  a disproportionate benefit

conferred on one component of  the environment – the delta smelt

– by the top-down approach to protecting it. Legislation does not
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move as fast as the problems it is designed to solve or mitigate,

and pressure groups can use old legislation (in this case the 

US Endangered Species Act of  1973) to advance their favourite

causes, indifferent to the other interests that ought to be balanced

in any policy outcome. In 1993 the federal government forbad

private landowners from creating firebreaks around their homes

in California’s Riverside County for fear of  disturbing the

protected Stephens’ kangaroo rat, which had taken up residence

there. When as a result wildfires swept through the county, both

the homes and the rats were destroyed.119

Endangered species legislation has had similar effects outside

the United States. The protection afforded to the badger in the

United Kingdom has made it all but impossible to respond effec-

tively to the diseases that have swept through the badger

population, now that it has grown to fill its ecological niche. The

diseases include TB, which many argue is passed from the badgers

to cattle, and which is witnessed in the constant outbreaks of

bovine TB in British pastures. This in turn has a demoralizing

effect on cattle farmers, who lose interest in caring for the

pastures, which in turn are abandoned or allowed to drift towards

the kind of  ‘horsiculture ’ that reduces them to scrub.
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Favouritism arises from the very nature of  bureaucracies,

which proceed by the disaggregation of  tasks, assigning to one

office problems that cannot thereafter be considered by another.

In a devastating book, Christopher Booker and Richard North

have shown the way in which self-regulating practices are one by

one destroyed when brought under the control of  outside regula-

tors.120 Their examples place a question mark over the very idea

that we can solve environmental problems by regulation alone.

The question of  how to distinguish good from bad regulation has

indeed become one of  the most vexing issues in environmental

politics, and one to which I return in the next chapter.

Perhaps the most unfortunate aspect of  the centralized

approach to environmental problems is that, while advancing a

non-compromising agenda, it ignores the need to provide 

ordinary people with a motive for adopting it. The impression is

created that the only way to protect the environment is by putting

pressure on government, through campaigns that require precise

goals and legislative targets. Ordinary people do not take part in

such things, and are not easily animated to stir up trouble for their

fellow citizens by pressing for legislation that will inconvenience

them. It is because they have acquired the habit of  noticing this,

indeed, that so many environmentalists have been drawn to the

anarchist tradition, and have argued that the way forward lies in

small-scale volunteer initiatives outside the control, and maybe
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even outside the awareness, of  the state.121 But such people are not

the ones who make the noise or attract political attention, since the

avoidance of  political attention is part of  their goal.

It has often been noticed, indeed, that activist campaigns,

which tend to be conducted in the name of  the people as a whole,

neither consult the people nor show much interest in noticing

them – a point that was already obvious to Burke, in considering

the insolence of  the French revolutionaries. Such campaigns are

affairs of  elites who are seeking to triumph over real or imaginary

adversaries, and who make an impact on politics because they

share, in their hearts, the old socialist view that things must be

changed from the top downwards, and that the people themselves

are not to be trusted now, but only later, when the revolutionary

vanguard has completed its task.

It is true that the people are not to be trusted when solutions

to their problems are monopolized by the state. For state solutions

create a structure of  arcane and impersonal directives, which

encourage people to evade them by whatever means they can.

State solutions are usually rotten with free riders, rent seekers,

people who see the advantage of  adopting them in appearance,

while escaping them in fact. And this is one of  the constant

laments of  all environmentalists: every solution that seems perfect

in theory seems to fall apart when put in the hands of  govern-

ment. This is the more obviously true the larger the problem 
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to be solved. Paradoxically, therefore, the distrust of  ordinary

economic activity leads to a larger distrust of  the bureaucracies

that have grown in order to regulate it, even though they have

grown largely as a result of  political pressure from the left. The

result has been a new kind of  ‘organized hesitation’, a pursuit of

precaution for its own sake, and a kind of  active injection of

paralysis into the regulatory process. Before proceeding it is

worth examining how this came about.
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four

Radical Precaution

Early on in the debates over environmental protection the

European Greens began to refer to something called the

Vorsorgeprinzip (‘Foresight Principle ’). This Principle probably

began life in pre-war Germany, and was invoked later in the

sixties as the blanket justification for state planning. Reissued in

the seventies under the name of  the Precautionary Principle, it is

now being advocated at every level of  European politics as a

guide to regulation, legislation and the use of  scientific research.

Addressing the Royal Society in 2002, British prime minister

Tony Blair told the assembled body of  distinguished scientists

that ‘responsible science and responsible policy-making operate

on the Precautionary Principle ’. Yet nobody seems to know what

the Principle says. Does it tell us to take no risks? Then surely it

is merely irrational, since everything we do has a risk attached. Or

does it tell us to balance the benefits of  risk-taking against the

costs? Then it is merely reminding us of  a fundamental law of
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practical reasoning. Or is it adding some new axiom to decision

theory that will enable us to deal with the hazards of  modern tech-

nology in a way that will safeguard the future of  mankind? Then

we need a clear statement of  what it says and clear grounds for

believing it.

A footnote to the 1982 Stockholm environmental conference

recommended the Precautionary Principle as the acceptable

approach to scientific innovation – but did nothing to define it.

Thereafter the Principle was repeatedly mentioned in European

edicts, as authority for a creeping regime of  regulation that osten-

sibly had the protection of  the public as its rationale, but which

also had the stifling of  innovation as its consequence. In 1998 a

gathering of  lawyers, scientists, philosophers and Green activists

in the USA produced the Wingspread Statement,122 which defined

the Principle thus: ‘When an activity raises threats of  harm to the

environment or human health, precautionary measures should be

taken even if  some cause and effect relationships are not fully

established scientifically’ – which is a definition of  nothing, since

all activities raise some threat of  harm, and the relevant science is

never water-tight. Finally, in 2000, the European Commission

published a twenty-nine-page communication on the Principle,

purporting to clarify its use, but again answering the need for a

definition with a fudge. The Principle, it said, may be applicable
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‘where preliminary scientific evaluation indicates that there are

reasonable grounds for concern that the potentially dangerous

effects on the environment, human, animal or plant health may be

inconsistent with the high level of  protection chosen for the

Community’.123 The words ‘preliminary’, ‘potentially’ and ‘may’

betray the essential retreat from precision that this statement

involves. And the reference to a ‘high level of  protection chosen

for the Community’ naturally leads to the question ‘chosen by

whom?’ The statement is in fact a licence to forbid any activity

that a bureaucrat judges, on whatever grounds, to have a possible

cost attached to it.

Although there is little or no agreement as to what the

Precautionary Principle says, it has now become a doctrine of

European law. A recent decision of  the European Court of

Justice, having invoked the Precautionary Principle, concluded

that the government of  Italy is justified in preventing the sale of

genetically modified food on the basis that ‘no human technology

should be used until it is proven harmless to humans and the en -

vironment’.124 Taken literally that would forbid every innovation

in food technology that we have recently witnessed. Personally I

am in favour of  a law that forbids non-biodegradable packaging

or ensures its recapture, since I know that this is intensely damag-
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ing to the environment. But the ruling of  the Court has not been

applied to that case, since the attempt to apply it would bring our

entire food economy to a standstill. Moreover, the ruling, because

it forbids everything, permits everything too, since it compels us

to construe everything that we do as an exception. The ruling can

therefore be used arbitrarily to prevent whatever initiatives the

bureaucrats momentarily take against, regardless of  any serious

study of  the effects on health, on the environment or on the life

of  the planet. This is the inevitable result of  making a meaning-

less nostrum into a rule of  law.125

But there is an underlying issue here that needs to be

addressed. When law becomes an instrument for regulating

conduct, rather than adjudicating conflicts, it changes character.

Instead of  creating the framework in which human beings can

take risks and assume responsibility for doing so, law becomes a

universal obstacle to risk-taking – a way of  siphoning responsi-

bility from society and transferring it to the impersonal state,

where it can be safely dissolved and forgotten. As soon as there is

the faintest suspicion of  risk, the legislators will produce an edict

designed to eliminate it. In the case of  the European Union,

where the legislators are bureaucrats who can never be thrown 

out by the people who have to bear the burden of  their edicts, 

the regulative machine is now running out of  control. The
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Precautionary Principle justifies everything that the bureaucrats

do, since they need nothing more than ‘preliminary’ scientific

evaluation, giving ‘grounds for concern’ that the ‘potential’

effects ‘may’ be inconsistent with the ‘high level of  protection’

that the bureaucrats themselves have chosen.

The result is illustrated by the directive banning the use of

certain phthalates, which are PVC softeners used in making chil-

dren’s dummies, teats and so on. The ‘preliminary’ scientific

evaluation consisted in slight evidence from one Danish

researcher that phthalates may be carcinogenic. His research has

never been confirmed by peer review and was rejected by the

European Commission’s own scientific committee.126 However,

the Precautionary Principle got to work on this non-evidence and

converted it at once into conclusive grounds for panic. For what

the Principle really says, when examined in the context of  its use,

is this: ‘if  you think there may be a risk, then there is a risk; and

if  there is a risk, forbid it’. Once again we are dealing with a prin-

ciple that forbids and permits everything. Its effect is both

arbitrary and absolute, silencing all counter-argument. It is, there-

fore, an extremely effective political weapon, and can be used not

only by bureaucrats but also by all unrepresentative and unac-

countable pressure groups, big business included, to enforce 

their point of  view on the rest of  us. Behind the edict forbidding
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phthalates there marches the regiment of  self-appointed environ-

mental guardians, who see the chemical industry as Public Enemy

No. 1. Even if  nobody gains from the edict, at least the industry

that has invested so much in this product will suffer. And for the

activists that result is a good in itself. Conversely manufacturers

of  safety devices constantly refer to the Precautionary Principle

when lobbying for regulation that will lead to guaranteed sales

throughout the European Union.

Even if  what it says remains obscure, the Precautionary

Principle clearly presents an obstacle to innovation and experi-

ment, even in those circumstances (like ours, now, confronting

unprecedented problems) where nothing is more needed than

innovation and experiment. But there are deeper reasons for being

troubled by it, reasons that bear on the very essence of  human life,

and on our ability to solve practical problems, in particular those

problems of  stewardship and management that are the theme of

this book. First, there is the tendency of  the Principle to encour-

age those who appeal to it to disaggregate risks, in ways that

defeat the possibility of  reasonable solutions. Risks are never

single, nor do they come to us only from one direction or from

one point of  time. By not taking the risk of  angering my child, I

take the risk of  dealing, at some later stage, with a spoiled and

self-centred adolescent. All practical reasoning involves weighing

risks against one another, estimating probabilities, ring-fencing

uncertainties, taking account of  relative benefits and costs. This

mode of  reasoning is instinctive to us and has ensured our
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extraordinary success as a species. The effect of  the Pre -

cautionary Principle is to isolate each risk as though it were

entirely independent of  every other. Risks, according to the

Principle, come single-wrapped, and each demands the same

response, namely – Don’t! If, in obeying this command, you find

yourself  taking another risk, then the answer again is ‘Don’t!’

The Principle is therefore logically on a par with the command

given by an American president to his senior civil servant: ‘Don’t

just do something, stand there!’127 But, as the president realized,

standing there is not something that civil servants are very good

at. Bureaucrats have an inveterate need to be seen to be doing

something. The effect of  the Principle, therefore, is to forbid the

one identified risk, while removing all others from the equation.

And in this the Principle makes explicit the main defect of  top-

down regulation. Even when there is no explicit forbidding of

risk, of  the kind ventured by the Precautionary Principle, bureau-

cracies consider risks one by one, and strive to reduce each to

zero, regardless of  the cost. Normally you can reduce one risk to

zero only by increasing risk elsewhere: and the risks that stand to

be increased will be the concern of  some other department, and

thus removed from consideration. A European directive issued in

response to the slight risk that meat from sick animals might enter

the food chain insists that no abattoir can function without the
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presence of  a qualified vet. Qualified vets are expensive in Britain;

hence all small abattoirs had to close. When Foot and Mouth

disease broke out in 2001 it was not, as in the past, confined to the

local source of  the outbreak, but carried around the country by

animals travelling a hundred miles or more to the nearest legal

abattoir. Some 7 million animals were slaughtered in the attempt

to confine the disease, and the cost to the economy was £8

billion.128 Such was the short-term cost of  an edict that considered

only one fairly insignificant risk among the many that cohabit in

the management of  livestock.

Now, a responsible politician might have taken into account

not only the small risk addressed by the directive, but also the

huge risks posed to the farming community by the destruction of

local abattoirs, the risks posed to animals by long journeys, the

benefits of  localized food production and local markets for meat,

and so on. And he would have a motive for considering all those

things, namely his desire to be re-elected, when the consequences

of  his decision had been felt. As a rational being, he would recog-

nize that risks don’t come in atomic particles, but are parts of

complex organisms, shaped by the flow of  events. And he would

know in his heart that there is no more risky practice than that of

disaggregating risks, so as one by one to forbid them.

Even bureaucrats, in their own private lives, will take the same
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line. They too are rational beings, and know that risks must be

constantly taken, and constantly weighed against each other.

However, when a bureaucrat legislates for others, and may suffer

no cost should he get things wrong, he will inevitably look for a

single and specific problem, and seize on a single and absolute

principle in order to solve it. And if  the costs of  his regulatory

zeal come under some other department, he barely needs to take

note of  them.

Nowhere is this truth more apparent than in the workings of

the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),

whose daily task consists in forbidding things, but forbidding

them one by one. It has been estimated that the cost of  the EPA’s

vinyl chloride regulations, for example, is $4 million per life saved

– as opposed to $10,000 per life saved for cancer screening

programmes, and $80,000 per life saved for the use of  car seat

belts.129 The costs of  disaggregating risks and regulating them one

by one have been recognized by the United States government,

which established the Office of  Information and Regulatory

Affairs (OIRA) in 1980, with a view to evaluating regulations and

making recommendations to the president when the costs are too

high. The hope has been that cost-benefit analysis applied by an

independent department would enable the political process to

reassemble the complex bundles of  risk that the bureaucrats take

apart. Just how far the resulting regulation of  the regulators has
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overcome their inherent arbitrariness is a moot point and one,

interestingly enough, over which left and right are divided – the

left arguing for more regulation and less costing, the right for

more costing and less regulation.130

But the most important observation to be made, in the light 

of  the attempts to regulate activities that pose a risk to the 

environment, is that those who live with the environment will

spontaneously respond to threats, regardless of  the direction that

the threats are coming from, while bureaucrats will be in the grip

of  an agenda on which only a limited number of  pre-identified

threats are registered. The contrast here is illustrated by that

between the gamekeeper and the animal rights activist. The game-

keeper must protect an environment, and the creatures that

flourish in it. He must control foxes and badgers if  he is to protect

ground-nesting birds; plant cover if  he is to retain pheasants and

partridge; ensure berries in winter and corn and kale in summer;

take action against scavengers, dog-walkers and so on. If  he elim-

inates the foxes he may be plagued by the moles and rats on which

they feed, and if  he alienates the neighbours who walk their dogs

through his territory he will be without the support that he needs

when the animal rights activists turn up to make his life hell.
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The animal rights activist, by contrast, has no need to balance

risks or to work out the long-term cost of  his activities. He is

there to stop the killing, and the fact that the result is a mis-

managed habitat, from which the game birds have fled, and in

which the scavengers are taking over, is none of  his concern. And

of  course it is people like animal rights activists, with their 

non-negotiable agendas and their ‘passionate intensity’, who are

apt to put the most immediate and intelligible pressure on the 

reg ulatory process – either indirectly through lobbying of

government, or directly through the bureaucratic machine. The

gamekeeper, who is constantly assessing risks to one aspect of  his

managed environment, and balancing them against those to

another, is unlikely to be well served by a regime of  bureaucratic

regulation. The animal rights activist, by contrast, can think of

nothing better. And his preferred form of  regulation will have 

an absolute character: an uncompromising ‘no’, in the face of  

his opponent’s ‘yes and no’. He is playing a zero-sum game; 

if  he wins, his opponent loses, and compromise is out of  the 

question.

The example points to a contrast that has been of  considerable

significance in environmental disputes. Local conflicts – for

example, between polluting factories and those living downwind

of  them, between loggers and hunters, between weekenders and

farmers – can often be resolved by discussion. But they will never

be resolved if  the parties believe themselves to be involved in 

a zero-sum game. They will be resolved by negotiation and
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compromise, and a shared willingness to give way for the sake of

good relations. The big NGOs and absentee businesses, which

lobby Parliament or Congress for the absolute edict that will

advance their cause, see things differently. The Sierra Club, for

example, which opposes all commercial logging in the national

forests of  America, could never have reached the agreement

thrashed out in the Quincy Library, which finally ended the

conflict between loggers, residents, farmers and environmentalists

over a 2-million-acre patch. For this solution was a compromise,

which allowed all parties to have some part of  what they

wanted.131 Likewise the conflict between hunt-followers and the

big animal rights NGOs in Britain was a zero-sum game, pursued

to the end through Parliament, when it was obvious to most

reasonable observers that the matter concerned local communities

who should have sat down together and worked out a compromise

acceptable to all. In the next chapter I return to this point, since it

is so important in understanding the contours of  a viable conser-

vative policy.

The contrast just drawn suggests another and deeper irra-

tionality in the regulatory process as this exists today. Legislators

who wish to protect us from harms must assess the risks, but they

should not automatically forbid them. We learn, as Aaron

Wildavsky has emphasized, by trial and error. But the regulatory

process wishes to replace that technique with one of  ‘trial and no
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error’, from which we cannot conceivably learn.132 This suggests

further that there is an even greater risk attached to the habit of

avoiding all risks – namely, that we will produce a society that has

no ability to survive a real emergency, when risk-taking is the

only recourse.

It is not absurd to think that this is a real danger. How many a

soporific empire, secure in its long-standing abundance, has been

swept away by barbarian hordes, simply because the basileus or

caliph had spent his life in risk-free palaces? History is replete

with warnings against the habit of  heeding every warning. Yet

this is the habit that regulation furthers. By anticipating and

forbidding risk, it is courting the greatest risk of  all, namely that

we shall face our next collective emergency without the only thing

that would enable us to survive it.

If  von Clausewitz teaches us nothing else, he must surely

persuade us that strategy in war proceeds according to principles

of  practical reasoning that are equally valid in peacetime.133

Victory does not come through taking no risks, but through

balancing risks against each other, and recognizing the limits to

certainty. Strategic thinking in war is no different from strategic
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thinking in business. Moreover, if, during times of  peace, we

allow the capacity for rational choice to atrophy, then we shall 

feel the consequences in war. Recall the lesson of  Pearl Harbor:

unwilling to take the risk of  fighting on terms that were not over-

whelmingly favourable, President Roosevelt found himself  forced

to fight nevertheless, but without a Pacific fleet. This does not

mean that a ‘high risk’ strategy is always the wisest one. It means

only that risk is the premise of  strategic thinking, and strategic

thinking the sine qua non of  success. In war the cost of  failure is

the loss of  everything. In peace it is the loss of  something. But in

both cases rational decision-making means not avoiding risks, but

choosing between them, and continuously adjusting in the face of

new and unanticipated dangers.

Although the Eurocrats have made something they call the

Precautionary Principle into the foundation of  their legislative

programme, we should not think that the invocation of  the

Principle is confined to Europe. Environmental NGOs have made

repeated use of  another non-definition, which occurs in the 1992

Rio Declaration on Environment and Development. According to

Principle 15 of  the Rio Declaration, the precautionary approach

requires that, ‘where there are threats of  serious or irreversible

damage, lack of  full scientific certainty shall not be used as a

reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environ-

mental degradation’.134 Looked at in one way, that makes the
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common-sense claim that, when taking a risk, we should protect

the environment from the adverse effects of  failure, even if  we are

not yet sure of  the science. Looked at in another way, however, it

says merely ‘Don’t!’ And it is in this second way that the Principle

is always interpreted by the activists, so that instead of  contribut-

ing to the solution of  our collective problems it merely prevents

us from addressing them. This has led many governments (in

particular those of  Scandinavian countries) to abandon nuclear

energy programmes, even though they provide the best hope for

a comparatively clean source of  energy capable of  supplying 

the enormous numbers of  people who now inhabit the earth – at

least for the time being, and until we can master the science and

technology required to develop genuinely sustainable sources 

of  energy.135 The case of  nuclear energy has assumed an added

importance in the wake of  the Japanese Tsunami of  March 2011,

which caused serious and potentially catastrophic damage to 

the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power station. The immediate

response of  the German Greens was to call on their government

to shut down nuclear facilities in Germany – a demand that

Chancellor Merkel promptly complied with. This panic reaction

typifies the ‘precautionary’ response. The true lesson of  the

Japanese tragedy is that, in a country situated on a geological

fault-line, with a long history of  earthquakes and tsunamis, there

is a high risk of  unacceptable damage to nuclear facilities, espe-

cially when built on the shore. The Japanese took that risk and
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paid the cost of  it. They presumably will not take the risk again.

Absolutely nothing follows from this concerning the wisdom of

nuclear power stations built inland in a country that has not had 

a serious earthquake in recent history. Yet the habit of  precau-

tionary ‘reasoning’ has so dominated discussion in Germany, 

that only irrational responses are now available, so that purely

hypothetical disasters eclipse all attempts to assess their real 

probability.

Nor should we assume that the Precautionary Principle is

effective only where it has entered the official culture, as in

Germany. American legislators are unlikely to invoke the

Principle, since they recognize the extent to which it impinges

upon entrenched civil freedoms. But American litigiousness has

the same effect as the European nanny state. There are places in

America where no doctor will take the risk of  delivering a baby,

for fear of  a malpractice suit that will cost him all that he has.

Scouting trips and adventure sports are now rapidly disappearing,

as people acquire the habit of  suing for every injury. And local

legislatures try to forestall litigation by laws that have the same

mad absolutism as the European edicts. We see this in the 

notorious case of  asbestos. In the wake of  unscrupulous and

lawyer-driven litigation, which bankrupted a thousand innocent

industries and storeowners across the United States, the federal

government eventually introduced the Asbestos Hazard

Emergency Response Act of  1986, which required the removal 

of  asbestos from classrooms across the nation’s 37,000 school
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districts. A symposium at Harvard University in 1988 concluded

that the risk of  dying from low-level exposure to asbestos was

vanishingly small, and that the cost of  the ban on asbestos 

had been $123 million per life saved, not to speak of  the unseen

costs in the destruction of  attractive buildings and cherished 

environments.136

Manufacturers of  children’s playgrounds now predict that

swings in public playgrounds will become a thing of  the past,

since safety regulations require prohibitively expensive padding

beneath them. The regulations surrounding children’s toys,

clothes and activities are indeed now so strict, that it is no longer

possible to have the kind of  childhood that we read about with

such longing and wonder in children’s classics like Huckleberry

Finn and Swallows and Amazons.

When assessing arguments proffered in the name of  the

Precautionary Principle, therefore, we should recognize that it is

one aspect of  a risk-denying and risk-averting culture. American

litigation and European regulation both have the same effect – to

increase the cost of  risk to the point where risks really do become

irrational. The cost is financial in America, penal in Europe, but

the effect is the same. Rational beings, who are risk-takers by

nature, no longer take the risks that they ought to be taking, since

the cost has been artificially elevated by litigation and law. The
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result does not damage adults only: it damages their children far

more, threatening the very possibility of  what was once consid-

ered a normal childhood. Boys used to join the Scouts, to go on

camping holidays in which they learned the arts of  survival, to

take part in athletic sports that strengthened the body and also

occasionally injured it, to expose themselves to hardships in order

to enjoy the sense of  overcoming them, and in all kinds of  

ways to surround themselves with character-forming dangers.

Sometimes accidents happened, and sometimes bad things were

suffered or done. Still, there was a widely shared sense not only

that young people were strengthened by this kind of  activity, but

also that they enjoyed it, learned from it, and were better able as

a result to cope with the stresses of  adult life and the demands of

ordinary decision-making.137

There is no evidence that people were wrong to think in that

way. On the contrary, they were sensible of  the truth, elaborately

defended by Aristotle, that success in action requires virtuous

habits, and virtuous habits must be acquired early if  they are to be

acquired at all. Young people brought up to think their way

through practical difficulties acquire the art of  survival. The risk-

averse and timorous have no capacity to confront, still less to

survive, a real emergency, nor are they likely to do well in ordin -

ary competitive business. In love, as in war, they will be the losers,
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and only where they can fall back on nanny state will they be sure

of  protection. Yet nanny state herself  depends upon the risk-

takers, since it is on their taxes that the whole structure of

institutionalized timorousness is built.

This does not mean that we should dismiss the anxieties to

which the Precautionary Principle is proposed as a solution.

Rather we should make a clear effort to identify those anxieties, to

state them precisely, and to see whether regulation of  any kind

could be an effective response to them. And it seems to me that

the anxieties are of  three kinds: first, those concerning our habit

of  transferring our costs; second, those concerning the problem

of  ‘sinks and residues’; and third, anxieties concerning the non-

negotiable nature of  certain human goods, which we wish to

rescue entirely from the process of  deliberation. I deal with each

in turn.

It is very clear that we must distinguish risks in which the cost

falls on the person who takes them from risks in which the cost is

exported to the rest of  us. We can manage risks of  the first kind

by providing suitable warnings, such as the health warnings

affixed to alcohol and tobacco, and which many might wish to

affix also to junk food, televisions, mobile phones and all the other

products that rot the minds or bodies of  those who consume them.

But risks whose cost is exported to others cannot easily be

managed, since no individual may be wholly responsible for the

damage, or solely able to repair it. Hence we need policies to

reduce the cost of  what we do, by distributing the power to repair
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it. That was the principle behind the old bottle-deposit habit,

which rid the world of  abandoned glass bottles. According to this

principle, each person who enjoys the benefit of  an innovation is

made to pay a proportionate amount of  the socially distributed

cost. The innovation goes ahead, and the damage is rectified. This

kind of  solution has been generalized by Robert Costanza, an

economist now at the University of  Vermont, who has attempted

to put something precise in place of  the Precautionary

Principle.138

The second source of  anxiety to which the Precautionary

Principle has been put forward as a cure is that concerning sinks

and residues. The problem here is a special case of  the problem of

externalized costs. The environment has only a finite capacity to

absorb our waste, and much that we release into it has unpre-

dictable effects on ecosystems. Drugs, antibiotics, chemicals,

pesticides, fertilizers – all flow through our drains into waterways

and soils, there to accumulate and to be absorbed by plants,

animals and, in due course, other humans. Every day we read of

localized outbreaks of  cancer in children, of  premature menstru-

ation, of  hermaphrodites among fish and amphibians – and we

naturally conclude that drugs and chemicals have entered the

environment through careless and untested use. The fear of  this

underlies many people ’s anxieties about genetically modified
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crops, and is one cause of  the movement for organic farming.

There is nothing irrational in these fears; the problem is that

the Precautionary Principle does nothing to answer them. By

forbidding everything it permits everything, and leaves us

without clear instructions as to what we should do, to ensure that

the risks attached to drugs and chemicals are properly confronted.

Clearly drugs and chemicals must be subjected to ecological as

well as medical testing, in order to ascertain their effect as residues,

after their medical work has been done. But again absolute 

edicts will in the normal case be counter-productive. Regulations

governing the treatment of  sewage, for example, should be so

formulated that local communities can comply with them, even if

this means allowing a small amount of  contamination to pass into

rivers and streams. There is a clear case for regulation; but a 

regulation that is so strict that it cannot be complied with, or

which cannot easily be altered when circumstances change, will

normally be bypassed, to the common detriment.

Worse, in emergencies, when the state must perforce take

charge, regulations may place an absolute impediment against the

only available course of  action. A pertinent example is presented

by the 2010 Gulf  of  Mexico oil spill. Immediately after the catas-

trophe the Dutch government offered the use of  ships equipped

with devices for extracting oil from seawater and returning nearly

pure seawater to the ocean – ships that have been used to great

effect in managing spills and leaks from the oil platforms in the

North Sea. The US government refused the offer, at least in part
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because the water being returned to the ocean would not comply

with the strict EPA regulations forbidding oil-contamination of

water released into the Gulf.139 If  water is not 99.9985 per cent

pure, the regulations say, it may not be returned to the Gulf; and

the Dutch equipment does not meet that impossible standard.

Hence the Dutch equipment could not be used. This crazy deci-

sion exemplifies the worst effect of  ‘precautionary’ reasoning: by

aiming to avert disaster, strict precaution renders us powerless to

deal with disaster when it comes.

I come now to the third kind of  anxiety to which the

Precautionary Principle is proposed as a solution. In reasoning

about risk, many thinkers wish to make a distinction between

those things that can, and those that cannot, be traded. The

philosopher David Wiggins, for example, who has made the

concept of  need central to his account of  moral thinking, intro-

duces a version of  the Precautionary Principle in the words of

Pushkin’s Herman (in The Queen of Spades): ‘Cards interest me

very much; but I am not in a position to risk the necessary in the

hope of  the superfluous’. It is irrational, Wiggins suggests, for us

to risk the satisfaction of  our vital needs in the pursuit of  our

other interests, however pressing those interests might seem to

us.140 Moreover, it is wicked for us so to risk the satisfaction of  the
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vital needs of  other human beings.141 Care of  the earth is required

of  us precisely because the earth is the source of  all that we vitally

need. In these claims Wiggins is at one with the German philoso-

pher Hans Jonas, who has urged that humanity itself  cannot be

put at stake, so that a risk to the survival of  our species is not one

that can be weighed in the balance, however slight the risk may

be.142 Jonas has even proposed that, when deliberating over our

collective future, we should adopt a ‘heuristics of  fear’, always

focusing on worst-case scenarios and the costs that we might

endure, rather than the benefits, however great, that might other-

wise cast them in shadow.

There is something plausible in those ideas, and I shall return

to them in later chapters. But they do nothing for the Pre -

cautionary Principle as it is propounded by its normal advocates.

Distinguishing needs from desires is simply one part of  the

process of  weighing reasons. And we should be clear that we do,

in our ordinary reasoning, bargain with both life and need, and

that the attempt to prevent this is rarely successful. Human beings

risk their lives in skiing, hunting, driving and competitive sport;

they happily exchange health for whisky and safety for love; they

leap to the defence of  their family and their country and throw

caution to the winds. And sometimes they are prepared to risk the
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end of  everything, in defence of  a way of  life that they refuse to

jettison. The prefect of  a Roman city besieged by Vandals or

Huns would often choose to resist rather than surrender, even

though the cost of  failure would be total destruction, and the cost

of  surrender a negotiable servitude. We do not regard the choice

as irrational, or as an immoral imposition on the citizens for

whom the prefect stood as guardian. Indeed, we look with suspi-

cion on those who are unwilling to risk death in defence of  a

shared way of  life, and we recognize sacrifice as a fundamental

component in the resilience of  human communities. The Roman

Empire lasted because it schooled its citizens in sacrifice; and the

principle that governed the beleaguered cities was not ‘to save

everything, risk nothing’, but ‘to save the best things, risk every-

thing’. We should not, therefore, ring-fence our needs and our

lives from the business of  risk-taking. Whatever we do, the risk

of  death – our own death, but also the death of  those who depend

on us and whom we are duty-bound to protect – is real, however

small. And to forbid us to bargain with this risk, as we bargain

with all others, is to deprive us of  our most important weapon in

confronting it. Indeed, rational beings, it seems to me, can flourish

only when they have risks to confront and responsibilities to

assume. The risk-free life is not a life in which we are or can be

fulfilled. Any pattern of  thought that seeks to extinguish risk and

to lift our responsibilities in the face of  it is, therefore, one that

threatens a primary human need.

Meanwhile, in all its putative forms, the Precautionary
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Principle acts as a brake on the kind of  research that we need to

undertake, if  we are to manage our growing environmental prob-

lems. In the circumstances in which we now find ourselves, there

can be no riskier policy. If  we are to apply the Precautionary

Principle at all, therefore, we should apply it to itself. And the

answer will be ‘Don’t!’

An important issue emerges from our discussion.

Environmental problems involve managing risk. This means

assessing what can and what cannot be changed, the likelihood of

adverse and beneficial consequences, and the agencies best suited

to manage risk on our behalf. The Precautionary Principle

assumes that risk management concerns the environment only.

From that assumption another is held to follow, namely that since

the environment is everyone ’s concern it must be managed 

on behalf of everyone. For many environmentalists that means

managed by the state. From that deduction a further deduction is

made, namely that – because the risks are infinite and unknowable

– it is best not to take them. The state exists to put a break on

enterprise, on behalf  of  all who stand to lose from its side effects.

Such a philosophy has been explicitly defended by the sociologist

Ulrich Beck, who argues, in The Risk Society, that scientific and

technological advance has created a new kind of  society, in which

the consciousness of  risk dictates the first concerns of  politics.

According to Beck the democratic process must be devoted to

tracking down and removing the risks that have been imposed on

us without our consent. And, having discovered them, we can
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legislate to remove them.143 Even if, in previous conditions, top-

down regulation had the adverse effects that I have been

outlining, those conditions no longer obtain. Regulation is now

the leading solution to the problems of  the new society, the way

of  returning to the people their stolen peace of  mind.

This approach seems to me just as irrational as those typically

advanced in the name of  the Precautionary Principle. Estimating

risk is an art that rational beings acquire by recognizing the

indefinitely many ways in which safety in one area may spell

danger in another. There is an objective measure of  risk in terms

of  ‘long-run frequency’, and there is a calculus of  probability that

enables us to combine and abstract from risks once they have been

measured. But this is not the concept that informs our everyday

decision-making, nor is it the concept that appears in the ‘risk

management’ exercises of  government departments. Risk as

normally understood is an inter-subjective matter – it involves

estimating the likely or unlikely outcome of  hypothetical actions

whose effect depends also on the estimations made by others. In

driving a car I spontaneously assess the risks of  driving in one

lane rather than another, and adjust my assessment according to

my sense of  how others too are assessing things. The art of

combining and adjusting such assessments is not unlike the art of

dealing in a market – responding to information that is altered by

our response to it. Risk management, in short, is a homeostatic
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process, which takes into account the results of  its own perform-

ance. In local and known environments we do this very well. But

as the domain increases in size, and the risks begin to fall on

unknown others and not on the person who is supposedly man -

aging them, we are apt to take refuge in absolute rules like the

Precautionary Principle. And such rules are insensitive to the risk

involved in forbidding risk.

Moreover, we should question the assumption that risks can be

managed only by altering the object that presents them. They can

also be managed, and often better managed, by altering the

subject who confronts them. When you bathe in the sea you run

the risk of  drowning. You manage that risk not by altering the sea

but by altering yourself, learning how to swim, taking exercise for

fitness and practising your strokes. Similarly we manage the risks

that arise in our enterprises, sometimes by changing the objects

from which they issue, sometimes by changing ourselves or our

competences in order to cope better when things go wrong.

The point was expressed by Aaron Wildavsky, in his study of

the subject, by applying C. S. Holling’s distinction between

resilience and interception.144 The first prepares for adversity, the

latter strives to avoid it. Increasingly, under pressure from lobby-

ists, our governments have tried to manage risks by ensuring that

they will not arise, usually assuming enormous and costly regula-
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tory powers to take actions on behalf  of  ‘health and safety’. This

is the favoured strategy of  the European Union, whose edicts

include countless measures to ensure that normal risks, to which

human beings are by nature adapted, simply cannot arise. Such

edicts are both costly in themselves, and ways of  activating the

law of  unintended consequences.

Nor is it only the EU machine that has adopted costly inter-

ceptive strategies. The American Food and Drug Administration

insists that every drug must meet rigorous safety standards before

it can be put on the market – standards so difficult to meet, and so

costly to test against, that drugs reach the market many years after

they might have been actively saving lives, and sometimes do 

not reach the market at all, since the delay shortens the patent 

life of  the drug, making it not worthwhile to develop.145 The

Environmental Protection Agency’s insistence on essentially risk-

less solutions has placed burdens on the American economy that

vastly decrease the resources available for real emergencies.146
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And, as the oil-spill example shows, regulations forbidding risk

may make it impossible to deal with emergencies in any case.

Cases of  the adverse effects of  risk-free solutions are so familiar

that there is little point in enumerating them, and they are all

summarized in what one might call the paradox of  hygiene.

Playing with dirt involves the risk of  disease; but by forbidding

children to play with dirt we make them more vulnerable to

disease. In short, by atomizing risks, and then forbidding them,

we trade substantial long-term for insignificant short-term

benefits. We also risk the atrophy of  homeostatic systems that,

like the human immune system, act of  their own accord to main-

tain a viable environment.

Defenders of  market solutions point out that no policy can

work without incentives, and that the results of  any policy will be

the outcome of  the incentives that it generates. And they have

pointed out, argued at length, and roundly established that regu-

lation by the state, applied by bureaucrats, has a nasty habit of

producing the opposite results to those intended, precisely by

changing people ’s incentives in ways that were not foreseen.147

Since the early sixties there have been published, in such journals

as The Journal of Law and Economics and The Journal of Political

Economy, countless studies of  the unintended consequences of

regulation, showing the way in which minimum wages hurt those
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whom they seek to help by causing them to be thrown out of

employment, the way in which regulations governing employ-

ment for the disabled have led to increasing unemployment

among the disabled, the way in which regulations to protect

endangered species cause people to destroy habitats for fear of

being burdened by the regulatory regime, and so on. These

studies confirm the two seminal articles by Samuel Peltzman from

the early seventies,148 concerning drug and automobile safety regu -

lation, which showed that in both cases the good results aimed 

at were in fact prevented, since the regulations destroyed the 

incentive that people otherwise would have had to produce those

good results by their own initiative.

The rational response to risk and uncertainty is, therefore, not

to devote all resources to reducing one risk to zero, but to balance

costs and benefits, taking account of  the relative likelihood of

negative outcomes. That is how we reason in our own lives, and

how generals reason in war, when things are serious. It is not how

bureaucrats and legislators reason, since the incentive to make

rational choices is less, in their case, than the incentive to show

that a given problem has been ‘solved’. Even if  we follow

Wiggins and Jonas in isolating and protecting those human goods

that we cannot afford to risk, there is still a real question whether

we could ever achieve this result by zero-risk regulation.

Eliminating one risk, you open the way to another: protect drivers

with seat belts and you threaten pedestrians. Stop people smoking
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and they take to bingeing. Protect the farm from pests and you

expose it to pesticides.

In all such cases top-down solutions have a tendency to confis-

cate problems from those whose problems they are. Gerald Wilde

and John Adams have persuasively argued that rational beings

possess a ‘risk thermostat’, which leads them to compensate for

risks that have been confiscated by inventing new risks in their

stead.149 As Adams puts it, ‘the greater the success of  the safety

regulators in removing uncertainty from our lives, the stronger

will become the compulsion to reinstate it’. Compel people to

wear safety belts when driving, and they will drive that much

faster in order to recapture the risk to themselves – at the same

time increasing the risk to others. Forbid children from climbing

trees and they will canoe down the rapids or go tobogganing on

precipitous slopes. Almost certainly the risk thermostat is an

adaptation, whose advantages in Pleistocene conditions do not

need spelling out. But top-down legislation seems incompetent to

consider it. The best it can do is to transfer risk-taking from

known to unknown areas, and the result of  this is in the nature of

the case unpredictable. (Thus, as Adams has shown, curing an

‘accident black-spot’ on a road is likely to lead to more accidents

on other stretches of  it, cancelling out the benefit.)150
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More importantly, Wildavsky argues, the worse our ability to

predict, the less rational does a strategy of  interception become.

If  the owner of  a power plant knows that a particular part is going

to burn out every 150 days, an interception strategy of  replacing

the part every 149 days is rational. But if  a power plant has 8,000

critical pieces of  equipment, each of  which could create a fire

upon failure, and the owner does not know the failure rate of  

each piece, then a strategy of  interception becomes irrational.

Instead a strategy of  resilience, implementing a sophisticated fire-

response system, and thereby preparing for adversity, is clearly

the right one. Wildavsky argues that resilience systems build

knowledge through research and build safety through the efficient

use of  resources. They optimize the use of  local knowledge and

the existing ways of  confronting and adapting to disasters. He

plausibly goes on to show that resilience is the way in which both

natural systems and markets deal with adverse events – namely,

by fast-acting negative feedback that leads to quick adjustments

and the restoration of  equilibrium. Homeostatic systems respond

to negative inputs by countering them as they arise. We too are

homeostatic systems, and our practical reasoning in terms of  risk

and uncertainty is one part of  this.

So much is surely common sense. The implication is that, in

confronting the day-to-day problems of  stewardship, resilience

may often be more reasonable than interception. It is true that,

when the threat is clearly defined and easily averted, interception

may be the most reasonable response to it. Thus all Western
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governments have adopted clean-air regulations that have effec-

tively eliminated smog from cities. Here the threat was clear, its

cause eliminable and its effects impossible to deal with by

resilience strategies. But even where interception seems reason-

able, preparing for the worst may involve resilience. Moreover, as

we see from the case of  the Gulf  of  Mexico oil spill, regulations

designed to intercept a risk may destroy the resilience needed to

manage it.

But it is at this point that the arguments of  Wiggins and Jonas

need to be considered. What if  the threat is of  a catastrophe so

great that no amount of  resilience could enable us to survive it?

Surely, however uncertain we are that the catastrophe might

arrive, we ought then to strive to prevent it. This is the thought

that has motivated many of  the more reasonable advocates of

interceptive policies against climate change. Global warming is

not something that produces fast-acting negative feedback. The

bad effects of  our current activities will be felt only when it is too

late to rectify them. But the effects might be really bad. So we

must do what we can to avert catastrophe, however uncertain it

may be. This returns us to the deeper question: what motive can

we call upon to ensure that people will accept the needed policies?

Is rational self-interest sufficient, or must we call on some other,

maybe less negotiable, source of  action? Those questions will

underlie the ensuing argument.
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five

Market Solutions 
and Homeostasis

The two previous chapters have criticized tendencies within the

environmental movements that are in direct opposition to each

other. On the one hand, there is the tendency to describe envir -

onmental problems in hyperbolic terms, as posing a radical threat

to humanity, and demanding some kind of  comprehensive solu-

tion that requires a complete change of  life and the exercise of

far-reaching government powers. On the other hand, there is a

deep distrust towards the exercise of  economic and political

power, a distrust so far-reaching as to cause those who feel it to

put precaution ahead of  all other values, so as to forbid every

venture into the unknown. Change everything, but touch

nothing, is a strange counsel. But in the end it is what we must

expect from a philosophy that fails to address the real question,

which is that of  human motivation. What leads people to spoil

their environment, and what leads them to protect it? By confis-

cating risk the modern regulatory state both diminishes human

137



resilience and expels from our social experience the one factor 

that is needed if  future generations are to be protected from our

greed, and that is the sense of  responsibility – the sense that I,

here, now, am answerable to others, there, then. I begin the ex -

ploration of  this motive by considering the market – the system

of  consensual transactions that, according to some people, is the

primary cause of  environmental problems, and according to

others the only known solution to them. Markets, I shall suggest,

are not the simplest, but certainly the clearest, forms of  social

network in which individual responsibility is the binding prin -

ciple. They are the cause of  some environmental problems, but

also the solution to others. And they illustrate the way in which,

when costs are borne by those who create them, human beings

exercise responsible stewardship over the goods that they 

enjoy.

In opposition to that cheerful picture, however, there are many

who say that environmental problems are the direct result of

‘market failure ’ – in other words, of  the failure of  the market to

generate an optimal distribution of  benefits and costs. Sometimes

this is put forward as part of  a general critique of  the free market

approach to social problems, and as proof  that we need to look on

these problems in another way, perhaps assigning a larger role to

the state than conservatives tend to favour, or drawing on some

other motive in human beings than the self-interest that governs

the market.

It is admitted on all sides that there are ‘public goods’ that, if
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not provided by the state, will simply not be provided: law, for

example, without which contracts are unenforceable and markets

either non-existent or sustained by mafia-style policing. And in all

durable arrangements central authority may sometimes be neces-

sary to overcome problems of  the ‘free rider’ and the ‘prisoner’s

dilemma’ kind, which otherwise vitiate our attempts to find

rational solutions to our shared predicaments. Such problems are

not specific to environmental issues, and arise in connection with

both radical and conservative policies. When considering the

environment, however, one such problem is of  particular import -

ance, and that is the failure of  collective rationality commented

upon by Aristotle in the Politics and known, following an

acclaimed article by Garrett Hardin, as ‘the tragedy of  the

commons’.151 Many of  the earth’s resources are either unowned or

owned in common by some particular community – the fish in a

lake, the grazing on common land, the air that we breathe, and so

on. If  we all have access to such commons, and if  they are easily

depleted by our use of  them, then the situation can easily arise in

which it is in the interest of  each person to take as much as he can

before others deprive him of  the chance. Hence common land will

be overgrazed to the point of  sterility, and the lake will be fished

to death. We see this happening today, with the very real tragedy
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of  our oceans, which are perhaps the most mismanaged of  our

many mismanaged resources.152

In the face of  this one can naturally sympathize with those

Greens who warn against the culture of  greed, and who see the

market as an expression of  it. And one might be tempted to adopt

some radical strategy that takes possession of  common resources

on behalf of the people, while safeguarding those resources from

the people themselves. This is the root motive behind many of  the

moves towards state ownership of  forests and fisheries in the

twentieth century, and it underlies the Common Fisheries Policy

of  the European Union. Yet it is precisely the wrong response, not

the least because it fails to take seriously what the tragedy of  the

commons shows. Even if  people were not greedy, but merely

wishing to obtain enough to satisfy their needs, a common

resource would run the risk of  being depleted to the point of

disappearance. This is because no single person has the motive to

maintain and replenish it, and because it needs only one greedy

person to deplete a resource below the point where it can renew

itself. The greatest defence that human beings have devised

against the greedy person is the right of  the others to resist him.

This is the reason for thinking that it is not state control, but prop-

erty rights, that are the real solution to the tragedy of  the

commons. And once property rights are in place they lead of  their
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own accord to a market, as people transfer their rights to those

most eager to acquire them and in return receive something

preferable in exchange. The tragedy of  the commons is not due to

market failure, but to market absence.

Hence there have been very few vulnerable resources that

have not been managed, by those who depended upon them,

through a system of  property rights, so giving each person an

interest in maintaining his guaranteed share. This is in fact true of

those lands designated ‘commons’ in medieval England, which

were already being enclosed in the twelfth century.153 And by the

beginning of  the thirteenth century territorial fishing rights in

tidal waters existed in England, adjudicated in the common- 

law courts, and transferable from one owner to another.154 These

served to protect spawning grounds and to maintain a resource

that endured until recent times – indeed, until the Common

Fisheries Policy cancelled most of  the customary sovereign rights

in the coastal waters of  Europe. Long before the arrival of  the

white man the Native Americans along the Columbia River had

established a system of  rights to salmon-fishing sites, sometimes

residing in the tribe as a whole, sometimes in families, sometimes

in individuals.155 Such property rights can be easily established in

coastal, tidal and river waters, allocated by places defined along
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the shoreline. Hence the tragedy initiated and managed by the

European Union was avoided in Norway, where the Lofoten

fishery was one of  the largest commercial cod fisheries in the

world. The Lofoten fishery was originally self-regulated, with no

quotas, no licensing system and no participation from the

Norwegian government. Regulation was entirely in the hands of

the fishermen themselves, who operated a system of  voluntary

restraint and conflict resolution for over a hundred years.156

Such examples show that central control is not the only

answer, nor the best answer, to the problem of  the commons.

Game theory tells us that, while the classical prisoner’s dilemma

has an equilibrium solution in which both parties are worse off

than they might have been, this outcome results from a lack 

of  information. The two prisoners are kept in isolation, so that

neither has knowledge of  the other’s choice. In an iterated pris-

oner’s dilemma, in which the game is played repeatedly, the

partners will acquire knowledge of  each other’s strategy and

adjust their decisions accordingly. The equilibrium solution to

such a game is not ‘always defect’ but rather ‘tit-for-tat’, that is 

to say, co-operate at first, and then respond to whatever the 

other does by doing the same – defecting if  the other defects, co-

operating otherwise. This result has surprising consequences, first

in showing that rational beings have a spontaneous disposition to
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evolve co-operative strategies in response to situations of  poten-

tial conflict;157 secondly, in suggesting that genes that produce 

co-operative dispositions in their phenotypes will be selected for,

so that a spirit of  ‘altruism’ will be the norm in social animals.158

Those results, put to fertile use by Robert Axelrod and John

Maynard Smith, have transformed both the social and the bio -

logical sciences in recent decades.

They have also been extended into the domain of  ‘common

pool resources’ by Elinor Ostrom, in a striking book that backs 

up a far-reaching a priori account of  equilibrium solutions to

multi-player games with finely observed empirical studies of

successfully managed commons.159 The sharing of  water among

farmers in arid regions of  Spain, for example, has been managed

over centuries by locally constituted rules and courts established

under local jurisdiction. Likewise the Alpine meadows of  Switz -

erland are allocated by farmers under co-operative principles that

promote both fair shares and the renewal of  the resource. Ostrom

shows that ‘common pool resources’ can be managed as a stable

asset, provided that: they are managed by a local community;

those with a right to them are clearly identified and others clearly

excluded; there is a system of  sanctions in place to punish misap-

propriation and abuse; there is a collective decision-making
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process with easily accessible procedures for resolving conflict;

and the rights of  the community are recognized by higher-level

authorities. Ostrom’s far-ranging examples are of  great relevance

to issues of  planning and local government. For they show how,

when sufficiently localized, a common resource can be managed

from below, by the people who share it, and within a broader

regime of  private property. It is indeed in this way that planning

decisions have been made in Switzerland, by a democratic vote

among members of  a defined local community with exclusive

rights to take the relevant decisions.160

Those solutions to the tragedy of  the commons depend on the

rational self-interest of  essentially co-operative people. Much of

the antipathy to market solutions has come from those who see

markets as competitive arrangements, in which dog eats dog and

the biggest dog survives. But competition in a market depends on

co-operation, and it is only co-operatively disposed beings that

can make markets work. Markets, like the common pool arrange-

ments discussed by Ostrom, depend on promise-keeping, conflict

resolution and the punishment of  cheats. They promote cheerful

co-operation between their participants, who for the most part see

themselves as engaged in a positive-sum game from which every-

one can benefit. Ostrom’s cases are not departures from market

principles but ways of  modifying them to cover institutional

forms of  property. These forms of  property depend on localiza-

tion of  the common pool, procedures for defining those with a
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right to it, and further procedures for punishing and excluding the

rest. The larger the resource the less is it likely that it can be

managed in such a way; though, as the Lofoten fishery demon-

strates, even a large coastal fishery can be maintained over

decades by co-operative strategies.

In the case of  the wider ocean, the tragedy can be avoided by

a central allocation of  private rights. Thus there is the system

adopted by Iceland and New Zealand of  the ‘individual transfer-

able quota’ (ITQ), which allows the individual holder to catch a

specified share of  the total allowable catch, and which can be

transferred to those more interested in developing a fishing fleet,

so that any individual’s expansion of  his catch will lead to a

diminution elsewhere. This system has enjoyed considerable

success in restoring those nations’ once overfished territorial

waters. True, the quota system creates a barrier to entry that limits

competition to those already in the business. Hence the ITQ

system moves of  its own accord towards oligopoly, with dam -

aging effects on the settlements in the north of  Iceland, which are 

no longer communities of  independent fishermen, and unable to

offer employment to their young men. Nevertheless, the quasi-

market established by the system achieves its primary goal, 

which is to protect the fish stocks and to prevent their over-

exploitation.161
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Centralization presents a danger, however. Rights allocated

from a central authority destroy the local incentives to co-operation.

A telling example is provided by the American treatment of  com -

munal grazing rights under the Taylor Grazing Act of  1934, an act

that effectively established government control over grazing lands

in the West. This assigned to qualifying ranchers a number of

‘animal unit months’ based on the carrying capacity of  a given

parcel of  public pasture, the rancher paying a rent of  about $1.35

per unit. In 1998 the Bureau of  Land Management and the Forest

Service took in $20 million in grazing fees. But these agencies

spend annually between $75 million and $200 million to adminis-

ter the programme. Meanwhile, the cattle trample the ground,

break down riverbanks, foul the water and in general create a

hostile environment for birds, fish and amphibians. Recognizing

the folly of  this, the Clinton administration introduced transfer-

able property rights in the grazing units, comparable to the milk

quota scheme familiar in Britain. Instead of  campaigning against

the ranchers, environmental groups can now buy up the grazing

rights over large stretches of  public land. Having done so they

then come face to face with the business of  restoring the land and

accounting for its use. The result is responsible management, and

an increase in the value of  the land farmed by the ranchers.162

Solutions of  that kind are legislated by an overarching sover-

eign power. They cannot be used to settle the question of  fishing

in international waters, or in those waters that have been brought
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under some transnational jurisdiction such as the one mismanaged

under the Common Fisheries Policy by the European Union.

International and transnational waters raise a question, raised also

by climate change, which is whether the competition among

nations for scarce resources can be subjected to the same kind of

countervailing pressures that are exerted by a market on competi-

tion among individuals, and if  so, whether these pressures will

prevent the tragedy of  the commons. But they also challenge us

to find other forms of  negative feedback than those associated

with ‘market forces’. Long before Ostrom put the study of

common pool resources on a scientific footing, anthropologists

argued that hunter-gatherer communities, whose members do not

claim individual property rights over their common resources,

nevertheless deploy effective codes of  stewardship, in which

stocks of  game are protected by religious scruples or conventions

limiting the chase.163 The accounts of  the Inuit given by Hugh

Brody and others suggest that hunter-gatherers are every bit as

concerned as we are that stocks should be renewed and the bounty

of  nature conserved.164 Their resources achieve stability when

territories are defined and protected, and governed by customs

that distinguish free exchange from coercion, and rightful taking

from theft. The result may not be a market economy as we know
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it; but it is governed by comparable corrective practices. Indi - 

v iduals are held accountable for their takings, and must repair the

cost of  their misdeeds, and intruders are identified and repulsed.

At the same time, overexploitation is as much a possibility in a

hunter-gatherer community as it is in a community of  settled

grazers or fishermen. Here as elsewhere, sources might run dry,

or individuals may find ways to pass on their costs. Lewis and

Clark recorded habitats hunted to near extinction, during their

famous expedition through Native American territories in 1804.165

And Keith Thomas has argued more generally that hunting 

to extinction has been the norm in many pre-pastoral communi-

ties, an argument that is given additional credibility by Jared

Diamond’s cases of  total collapse.166 On the other hand, fish,

game, pasture, trees and other organic products are renewable

resources, and will be renewed, just so long as good stewardship

is in place. Good stewardship is that which distinguishes rightful

taking and rightful use from theft and usurpation – in other

words, which establishes some analogue of  property rights,

whether individual or communal. Any policy that abolishes right-

ful claims or refuses to identify and punish theft – such as socialist

policies of  state ownership, or the property vacuum that ensues

when there is neither law nor enforceable custom – threatens
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stewardship, and is likely to lead to the kind of  desertification that

we witness in the failed states of  North-east Africa, or to the irre-

versible degradation of  the environment that we witness in Russia.

Minerals are not renewable, and rare minerals that are, or have

become, vital to human wellbeing may be depleted at rates that

threaten the long-term interests of  our species. But what is the

remedy? Dogmatists of  the market will say that, in a free market,

as resources are depleted their cost will rise, creating the incentive

to look for other and cheaper ways of  fulfilling the same need.

That is why increasingly expensive copper wire gave way to

cheap glass fibre, and why fossil fuels will give way in time to

whatever can be discovered to replace them. Moreover, the argu-

ment goes, it is only in a free market that the incentive to make the

necessary discoveries exists as a real and compulsive individual

urge. The person who discovers the replacement for some dwin-

dling resource will (given a regime of  patents and copyright)

make a fortune; hence in a market economy this discovery will

occur long before it could be made by scientists working as

servants of  the state.

However, it has been suggested that without a well-articulated

temporal plan, or a satisfactory set of  forward markets, market

prices may not provide the correct signals and incentives.167 For
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market prices are fixed by what is currently available and by

current demand for it, and they will not prevent a resource from

being exhausted before a substitute has been found. For all we

know there was a thriving market in trees on Easter Island.

Optimists tell us that things are better for us now than they were

for the people on Easter Island. For we do not merely find substi-

tutes for scarce resources; we create them. Thus John V. Krutilla

has argued that in the modern economy it is rare to find a direct

substitute for some depleted resource, and far more normal to find

an alternative to the process that required it. Traditional concerns

over the depletion of  resources, Krutilla argues, are of  less and

less relevance as societies learn to dispense with them.168

The argument does not show that markets will survive the

exhaustion of  resources for which no substitute has been found.

Nor does it imply that it is unwise to regulate the use of  dwindling

resources. Any such regulation should obey the ground-rules

suggested in the last chapter. That is, even if  designed to intercept

a risk, it should be adjustable as circumstances change; and it

should never confiscate the problem from those who have the job

of  solving it, or prevent them from acquiring the resilience that

will be needed in a real emergency. Krutilla’s argument is plaus -

ible, largely because the principal cause of  human resilience is

knowledge. When a resource is nearing depletion we do not, as 
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a rule, search for a direct substitute: we develop the technology

that enables us to dispense with it entirely. (As roads become

congested, we try to enlarge them; recognizing that space is a

dwindling resource, we now stay at home and use the Internet.)

However, the argument assumes that consumers will immediately

register the benefits from a discovery, and so switch their prefer-

ences. In considering environmental problems that assumption

cannot be made, since we may be aiming for benefits to future

generations that will not be directly felt by those living now.

Markets and quasi-markets may be good at producing substi-

tutes for depleted resources, but they are far less good at disposing

of  waste. For waste is a cost that everyone tries to pass on. Our

most important environmental problems have arisen because the

sinks on which people have relied – the oceans, the atmosphere,

the rivers and the soil – are filling up beyond their capacity to

absorb and recycle our waste. There are no substitutes for these

sinks. And at a certain point an over-full sink turns nasty – as the

atmosphere is about to turn nasty, if  the alarmists are to be

believed.

At this point we need to explore the problem of  externalities

more generally. The classical defence of  the market tells us that

market transactions are positive-sum games in which parties

benefit by exchanging something for another thing that they

prefer – as when you buy something you want. The benefit that

you acquire is yours, and the cost that you incur is also yours, and

neither you nor the shopkeeper loses in the transaction. Suppose,
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however, that you manufacture funerary sculptures from marble

that you quarry from a hillside that you own. To extract the

marble you blow the cliffs open with dynamite, and in doing 

so send tremors through the earth that undermine the founda-

tions of  your neighbour’s house. Here some of  the costs of  your

economic activity are borne by your neighbour, and if  you can 

get away with this you have effectively ‘externalized’ those 

costs.

The English common law of  tort, which might reasonably be

claimed to be among the greatest achievements of  the English-

speaking people, has adapted itself  to this kind of  circumstance

from the very beginning of  the manufacturing era, not only

through the long-standing law of  nuisance but through the

creation, during the nineteenth century, of  strict liability in tort.

The leading case here is that of  Rylands v. Fletcher of  1865.169 The

defendant was a mill-owner who had constructed a reservoir on

his land. The water burst through old mine shafts into the mines

of  the plaintiff, which were thereby flooded and put out of  use.

No similar case had come before the courts, yet clearly there were

questions of  right and liability to be decided. The Court of

Exchequer Chamber gave judgment in the following words of  

Mr Justice Blackburn: ‘We think that the true rule of  law is, that

the person who for his own purposes brings on his lands and

collects and keeps there anything likely to do mischief  if  it

152

how to think seriously about the planet

169 [1868] UKHL 1.



escapes, must keep it in at his peril, and, if  he does not do so, is

prima facie answerable for all the damage which is the natural

consequence of  its escape ’. This rule, the judge added, ‘seems on

principle just’.

Until Rylands v. Fletcher, however, no such rule had ever been

formulated. The facts of  the case arose in the context of  new

industrial activities, generating serious public anxiety concerning

their environmental impact, along with conflicts that had not been

tried at law. Did Mr Justice Blackburn merely invent the rule,

therefore? If  he did, then Mr Rylands (the appellant) was penal-

ized by an act of  retroactive legislation – in other words, by the

invention of  a law of  which he could have had no prior know -

ledge. Surely that would be a flagrant injustice. But notice the

judge ’s words: ‘We think that the true rule of  law is…’. In other

words, in Blackburn’s own eyes, he was not inventing the rule, but

discovering it. And such was the opinion of  the House of  Lords,

in upholding his judgment.

The attitude of  the judges in this case is by no means unusual.

The common law could hardly advance without the assumption

that there is a law governing each judiciable conflict, and that 

its right application will provide a remedy to the person who is

wronged, and a penalty to the person who has wronged him. The

case shows clearly how the law may take the lead in forcing a

manufacturer to internalize his costs – to ensure, in other words,

that it is he, and not some innocent party, who bears the cost of

his profit-making.
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The case of  Rylands v. Fletcher has been extensively discussed,

and remains as controversial today as it has ever been170 – not least

because strict liability may make it risky to embark on an activity

that everybody needs. Since the case was decided, however, strict

liability has become embedded in common-law systems, being 

the simplest way to protect innocent parties from the negative 

side effects of  enterprise. It is even called ‘enterprise liability’ 

in American law.171 Moreover, the case illustrates an important

principle, which is that an active law of  torts can protect the 

environment more effectively and more rapidly than any normal

action by the legislature, provided only that there are property

holders to act as plaintiffs, who can legitimately claim that the

costs of  some damaging activity have been passed on to them.

This was how the notorious case of  the Exxon-Valdez oil spill on

the Alaskan coast was resolved, with Exxon compelled to assume

the costs of  restoring a precious habitat to its previous condi-

tion.172 The comparable case of  the 2010 BP spill in the Gulf  of

Mexico was dealt with similarly, with BP admitting liability, and

preparing to meet costs that may very well exhaust its reserves.

The contrast with the nuclear disasters in the Soviet Union, in
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which the state neither assumed liability nor even admitted that

the disasters had occurred, is striking.

In a famous argument the economist Ronald Coase suggested

that damages in tort and contract provide the feedback that, in the

absence of  transaction costs, overcomes of  its own accord the

problem posed by externalities.173 Coase was opposing the widely

accepted view of  Arthur Cecil Pigou, that state action is necessary

to ensure that the costs of  market transactions are internalized by

those who create them.174 Pigou’s suggestion was that pollution

and similar externalities should be taxed, so restoring the incen-

tive to assume the costs of  market transactions along with the

benefits. The burden of  Coase ’s argument is that this misrepre-

sents the underlying logic of  the market, which is one of

co-operation rather than antagonism. Thus if  John’s use of  his

land causes $5 of  damage to his neighbour Bill, but brings in a

profit of  $6, then – assuming no transaction costs – it is worth

John compensating Bill, since he can do so and still make a profit,

and Bill is no worse off  than he would have been had John ceased

his business. In general, rational choosers, in a regime of  fric-

tionless compensation, will ensure that costs are internalized, and

distributed in a way acceptable to all. Coase gives many examples

to show how the spontaneous co-ordination of  the market
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through provisions to compensate loss will tend to an optimal

social distribution and will rarely be improved upon by state 

regulation. In a striking ‘theorem’ Coase also argues that, when a

commons is privatized, with property rights assigned to all those

who might actively wish to make use of  it, any preliminary

assignment of  private rights will lead, in the absence of  trans -

action costs, to an optimal final distribution, by bargaining among

the parties.

So far so good, but Coase ’s argument does not prove that

regulation is unnecessary; only that it is unnecessary in certain

special circumstances – where transaction costs are zero, and

where the injured parties are identifiable. The situations discussed

by Coase are like those researched by Ostrom: situations in which

identifiable parties or local communities are being asked to bear

the costs of  a particular person’s economic activity. Both Coase

and Ostrom are exploring positive-sum solutions to many-player

games. Even where injured parties can be identified, however,

regulation might still be necessary, if  transaction costs interfere

with market solutions. And they do interfere. Seeking compensa-

tion is a costly process. Rarely does the party who causes the

damage offer to pay in advance; and often the one who suffers

cannot be identified until the damage has been done. He must then

sue in a court of  law, which costs time and money and is of  uncer-

tain outcome. And this action is rational only if  the law is clear,

the judge impartial and the matter clearly understood. Even in the

best of  jurisdictions the process is far from frictionless, and prior
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regulation to prevent externalities might be preferable by far to

the painful attempt to rectify matters after the event.175

Such problems have become abundantly apparent in America,

where the English law of  tort has encountered a formidable accu-

mulation of  greed and vindictiveness, and lost out in the fight. In

the American courts tort cases are decided by a jury – a right

guaranteed by the seventh amendment of  the US Constitution –

and the jury also assesses damages. Predatory lawyers, taking

advantage of  ‘class-action suits’, and of  the procedure whereby

individual jury members can be ‘challenged’ and removed prior to

the trial, have been able to ensure that the one who can pay is the

one who does pay, regardless of  fault. In the Exxon case just

mentioned it is clear that Exxon and its agents were at fault and,

therefore, were justly charged with the cost of  the spill. But such

carriages of  justice are becoming less frequent, and it is worth

noting what exactly has gone wrong with American tort law –

namely, that a once homeostatic system has now been shorn of  its

principal feedback loop. The law of  torts was designed to trans-

fer the cost of  damage to the one who causes it, following

principles of  accountability of  a kind that are fundamental to the

regulation of  ordinary disputes. This means that those who cause

harm also bear the cost of  it, and the negative feedback provides
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a strong incentive to avoid tortious behaviour. The same is not

true of  American tort law today: the feedback loop from the

damage to the cause has been severed, and the system proceeds

out of  control, amplifying the evil complained of  by forcing inno-

cent parties to pay for it, and augmenting the costs to match the

capacity to cover them.176

The real cure for this – which is to restrict the capacity of

juries to award punitive damages – is not the one considered.

Instead the response of  the American government has been to

protect industries from malicious suits in tort by passing laws

designed to prevent every tort before it happens. In other words,

the government has adopted a strategy of  interception, rather

than encouraging the kind of  resilience that issues from a regime

of  liability in tort. Interception is the task of  the Environmental

Protection Agency, whose absolutist regulations have been esti-

mated to cost $7.6 million annually for each life saved. This cost

is inflicted on municipal governments and businesses, and is one

of  the many painful and pointless burdens that make it difficult for

enterprises to take a flexible and creative approach to environ-

mental problems.177 Once again we see the counter-productive

nature of  regulatory policies that confiscate risk and remove the

incentive to prepare for it. Tort-law reform would restore a

corrective device on which the market economy depends, by
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preventing wrongdoers and exploiters from exporting their costs.

The EPA’s regulatory regime, by contrast, both enhances the

costs and transfers them to all of  us, in the form of  increased

prices.

Ten years after the case of  Rylands v. Fletcher, the British

Parliament made its first attempt to deal with the problem of

pollution, passing the Public Health Act in 1875 and the Rivers

Pollution Prevention Acts between 1876 and 1893. These acts

gave local authorities power to take criminal proceedings against

polluters. However, the principal polluters were local authorities,

which discharged sewage into the rivers without concern for the

effect on the people and the fish downstream from them. Hence

few prosecutions were initiated and the fines imposed were

derisory. Subsequent Acts did nothing to rectify the principal

weakness in the legislation, which was that it treated the rivers

themselves as commons, in which no individual had an actionable

right. In the years following the Second World War, when Britain

was experiencing a socialist economy, with large-scale national-

ized industries, compulsory purchases and massive privileges

extended to any body that could be described as ‘public’, the

rivers suffered severe pollution, and many of  the most beautiful

of  them died.178

However, there was another way of  proceeding. It had been

159

market solutions and homeostasis

178 The case has been lucidly set out by Roger Bate, Saving Our Streams: The
Role of the Anglers’ Conservation Association in Protecting English and Welsh
Rivers, London, 2001.



clear since the case of  Chasemere v. Richards of  1859 that the

common law recognizes a right of  riparian owners to enjoy

unpolluted water along their banks. Lord Wensleydale, giving

judgment in that case, summarized the law in the following (not

entirely pellucid) words: ‘The landowner has the right to have

water come to him in its natural state, in flow, quantity and

quality, and to go from him without obstruction, upon the same

principle that he is entitled to the support of  his neighbour’s soil

for his own in its natural state.’179 So defined, the quasi-property

right gives riparian owners a cause of  action in civil law against

those who destroy the natural condition of  the water flowing past

their land.

It was a barrister and an angler, John Eastwood, who saw the

opportunity that this presented to rescue the rivers from the state.

While the criminal penalties created by the Acts against pollution

were seldom so heavy as to stop the offences, and could be admin-

istered in any case only after the damage was done, a civil action

could be used both to stop pollution entirely, and to prevent it

before it occurred. This is because the common-law courts could

grant the equitable remedy of  injunction, which is issued prior to

the offence, and which can lead to a severe charge of  contempt of

court against the one who disobeys it.

Civil action is expensive and the cost falls entirely on the one

who loses. Few riparian owners were wealthy enough to take the

risk of  losing, and those with the greatest interest in the purity of
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the streams were anglers, most of  whom had no ownership rights

at all. Hence Eastwood encouraged anglers and angling clubs to

buy land adjacent to the rivers so as to be entitled to actions in

civil law against those who were destroying their sport. In 1948 he

went on to form the Anglers’ Co-operative Association, which

was to become the Anglers’ Conservation Association, designed

to offer financial backing to those who were in a position to 

initiate legal proceedings.

This kind of  civic initiative is facilitated by the law of  trusts

and the common law of  associations, which enable clubs to appear

as collective litigants in a court of  law. Hence clubs need no act of

incorporation and no kind of  permission from the state. Within a

few years anglers around the country had united in the protection

of  their sport, and the landmark ‘Pride of  Derby’ case of  1952,

in which three defendants – a private company, a nationalized

industry and a local government – were compelled to cease from

polluting the River Derwent, awoke both industry and the state to

the need to change their behaviour.180

If  the rivers of  England are clean and stocked with fish today

it is because the law recognizes riparian property rights and the

right to associate of  those who possess them. The rivers have been

cleaned not by the state, but against the state, not by ‘social

ownership’ but by the right of  private property. It is to such 
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examples that the defender of  market solutions will refer, when

arguing for their superiority over the state-imposed alternative,

and in a patient and detailed survey Terry L. Anderson and

Donald R. Leal give many comparable cases.181 But it should 

also be recognized that the property rights that have cleaned 

our rivers are themselves common law creations, and that they 

are effective only because of  the ancillary feedback loops estab-

lished by a legal system in which free association, equitable

remedies and the law of  tort give power and standing to the 

individual litigant.

It should also be recognized that this exemplary civic initiative

would not have occurred had it not been for the sport of  angling,

an activity that is condemned by the proponents of  animal rights,

and which is a frequent target of  abuse.182 The proper response 

to the attacks on fishing was articulated two centuries ago by

Wordsworth, in a sonnet that he wrote on a blank leaf  of  Izaak

Walton’s Compleat Angler:

While flowing rivers yield a blameless sport,

Shall live the name of  Walton: Sage benign!

Whose pen, the mysteries of  rod and line

Unfolding, did not fruitlessly exhort
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To reverend watching of  each still report

That Nature utters from her rural shrine.

Meek, nobly versed in simple discipline,

He found the longest summer day too short,

To his loved pastime given by sedgy Lee,

Or down the tempting maze of  Shawford brook –

Fairer than life itself, in this sweet Book,

The cowslip-bank and shady willow-tree;

And the fresh meads – where flowed, from every nook

Of  his full bosom, gladsome Piety.

The ‘reverend watching of  each still report’ is an apposite

description of  the oikophilia that I shall defend in Chapter 

8, where I explain and justify the Wordsworthian concept of

‘natural piety’, attributed here to Walton, the Founding Father of

English environmentalism, and by implication to his ‘blameless

sport’.

Stewardship is second nature to the sportsman. In Britain habi-

tats and biodiversity have been protected not only by the Anglers’

Conservation Association but also by the Game Conservancy

Association, by the British Field Sports Society and by the

Masters of  Foxhounds Association during times when they have

only been damaged by the state. Hunting, shooting and fishing

create an interest in other species and a desire to conserve their

habitats that is matched by virtually no other relation between

man and animal – a point that needs no explaining to those who
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take part in these pursuits, and which can seldom be explained to

anyone else.

The case of  the Anglers’ Conservation Association illustrates

the general principle, which is that markets fail to satisfy the

contending interests that animate them whenever parties can

externalize their costs, and whenever transaction costs are too

high for those injured to obtain a remedy. The big polluters

assumed they were safe to pump effluent into the rivers, since

there were no definable victims to whom they were passing their

costs. They were proven wrong. Not only were the victims 

identifiable; they were capable of  combining to protect their

assets.

A problem remains, however. A business that externalizes its

costs onto indefinitely many people and onto future generations

may escape litigation. This is the problem of  the ‘sinks’; but it is

by no means a recent problem. It was already apparent in the

immediate post-war period, when Western governments and

investors promoted industrial farming. Quite suddenly our

ecosystems were confronted with a new kind of  damage, with

incalculable effects on the long-term interests of  people. The 

use of  pesticides had an immediate effect on wildlife, leading to

the famous book by Rachel Carson – Silent Spring (1962) – that

launched the environmental movement as we know it today.

Environmentalists like Marion Shoard in Britain and Wendell

Berry in America have since documented the catastrophe, and

shown the way in which governments and agribusinesses have
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conspired to inflict lasting damage on the land and all that grows

from it.183

As has been repeatedly shown, agricultural subsidies, of  the

kind we have seen in Europe and America, reward large-scale

production, and proceed, like bureaucratic regulations, by disag-

gregating the many aspects of  husbandry, so that their side effects

are seldom corrected in time. Post-war British governments subsi-

dized farmers to uproot the hedgerows, of  which some 15,000

miles were lost. Perceiving too late the damage that this inflicted

on wildlife and biodiversity, governments now subsidize the

planting of  hedgerows. By subsidizing the production of  crops

governments encourage their overproduction, which leads to

dumping on the world market and the destruction of  agriculture

in the Third World. So now governments subsidize farmers not to

produce, and fields are left fallow at the taxpayer’s expense. In

these and a hundred other ways the regime of  subsidies destroys

markets and the negative feedback that is their principal environ-

mental benefit. Once the costs are externalized over undefined

individuals, they cannot be returned to the one who causes them.

We should not blame the market for this, but rather the ease,

in a modern economy, with which private gains can be combined

with socialized costs. Thus manufacturers of  soft drinks and

similar consumables now rely on the plastic bottle as a cheap way
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of  transporting their products to the market in saleable portions.

But these bottles, once used, enter the environment, so creating a

cost to everyone. It is difficult to assign a monetary value to this

cost, though nobody can doubt that the earth is being damaged 

by a product that threatens wildlife, blocks rivers and drainage

systems, accumulates in the oceans, and – by destroying the

beauty of  the countryside – destroys also the motive to protect it.

Plastic packaging is a form of  immortal rubbish, which will accu-

mulate for ever and cannot fail to be an ecological disaster if  it is

not either abolished or systematically recycled. It forms one small

part of  the ‘sink’ problem, and also reveals the structure of  that

problem, which arises because waste has not been priced, and is

not immediately priced by the market. In such circumstances a

price has to be invented and imposed – as in the bottle-deposit

mechanism that worked so effectively in the days when bottles

were made of  glass.

I return later to the problem of  plastic, which in my view is a

problem that could be solved. But it is only one part of  a larger

problem. There is hardly an aspect of  the modern economy that

does not involve the transfer of  costs to anonymous others by

imposing them on our shared environment. And it does no good

simply to invoke the state as the friend of  the people against the

predations of  the market, since a great many of  these predations

are introduced and managed by the state. Health and safety 

regulations imposed by the state or the European Union are

responsible for the vast amount of  non-biodegradable wrapping
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that festoons our food; state subsidies and inscrutable bureaucra-

cies are responsible for our system of  motorways; and it is the

unequal impact of  state subsidies and regulatory burdens that has

enabled supermarkets to destroy the local food economy across

Europe and America. State-subsidized roads permit supermarkets

to operate on the edge of  towns and to achieve enormous

economies of  scale. State-imposed planning regulations compel

local shopkeepers to build in confined spaces, to maintain costly

façades and to serve customers who cannot park outside. State-

imposed regulations governing packaging and inspection can be

economically obeyed only through centralized processing and

distribution, of  the kind that supermarkets can manage for them-

selves. And the economies of  scale that supermarkets achieve

enable them to preside, from the edge of  every town, over the

decay of  its centre and its destruction as a self-sustaining human

habitat. This easy victory for the forces of  environmental destruc-

tion would be impossible without the unequal burden of  state

regulations and the unequal benefit of  state subsidies, both of

which favour the edge-of-town retailer over the local store.

Although state action may be necessary to solve our environmen-

tal problems, therefore, we should not ignore the fact that state

action may also be the cause of  them.

The externalization of  costs exists in two forms – that which

sensibly affects people here and now, and that whose effect will be

apparent only to future generations. The motives that might lead

us to address the two problems will, therefore, be different, the
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first being part of  normal day-to-day housekeeping and account-

ability to others, the second requiring the kind of  stewardship that

depends on identifying with people who are yet to be. This second

motive will concern me in the chapters that follow. But how do we

turn the world in the direction of  day-to-day housekeeping?

There is no doubt that regulation could do something to block

the routes whereby costs are passed to unidentifiable others. One

of  the great success stories of  environmental management is that

of  smog – the curse of  all major cities in the nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, now removed from Europe and America by

laws governing household fuel. But the case also illustrates the

dangers of  regulation, which is apt to replace normal market fric-

tion with a regime of  zero tolerance. The costs of  enforcing clean

air regulation in America have been so amplified by the EPA as to

produce price distortions that are a serious tax on consumers.184

There are other reasons too for thinking that regulation alone will

not prevent major polluters from externalizing their costs.

Firstly, governments have favourites. Those businesses that

thrive by passing on their costs to the environment – the motor

industry, the aircraft industry, the supermarkets, to name but three

– are the ones that receive the most from government in hidden

subsidies and the last ones to be called to account. A defender 

of  market solutions would need to show, for example, how the
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hidden subsidies that maintain the supermarkets could be re -

moved without destroying habits that have become second nature

to modern people.

Secondly, top-down regulation disaggregates risk. Regulations

designed to solve one problem are likely to create new problems

of  the same or a higher order. Thus regulations requiring the

recycling of  glass have removed one of  the most important 

stabilizing factors from landfill sites, while health and safety 

regulations have promoted the poisoning of  the entire world with

plastic.

Thirdly, coherent regulation requires us to assemble problems

in the order of  their seriousness, and to price the solution accord-

ingly. Incoherent regulation has, to date, been the major defect of

the American EPA, which mandates vast expenditure to remove

small risks, so diverting resources that could be used to protect

people from the real disasters. Each year the money that would

have served to update the levees of  New Orleans, thereby protect-

ing the city from the hurricane that was to destroy it in 2005, is

spent on obeying the small print of  the Clean Air Act, even

though the air of  America now presents no significant risk to

those who breathe it.185

Fourthly, top-down regulation inevitably transfers both prob-

lems and solutions to a central decision-making body. It thereby

lifts problems from their context and prevents them from being

localized and solved by the kind of  civic initiatives that are the
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real source of  stewardship, including those discussed by Ostrom.

In the England in which I grew up, when most wrappings were in

any case biodegradable, someone who threw away a sweet-bag or

a newspaper would be condemned as a ‘litter-bug’, and every now

and then, in order to renew our concern for the world that we

shared, we would get together as neighbours to clear up the small

amounts of  mess that fluttered across our lanes. Or if  the neigh-

bours did not do it, then the local Boy Scout troop would do it in

their stead. Litter is now the concern of  the council, and councils

have bigger problems than litter. Worse, public spirit has been

confiscated by government, national and local, and those volun-

teer groups have disappeared. An environmental problem that

once was solved by the small-scale wisdom of  the human heart

now stands unsolved, and will soon be insoluble. By contrast,

every lane and highway in Rappahannock County, Virginia, has

been adopted by some group of  volunteers. In a county with 

only a tiny local government, the environment is the concern of

the citizens themselves. They don’t manage it perfectly; but they

manage it very much better than my local council in Wiltshire.

Volunteer groups proliferate when the state does not take

charge. That is the experience of  America, and it is one that made

a lasting impression on Tocqueville nearly two centuries ago.186

Left to themselves, people will try to rectify the damage, provided
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they believe that it is not some anonymous they that is responsi-

ble, but we. In the situations studied by Ostrom rational

self-interest, acting in conjunction with the co-operative instinct,

opens an escape route from the tragedy. In other situations,

however, rational self-interest will not be enough, either because

beneficiaries are indefinitely many and impossible to bring into the

fold, or because the demands of  identifiable players cannot all be

met.187 Here it is necessary to find another motive, a stronger

motive than the instinct for co-operation, which will reach out to

embrace absent generations and take their interests into account.

The solution to the real environmental problems will always 

elude us, if  we cast away the one human motive that is able to take

over when markets fail, which is that of  public spirit. But whence

comes public spirit? It comes from patriotism, from love of

country, from a sense of  belonging and of  a shared and inherited

home. It comes from believing that this problem is our problem,

and therefore my problem, as a member of  the group. That belief

disappears when anonymous bureaucracies confiscate our risks,

and pretend that they can regulate them to extinction.

Those commonsensical observations are all but politically

incorrect, in a culture that has surrendered so much to the state,
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that it no longer trusts the ordinary human instincts. But it is only

if  we take such observations seriously that a solution to our every-

day environmental problems can be found. It is not only property

rights and the market that have helped to keep alive, in the

English-speaking world, the tradition of  civic initiatives such as

that which saved the rivers of  England. The law of  trusts that

protects charitable and public-spirited causes, the law of  tort that

returns costs to the one who produces them, the freedom of  asso-

ciation that forbids the state to intrude on our social initiatives –

all such institutions combine with those of  private property and

the market to create a network of  homeostatic systems, in which

errors are corrected and risks compensated as they arise. All are

liable to corruption, and all can be burdened by transaction costs

that make them unserviceable. And all depend, in the last analy-

sis, on the patriotic commitment that enables people to combine in

their own defence and to extend their trust to strangers.

Here we reach what seems to me to be the crux of  the

disagreement between right and left. It does not reside in rival

assessments of  the problem – although, of  course, a person’s

assessment of  a problem is usually heavily influenced by his 

attitude towards it, and just as radical Greens are disposed to

exaggerate environmental problems, so conservatives are dis -

posed to belittle them. The real disagreement between them 

is existential, and corresponds to the deep psychological and 

spiritual distinctions that I explored in Chapter 3. The radical

egalitarian is typically in rebellion against the ordinary world of
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‘getting and spending’ that surrounds him. He finds his commu-

nity not here and now, in the inherited and imperfect social order

of  those who are muddling along, but in an imagined society of

kindred spirits, united around a shared and justifying goal. Where

the conservative identifies with family, settlement and nation, the

radical identifies with a movement, which will absorb and soothe

the pain of  his apartness.

We should see the plans and policies of  the two kinds of

person as issuing from their rival temperaments. Radical egalitar-

ians are not satisfied with a policy that does not have a

world-transforming character, and with which they cannot be

caught up in a society of  like-minded people, side by side in a

‘struggle ’ against the ‘powers that be ’. Small-scale adjustments

within the status quo have little appeal to them, and externalities

and market failures seem, in their eyes, to call for some far-

reaching policy that automatically invites the state to assume the

leading role. Civic initiatives by local communities, sorting out

among themselves the property-like principles that will enable

them to solve their problem, simply awaken distrust: after all,

these are the people who caused the problem. So how can they be

relied upon to solve it? Contained within this view is the impetus

towards bureaucratic and centralized solutions, and the expropri-

ation of  the moral space that might otherwise be occupied by

volunteers.188
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The difference between that outlook and the typical conserva-

tive response is the difference between the ‘movement’ and

Burke ’s ‘little platoon’. In his criticism of  the mass-movement

politics of  the French Revolution Burke repudiated what he 

saw as a false vision of  social order – one in which people are

conscripted by an ‘armed doctrine ’ in pursuit of  a common goal

imposed by a central power. Against this he advocated a society

of  free association at the local level, acting within the constraints

of  law, custom and property rights, but resolving problems, in so

far as it could, by compromise and negotiation. In the course of

developing his argument Burke made a vitally important observa-

tion. The revolutionaries, he argued, were fierce advocates of

Rousseau’s social contract, hoping to establish a new conception

of  legitimacy, in which the consent of  the citizen, rather than the

inherited right of  a monarch, would be the foundation of  the

political order. But who, Burke asked, are citizens, and how is their

consent solicited and entered into the equation? If  society is a

contract, it is not a contract between the living only, but a contract

that includes the dead, the living and the unborn – in short, not a

contract at all, but a relation of  trusteeship, in which the living

have charge of  assets inherited from the dead which they in turn

must pass on to those unborn. Simply to waste in the lifetime of  
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a nation’s temporary tenants, the capital accumulated over

centuries, is to breach the trust on which future generations

depend. And of  course, this is exactly the complaint, made in

other terms, by environmentalists in our time – that we are

destroying an asset that we hold in trust for future generations,

and violating a fundamental duty of  justice in doing so. This is

true, but what motivates people to act in the way that Burke

recommends? The answer to that question defines the difference

between left and right. Burke is arguing that movements destroy

social capital, little platoons preserve it. And the conservative will

say that the same is true of  environmental capital too.

Before leaving this topic it is important to address the issue of

‘moral hazard’ – the situation in which individuals or institutions

are effectively insulated from the full costs of  their choices, either

by private insurance or by state support. Private insurance

increases with the risk, and imposes a measure of  self-discipline

on the person who purchases it. Insurance offered by the state,

however, is cost-free and open to exploitation. The state ’s 

presence in the economy lifts problems free from the situations

that create them, overrides liabilities and transfers costs to the

taxpayer, so jeopardizing the responsible use of  resources.

Consider the now notorious case of  the American mortgage

lenders Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. Implicit in their lending

policies was the assumption that, as state-sponsored enterprises

with lower capital requirements than private institutions, they

could look to the federal government for assistance if  a high
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number of  their clients defaulted. Hence they continued to lend

money in obedience to unwise and politically motivated proce-

dures until finally placed in federal conservatorship in 2008.189

The economic presence of  the state has a comparable effect in

many environmental problems. When Hurricane Katrina struck

New Orleans in 2005, it caused over $150 billion worth of

damage. Levees and sea walls were maintained by official bodies,

rather than by those whom they were designed to protect, and

nobody had troubled to reinforce them or to update their design.

Many houses and businesses were not insured against flood

damage.190 People had continued to live in high-risk areas, con-

fident that, when the disaster arrived, the Federal Emergency

Management Agency would step in to compensate them. In

similar manner, British people continue to build on flood plains,

confident that any adverse consequences will be transferred to the

state, and many don’t bother with flood insurance, or take no heed

when discovering that no insurance company will underwrite it.

In all these ways government intervention increases the environ-

mental risks by discouraging citizens from pricing them, and from

acquiring, as a result, the resilience needed to adapt to them.

Without suggesting that the market is the single all-purpose solu-

tion to environmental problems, we can at least see that our ability
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to cope with those problems is seriously damaged when the state

helps to lift the cost of  ignoring them.

The example of  flooding points to the value of  insurance in

dealing with environmental threats. Those who rely on others to

rescue them in a crisis are transferring the costs of  their folly, and

relying on systems that will inevitably break down if  too many

people do the same. Those who insure against risk are taking the

cost of  it on themselves, and also making a properly priced con-

tribution to putting things right, should the risk materialize.

Insurance is another aspect of  the homeostasis on which durable

communities depend, and its widespread existence in America is

one reason why American communities recover so quickly from

shocks and disasters. This is not to deny that insurance too is a

source of  moral hazard, tempting people to take risks that they

should not be taking and shifting the cost of  risk from the impru-

dent to the prudent. However, devices have evolved (such as

incremental premiums and no-claims bonuses) that help to return

the costs of  foolishness to the fool.191

So far in this chapter I have been offering a qualified defence

of  the position normally identified with the ‘right’ in the discus-

sion of  environmental problems – the position according to which
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the market is not the problem but one part of  the solution, with

the state playing a subordinate role in the control of  externalities.

But it will be rightly said that this is to let big business off  too

easily. It is not as though the complaints from the left against the

petroleum companies, the agribusinesses, the producers of  GM

crops, the developers, the supermarkets and the airlines were all

based on fabrications, or as if  these businesses can be run just 

as they are without any lasting environmental damage. In fact, 

the greatest weakness of  the position that John Gray describes as

‘neo-liberalism’ – the ideological summoning of  the market, as

the sole remedy to all social and economic problems – is the

refusal to make the distinction, apparent to all reasonable people,

between big business and little business. When businesses are big

enough they can cushion themselves against the negative side

effects of  their activity, and proceed as if  all objections could be

overcome by a consultant in ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’,

without any change in the way things are done.192

The problem is as much one of  institutional structure as one

of  size. No institutions have contributed more to the expansion of

markets than limited liability and the joint stock company. Those

two remarkable seventeenth-century inventions secured the pre-

eminence of  the Dutch and the British in international trade.

They have done more to encourage free enterprise than virtually
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any other legal instruments by enabling small and vulnerable

investors to risk their savings in business, without risking every-

thing else. But they have also created moral hazards that seem

fully to justify the anger and scorn that so many people (and not

only those on the left) feel towards the unbridled capitalist

economy. By separating ownership from control, and insulating

both the shareholder and the director from the full costs of  their

mistakes, these legal devices encourage risk-taking beyond

anything that the market would otherwise allow. In the words of

Kenneth Arrow, ‘the law steps in and forces a risk shifting not

created in the market-place ’.193 Hence in the last two years we

have seen bankers carelessly destroying the savings entrusted to

them, and paying themselves vast bonuses at the very moment of

doing so.

Whatever the adverse effects of  limited liability and share-

holding, however, we should not take them as a reason for

welcoming the intrusion of  the state. On the contrary, when the

state steps in it is usually in order to put another cushion under 

the director’s bum, reassuring him that the more irresponsible 

his behaviour, the more likely it is that the state will relieve him

of  the consequences.194 When the Carter administration rescued

Chrysler in 1980, this action conveyed a message to the Detroit-
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based car manufacturers that they could go on producing cars that

nobody wanted, that they could ignore the growing competition

from Japan, and that they could give in to all the demands of  the

United Automobile Workers Union – in short, that they could

relax, knowing that they would be rescued by the state when

things got tough. In 2008 things got tough and they were duly

rescued.

The latest CEO of  General Motors, a business that is sustained

in being as a Potemkin façade by the US government, paid himself

a salary package of  $9 million in 2010. In this example we see how

limited liability and state subsidies can between them sustain a

business that the market, left to itself, would long ago have killed.

Moreover, not only is the business in question an environmental

disaster; it also retains a vast amount of  human capital that could

be usefully deployed elsewhere in the economy – for example, in

the development of  clean energy. This last complaint is by no

means trivial. For there is hardly an industry in the world today

that contains such an accumulation of  skill, knowledge and trans-

ferable expertise as the American motor industry. Indeed the

human capital tied up in that industry, and maintained there in 

a state of  futile quiescence, may very well be one of  America’s

greatest economic assets, condemned to stagnation at the very

moment when it is most needed elsewhere.

Nor would it be an improvement for the state to go one stage

further and take over the business. Directors of  state enterprises

also enjoy limited liability, and are protected from any personal
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loss however foolish or malicious their decisions. Furthermore,

state enterprises enjoy protections and buffers that shield them

more fully from the effects of  their mistakes than any private

enterprise.195 It seems, therefore, that the adverse effects of  limited

liability can never be overcome by state intervention, whatever

form it might take – whether investment, subsidy or explicit

control. The best we can hope for is a strict enforcement of  bank-

ruptcy laws, and the disqualification of  directors of  bankrupt

industries from serving on other boards.

There is an important lesson to be drawn from the examples I

have given in this chapter. Markets distribute costs to those who

cause them and benefits to those who work for them, and make

available to all participants the information about each other’s

wants that is otherwise irretrievably dispersed.196 But they can

solve the problems that they create only if  the feedback loops are

not severed. This severance occurs when agents within the market

are able to externalize their costs, either by imposing them on

indeterminate others through damage to the environment, by

drawing on overt or hidden subsidies from the state or by buffer-

ing themselves against risk. In the first case the courts may step in
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to ensure that, through another homeostatic system (the law of

torts), the costs are reassigned to the one who incurs them. But

here too, as in the American courts today, the feedback loop can

be severed. Then again the state may step in to reassign costs and

benefits, and once again feedback loops may be severed, as when

agents transfer the cost of  insurance by depending on the state ’s

emergency powers, or when risks are confiscated from those

willing to take them and bequeathed against their will to future

generations, as in the EU laws governing the packaging of  food.

All the environmental problems with which we have to deal,

climate change included, have this structure: they are problems

that arise when agents can escape the costs of  their transactions.

So what is the solution? Clearly we must find the motives that

cause people to internalize their costs, and the institutions through

which those motives can be exercised to the common good. That,

in my view, is the core aim of  conservative politics, and it pro -

vides the theme of  my subsequent discussion.
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six

The Moral Economy

Markets can sustain a free and self-correcting economy. They do

not merely produce consensual solutions. They assign responsi-

bilities, and so help to maintain the close connection between free

choice and individual accountability on which the moral order

depends. But they function properly only in the context of  other

socially evolved systems, such as the laws of  tort, contract and

association. Even with the benefit of  those institutions, markets

may fail to give what is asked of  them. If  there is a purpose for

regulation it should be to prevent that from happening.

Regulations should be designed to return the costs of  all transac-

tions to those who incur them. Many people seem to let the matter

rest at this point, arguing that the market, properly regulated, is

the only known solution to economic problems, and that any

attempt to interfere with its operation, beyond protecting partici-

pants from externalities, is bound to be counter-productive.

Here, however, we encounter a long-standing complaint from
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the left. ‘Market solutions’, it is argued, subsume human motiva-

tion under the model of  cost and benefit, and see all rationality in

instrumental terms: the agent wants x, believes y is the means to

x, and therefore pursues y; the agent prefers a to b and b to c,

and therefore prefers a to c; and so on. Something seems absent

from this picture, and even if  the theory of  preference and pref-

erence orderings can be developed to give a neat mathematics of

practical reason,197 the resulting picture of  homo economicus seems

to many people to be little better than a caricature of  the human

being.

It might be tempting to reply that economic theories were

never designed to get inside the structure of  human desire, so as

to discriminate good and bad, deep and shallow, value and

appetite, need and luxury, rational self-interest and momentary

whim. Even if  not all preferences are values, values show 

themselves in ‘revealed preferences’. Environmental goods can,

therefore, be assessed by asking what ‘consumers’ would be

willing to pay to keep them, or what they would be willing to

accept in compensation for their loss. Such computations have

given rise to the discipline of  ‘environmental economics’, which

translates values into prices and prices into policies.198 Why 

then do we need to ‘get inside ’ our preferences, in order to 

solve the problems of  co-ordination to which they give rise?
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That reply misses the point, however.199 Human desires and

projects arise from many different sources; some desires are more

easily traded than others, and some are deeply bound up with the

existential condition and self-identity of  the subject. Unless we

look into the sources of  human motivation, we will find nothing

that we can call upon, with which to correct the great fault in the

scheme of  things that markets can of  their nature never remedy,

namely the entirely reasonable habit among rational agents of

escaping from their commitments and transferring their costs.

More simply put, environmental problems are problems of

morality, not economics. Economic reasoning is all very well, so

far as it goes, but it is one-dimensional, focusing on individual

rational choice, and how rational choices can be summed to the

common advantage. Game theory, the theory of  the market, 

the theories of  preference orderings and social choice – all 

have addressed the question encapsulated in the tragedy of  

the commons. And those disciplines have finely illustrated the

difficulties that impede co-ordination when we try to adjust our

choices to the sparse information that we might have about the

choices of  others. But they fall silent in the face of  the larger

question of  future generations. Where should we look for the

motive that will protect those who are not yet players in 

the collective game? Markets cannot register their choices, nor can

game theory give them a seat at the table. Moreover, neither
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approach can confront the fact that agents choose constantly in

the face of  circumstances that leave no room for the choices that

they really want to have.

In the face of  this many philosophers have argued that we

need an ‘environmental ethics’, and that it should be a central task

of  philosophy to provide one.200 Academic philosophers used to

believe that their task is to clarify moral concepts and moral

reasoning, but not to make substantial pronouncements about

how we should live or what we should do. That belief  has been

decisively rejected in recent years, with many arguing that philo -

sophy should repossess itself  of  its ancient credentials as the

pursuit of  wisdom and a guide to life. Hence we have seen the

emergence of  schools of  ‘applied’ or ‘practical ethics’, offering to

give cogent solutions to real-life problems. And practical ethics

has made its presence felt in several fields – notably medicine,

business and the environment – where people charged with life-

changing decisions find themselves bereft of  ready advice, and in

need of  the expert who will lift the burden of  decision-making

from their shoulders.

What I have read of  ‘practical ethics’ has not persuaded me

that professional philosophers today are any good at giving

advice.201 Wisdom, of  the kind we learn from Aristotle, Epictetus,
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Confucius or Aquinas, does not consist in ‘solutions’ to everyday

dilemmas, but rather in a comprehensive stance towards the

world, through which we frail beings can make the best of  our

limited powers. In the place of  wisdom, the exponents of  ‘practi-

cal ethics’ offer a kind of  casuistical expertise. And I doubt that

there can be such a thing as a moral expert. However, I don’t

suppose the reader will take my word for it, so in this short

chapter I want to suggest why the search for an ‘environmental

ethics’ has not as yet led to a solution to the problems I have been

discussing.

To date the main efforts of  the practical ethicists have been

devoted to two quite distinct enterprises. One is to extend 

utilitarian or consequentialist reasoning into the field of  environ-

mental protection and the needs of  future generations.202 The

other is to argue for a ‘new ethic’, which will escape from the

prison of  our old ways of  moral reasoning, judged insufficient

either because they are unable to extend our duties beyond a

concern with those living now, or because they are too ‘anthro-

pocentric’, and therefore unable to embrace our duties to other

animals and to the earth as a whole. In all versions the deliver-

ances of  practical ethics raise the question of  motivation. What is

the motive that others might have, should they agree that the

‘expert’ conclusions follow from the ‘expert’ premises, to do what
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the ‘experts’ recommend? This question does not usually receive

an answer.

The utilitarian approach is particularly vulnerable to this 

question, even though utilitarianism seems to have dominated

practical ethics in all its most prominent manifestations. The 

utilitarian axiom enjoins us to maximize the good, and that 

means to consider the interests of  all those who might be affected

by our action. Now, either this utilitarian ethic is anthropocentric,

taking into account the interests of  humans only, or it is not, and

extends its calculations to other creatures (perhaps to all creatures

with ‘interests’, and to which we can therefore ‘do good’). If

anthropocentric, it is tantamount to an extension of  economic

reasoning, one in which the interests of  future generations are

entered into the equation. But then which interests, and how

weighted? Most utilitarians distinguish interests that can, and

those that cannot, be ‘traded’ in any cost-benefit calculation. For

example, the interest that a person has in life and limb, in elemen-

tary freedoms, and in the basic needs of  survival, cannot be

entered into the equation. Ring-fencing those interests (which 

are thereby elevated into ‘rights’) is essential for the utilitarian

goal, which is to produce a cost-benefit calculus that we can all

accept. Yet, however sophisticated this amendment to the ‘felicific

calculus’ may be, it has to confront the problem of  numbers:

future people are indefinitely many; and how can we even begin

the great sums that will enable us to compare one endless future

with another?
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Normal practical reasoning concerning the future exhibits

‘time preference ’, according to which future benefits are

discounted in line with their distance in time. Economists employ

a discount rate even when considering the costs and benefits of

people who do not yet exist, discounting the interests of  future

people according to their distance from us in time.203 In his report

on the economics of  climate change, however, Nicholas Stern

argued strongly that, when it comes to environmental questions,

the discount rate for ‘time preference ’ should be zero, since there

can be no solution that does not leave the earth intact for all our

successors. This point has a ring of  common sense, and recalls

Locke ’s argument for the right of  property, which permits people

to take from the commons provided ‘enough and as good’ is 

left for those who have yet to receive a share.204 (Stern added,

however, that we are entitled to discount, at a low rate, to take

account of  assumed economic growth, which will ensure that

future people are richer than we are, and more able to take action

on their own behalf.)

The problem is that zero discount rates make utilitarian cal -

culation impossible. Not only do we not know how future

generations will manage their environment, or how many people

they will include; we cannot know how their interests, their vision

of  the future, their sense of  responsibility will evolve in time to

match the unforeseeable circumstances that will prevail when they
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are around. Should we be planning for a future in which people

are as selfish as they are today? Or should we be striving to

arrange things so that better people are selected for – say, by

creating an environment in which it pays to be unselfish?205 Maybe

we shouldn’t measure our bequest to future generations in terms

of  our momentary preferences, but try to see what their prefer-

ences might be.206 Maybe we could maximize the good of  future

generations if  we ensured that there weren’t so many of  them, or

that they had desires that were easier to satisfy. Maybe we should

be thinking of  Huxley’s ‘brave new world’, in which desires and

their fulfilment are manufactured so as to be in total harmony. Or

maybe we should be working towards one of  those ‘transhuman’

futures imagined by Raymond Kurzweil and others, in which

desires and interests remain, but affixed to a new kind of  creature

that has escaped the limitations of  human nature. And what do we

say in response to Derek Parfit’s ‘repugnant conclusion’ that a

future in which a great many people scrape a miserable living

might be better (i.e. might contain a larger sum of  utility) than

one in which a small number of  people live fulfilled and mean-
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ingful lives?207 And, suppose we produce a solution that answers

all those questions and describes the ‘best’ case that we can now

aim for: who is to impose that solution, how and with what instru-

ments of  repression in the face of  inevitable resistance from the

losers?

I mention those points, since they bring home the deeper

difficulty for utilitarianism in all its forms, which is, what motive

do we have to think in this way or to act on the results? The

confusions, contradictions and fantasies that immediately invade

the human mind, when it tries to take charge of  the entire future

of  our species, unable to decide whether it is permissible to reduce

the population through carefully managed famines, to advance

human interests by changing them to fit the environment, to plan

for selfish or unselfish people – let alone how to reconcile conflict-

ing needs and interests, or to begin the great sum of  cost and

benefit in which every member of  society is to count as one (and

why as one?) – these confusions and fantasies are so evident to

those who have not been tempted by the utilitarian ‘fix’ that it is a

source of  unending wonder to them that the human race still

contains people who issue advice based on utilitarian reasoning,

and who claim that they are spokesmen for reason in a world of

unreasoned desires. We should remember that the utilitarians 

have had plenty of  opportunities to show what their philosophy

amounts to. Lenin, Stalin and Hitler all justified their policies in
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utilitarian terms, arguing that short-term sacrifices were to bring

long-term benefits. They were wrong in fact, and they happened

not to believe that the utilitarian calculus could justify the belief

in human rights; but this does not in any way impugn the judge-

ment that their policies were the natural result of  acting now for

the sake of  a future that none of  us can really envisage.

We should not be surprised, therefore, if  those utilitarians who

take the calculation problems seriously should in the end retreat

from their position, advocating, like Birnbacher, ‘practical norms’

instead of  the ideal solutions to which we cannot calculate our

way. Birnbacher’s two norms – that we should act so as not to

inflict irreversible damage (negative) and that we should cultivate

our bequest to the future (positive) – are easy to agree with, since

they merely restate the problem, and give no concrete guidance.

You could accept them without any appeal to the utilitarian

reasoning that they allegedly replace, and the elaborate calcula-

tions that precede them and which Birnbacher finally sets aside 

are shown in the end to be the calculations of  spectres in an 

imaginary world.208

The non-anthropocentric version of  utilitarianism is, if

anything, worse placed to persuade us that it has anything reason-

able to say. If  we are to consider the interests of  all future

creatures then it is impossible to know how we should treat the

environment at all. Suppose we spoil our existing resources,

through anthropogenic climate change, plastic pollution, defor-
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estation and soil depletion, so that the human species dies out. But

suppose that, in doing so, we create a new biosphere to which

some future species adapts. Members of  that future species would

have cause to thank us, that we had provided the great plastic

deposits which they mine for their favourite snacks; and they

would react with distaste and horror on encountering the record

of  a previous world of  lush vegetation, temperate climate and

gentle breezes in which they could never have survived. Should

we not take account of  these creatures and their interests? Why

does the discount rate suddenly rise to 100 per cent when we begin

to contemplate their alien interests?

Even if  we thought, as Peter Singer and his followers seem to

think, that there is a class of  uniquely reasonable people who will

be both adept at utilitarian reasoning and inherently disposed to

obey it, the futility of  this belief  is surely evident. If  we are to

solve our environmental problems through some piece of  moral

reasoning, it must be with an argument that motivates all normal

people, and not one addressed solely to those armchair philo -

sophers whose mastery of  infinite moral space comes from being

bounded in an academic nutshell.

It is of  course true that human beings reason in means-ends

ways when faced with practical problems – provided the problems

are sufficiently local, the solution sufficiently near in time, and 

the goods affected (including the preferences and interests of

those who need to be taken into account) sufficiently defined. We

compare outcomes, judging one to be ‘better than’ another, and
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hoping to find the ‘best’; and this form of  reasoning is governed

by a priori principles of  rational choice that apply equally in the

realm of  economics. However, in real life this kind of  reasoning

is beset by thresholds that we cannot cross, since they define the

rights and the sovereignty of  others. And it is precisely because of

its inherent tendency to crash through boundaries, sacrificing one

person for the common good, or one population for another, 

that utilitarian reasoning, when lifted from the narrow context 

of  private decision-making, strikes the ordinary conscience as

morally pernicious.

If  we retreat from the perspective of  rational choice, and

simply address the question of  how creatures like us might have

evolved – creatures able to settle their conflicts by discussion – we

would surely conclude that utilitarian rationality, of  the kind that

aims to comprehend the widest possible picture of  future costs

and benefits, would have been (in our ‘environment of  evolution-

ary adaptedness’) maladaptive, slowing all decisions to the point

of  stagnation, and giving a head start to failure. Our revulsion

against utilitarianism is surely an adaptation – and also more than

an adaptation, since it captures a fundamental truth about practi-

cal reasoning, namely that reasons are given from one person to

another. It is by giving you reasons that I can try to secure your

permission to be the thing that I am and to take the stand that I

take. I return to this point below.

The general problem of  motivating force comes to the fore too

in considering the other strategy of  environmental ethics, which
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is the attempt to develop a ‘new ethic’ in which the anthropo -

centric reasoning that has hitherto held our species captive is

somehow left behind, to be replaced by reasoning that is ‘biocen-

tric’ (E. O. Wilson), ‘geocentric’ (James Lovelock), ‘ecocentric’

(Aldo Leopold, Holmes Rolston, Arne Naess) or even ‘physio-

centric’ (Meyer-Abich). The literature here is vast; much of  it is

also tortured, and in a peculiar way private, like the literature of

religious conversion, which tells the reader that the ‘scales have

fallen’ from the writer’s eyes. Naess identifies ‘deep ecology’ as a

philosophy of  Self-realization, understanding Self  as âtman, the

comprehensive force in which, according to Hindu belief, all

living things participate. Warwick Fox advocates a ‘transpersonal

ecology’ that will identify the self  with all that is.209 Not others,

just the self  – and writing Self  with a capital S as Naess does fails

to satisfy those who wonder whether this is anything better than

a private crisis put on public display.

For what practical conclusions are we to draw and by what

means are we to persuade ordinary people to go along with them?

Arne Naess tells us that the earth will be restored to its true place

in the scheme of  things only in some future time, when the human

population has dwindled and our trespasses have ceased. The

fourth proposition of  the Deep Ecology ‘Platform’, therefore,

tells us that ‘the flourishing of  human life and cultures is 
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compatible with a substantial decrease in human population. The

flourishing of  nonhuman life requires such a decrease ’.210 Of

course, the commentators quickly reassure us that population

reduction must not be achieved by cruel or wicked means. But the

standard of  cruelty and wickedness is our ordinary anthropocen-

tric standard, and the pretence at a ‘new ethic’ is revealed for what

it is – a pretence. If  we are not to be what Richard Sylvan

dismisses as ‘species chauvinists’, we should favour the hungry

leopard as much as the child she is stalking; we should prefer habi-

tats for wild animals over homes for people. Maybe we should also

welcome the epidemics and malnutrition by which the population

of  sub-Saharan Africa has remained within the bounds of  sustain-

ability. Unsurprisingly, however, the ‘new ethic’ takes just the

same attitude to those situations as the old one. If  it did not,

indeed, it would invite the charge of  ‘ecofascism’ that has been

levelled at Leopold and his disciple J. Baird Callicott.211 The

human perspective is implied in the very idea of  a moral point of

view.212

The call for a ‘new ethic’ first entered the philosophical litera-
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ture with a book by the Australian philosopher John Passmore,

who argued that we must learn to look on nature and the envir -

onment in a new way, not for nature ’s sake, but for our sake.213

Passmore was consciously anthropocentric, but believed that

people had absorbed from our religious tradition the notion that

man has been granted dominion over nature, that the plants,

animals and ecosystems exist for us to use and therefore have 

only instrumental value. We should, he argued, replace dominion

by stewardship, recognizing that we are here to care for the 

world and not simply to exploit it. Of  course, stewardship is not

opposed to dominion: it is merely the nicest form of  it. But

Passmore ’s point was a deeper one, namely that until we see

nature as a source of  intrinsic rather than instrumental values, we

will not refrain from pillaging it, and present emergencies will

continue to trump the claims of  future people. Non-human things

may have intrinsic value, even though it is only from the point of

view of  human interests that intrinsic value exists.

This emphasis on intrinsic value has an intuitive appeal. From

the beginning of  the environmental movement in America the

wilderness has been regarded as something valuable in itself, and

not by virtue of  any use to which it might be put. It is precisely

as wilderness – i.e. as a place removed from human uses – that the

wilderness has a claim on us. At the same time it is humans, and

humans alone, who appreciate such a claim. We alone among the
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species can appreciate the useless. And this love of  useless things

has a use – not for the living only, but for future generations too.

By respecting the intrinsic value of  a wilderness we perpetuate its

many instrumental values – its contribution to biodiversity, to the

surrounding ecosystems, and to all who are downstream from its

beneficence.

The point is well taken, and independent of  the obsession with

the wild that has prompted some philosophers to rank wilderness

higher than all landscapes that result from the collusion of  human

beings with the forces of  nature. But we still lack a description of

the motive that leads people – that is to say, people in general, and

not just moral ‘experts’ – to recognize intrinsic values and to set

aside the energy needed to protect them. Nor do we have a proce-

dure for settling, or even understanding, the conflicts that will

inevitably arise when intrinsic and instrumental values collide.

When our calculations come up against the threshold of  individ-

ual sovereignty, telling us that a public good can be achieved only

by denying someone’s rights, we regard this as an obstacle, pos -

sibly an insuperable obstacle, to proceeding further – for example,

when proceeding further involves judicial execution of  the 

innocent, or sacrificing an innocent victim to a raging crowd.

(Remember why Pilate, after accepting an impeccable utilitarian

argument, washed his hands.) We have a clear sense here of  the

conflict between political expediency and moral right, and how

the second cannot be extinguished by the first, even if  it is some-

times overridden by it. But when it comes to the intrinsic values
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of  the ‘new ethic’ we are on far less certain ground.

Only a few philosophers have gone so far as to assert that trees

have rights, and I remain unconvinced that we should attribute

‘rights’ to animals, even if  we must do what we can to safeguard

their interests.214 I recognize nevertheless that it is not permissible

to build a road through a precious habitat just because it would be

more useful to human beings to have the road than to have the

habitat; and I recognize that most human uses, in leisure as in

commerce, are insufficient grounds for driving a noble species to

extinction. Yet was it wrong to exterminate the wolves and lions

in Europe – wrong in the same way that it was wrong of  the

Vikings to destroy the lives and property of  the Anglo-Saxons, of

the French revolutionaries to commit genocide in La Vendée or

Stalin to liquidate the kulaks? Or was it just wrong in the way that

it might be wrong to use a canvas by Rembrandt to put out a

dangerous fire, when there is nothing else to hand? Aldo Leopold

famously declared, in ‘The Land Ethic’, that ‘a thing is right when

it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of  the biotic

community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.’ Did he really

mean that we should welcome a sustainable ecosystem in which

199

the moral economy

214 See Christopher D. Stone, ‘Should Trees Have Standing? Toward Legal
Rights for Natural Objects’, California Law Review, 45, 1972, pp. 450–87;
Scruton, Animal Rights and Wrongs. Interestingly Holmes Rolston III has
distanced himself  from the idea that animals, nature and the environment
should be accorded rights and thereby protected from invasion. See
Holmes Rolston III, ‘Rights and Responsibilities on the Home Planet’,
Yale Journal of International Law, 18.1, 1993, pp. 251–79. Nature, Rolston
argues, is protected not by its rights but by our rights to it.



leopards regularly dine on human children, and that we should

oppose those who promote an unsustainable explosion of  the human

population by driving out the leopards? There is no knowing.215

It seems to me that we will have no clear answer to those ques-

tions until we connect the idea of  intrinsic value more closely with

the motives of  people: that is what I propose to do in the chapters

that follow. I shall conclude this brief  venture into environmental

ethics with some more general points about moral reasoning. We

all of  us (other than dogmatic utilitarians) recognize that moral-

ity is not concerned only with values, but also with rights and

duties, and with the great question of  what we rational beings

‘owe to each other’, as Tim Scanlon puts it.216 We all recognize

that human beings are not governed only by cost-benefit analysis,

and that – even when costs and benefits enter their reflections –

they take account of  the costs and benefits to others. Human

beings are capable of  sacrifices, and they sometimes deny them-

selves the gratification of  an appetite for the sake of  something

more important. They are also capable of  renouncing what they

want for the sake of  what they value.

To the theorist of  the market this behaviour amounts merely

to a conflict of  desires, in which the stronger prevails. But to the

philosopher and the psychologist the conflict here is not simply a

conflict of  desire. It is a conflict between preferences that lie in 
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the realm of  individual choice, and needs that are too deeply

implanted to be a matter of  choice, and which can only superfi-

cially be described as preferences. The soldier who gives his life

in battle does not ‘prefer’ to die, rather than to flee. His identity,

his being, all that he is and values, are wrapped up in the decision

to fight, and in the face of  these things his ‘preferences’ are silenced.

Likewise the mother who gives up all prospect of  a career in order

to nurse her disabled child is not just following a preference: she

is realizing a conception of  herself, and one that justifies her life

as no self-interested project would justify it. To put it simply,

moral reasoning is not economic reasoning. In moral reasoning

we are not trading preferences, but safeguarding the things that

cannot be traded. There are things on which we put a price, 

and things on which we don’t put a price. Morality is primarily

concerned with the second of  those – the things that we withdraw

from the market, like people, sex, community, justice and honour.

It is partly because morality is a realm of  intrinsic and not

instrumental value that philosophers have believed the moral

motive to be of  a completely different kind from desire and

appetite. The moral motive is not a preference but the expression

of  a judgement; it is a motive of  which only rational beings are

capable, and is bound up with our sense of  who we are. To defy

morality is to be deeply conflicted, and emotions like guilt,

remorse and self-accusation are the immediate effect of  giving

way to immoral desires. Kant took the extreme position that

morality is the exercise of  ‘pure practical reason’, arguing that
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reason alone can be a motive to action, and that it compels us to

do what is right by a force comparable to the force of  logic in

compelling the conclusion to an argument. For Kant morality is

founded upon a ‘categorical imperative ’: an imperative of  reason,

which can be violated only by acting out a contradiction. The

categorical imperative, which tells us to act on that maxim that we

can will as a law for all rational beings, forbids us to lie, to cheat

and to steal, since those actions cannot be willed as universal laws.

Reason alone motivates us to avoid them.

This bold and brilliant theory of  Kant’s has not escaped the

criticism that it is at best an idealization rather than a description

of  the moral motive. Nevertheless it should be respected as the

purest and most systematic attempt yet embarked upon to distin-

guish moral judgement from empirical desire.217 To take morality

seriously, Kant argued, we must recognize that the moral agent is

a very special kind of  being, with a transcendental as well as an

empirical aspect, a being who is free and obedient to reason, and

also bound by natural laws and subject to the promptings of

appetite. Kant’s metaphysics of  the person is controversial. But it

points to an important truth that all must recognize, which is that

people are not motivated only by self-interest; they are motivated

by a conception of  their place in the world, and by a habit of  evalu -

ation that situates them as objects of  judgement among others,

who can be praised and blamed. In short, people are governed by
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a sense of  responsibility; it is precisely for this reason, and not

because they are utilitarian calculating machines, that we can

appeal to them on behalf  of  the common good.218 Moreover, the

Kantian morality represents rational beings as equal objects of

respect, regard less of  time, place or personal connections. It

therefore invites past and future people into the moral equation,

and for this reason has appealed to several philosophers – notably

to Angelika Krebs – as the best foundation for a comprehensive

environmental ethics.219

This is not the place to examine the intricate arguments for and

against the Kantian conception of  the moral life. Suffice it to say

that Kant’s attempt to prove that rational beings can be motivated

by reason alone, and without reference to the sympathies that bind

them to their fellows, has struck most commentators as flawed.

More needs to be said about the roots of  Kant’s ‘practical reason’

in our social practices, if  we are to understand the crucial Kantian

claim that reason can stand in judgement over our desires and also

defeat them. The point has been made in various ways and at

various times.220 In an important recent study Stephen Darwall has

argued that the Kantian ethic of  practical reason must be founded
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on the ‘second-person standpoint’.221 Reasons for action are not

the impersonal evaluations that appeal to utilitarians nor the

abstract and universal principles of  the Kantian purists, but

‘agent-relative reasons’: reasons addressed from me to you and

from you to me. Their force derives from the fact that we regard

ourselves as accountable to others for what we do, and strive to 

act for reasons that they will find acceptable. Through moral

reasoning we present ourselves as members of  a community of

accountable beings (a kingdom of  ends). We address each other

in the second person and adjust our conduct according to norms

that we mutually recognize. The interpersonal nature of  moral

reasoning underlies both the motivating force and the rational

justification of  the Kantian moral law. The concept of  a right

derives from this second-person reasoning, and not from those

imaginary thresholds that utilitarians introduce into their calcula-

tions.

Darwall’s is one of  several views of  morality that have been

described as ‘contractarian’. Contractarians see the foundation 

of  moral judgement and moral motivation in the mutual recog -

nition of  free and responsible agents. For them moral norms 

are not abstract principles on a par with the laws of  logic, but the

deposits, so to speak, laid down by the dialogue through which we

express, justify and appease our interpersonal attitudes, such as

resentment, gratitude, indignation, admiration and remorse. It is

through such attitudes that we live out our lives as free and
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accountable beings.222 Clearly if  we see moral judgement as

founded in this way, the far-reaching accountancy of  the utilitar-

ians and other consequentialists will have little appeal to us. But

the feature of  morality that is, or ought to be, of  the first import -

ance to environmentalists will be profiled in another way. This

feature is responsibility, and it is the feature that was seized upon,

in the context of  the environmental debate, by Hans Jonas.

Jonas was not an analytical philosopher, and had his own 

way of  expressing the intuitions that people like Darwall and

Korsgaard have singled out as vital to the moral perspective. Jonas

identifies responsibility (Verantwortung) as that which answers in

us to the appeal of  the good.223 And he suggests that the ‘feeling

of  responsibility’ is the real motive of  morality, and the true

underpinning of  the Kantian moral law. This motive arises from

the recognition that it falls to me to achieve some good. In the

context of  environmental problems, good means the good of

future generations. Hence, Jonas suggests, we should replace the

Kantian categorical imperative, which enjoins us to will our

maxims as laws for all mankind, with something more focused on

the future. The first commandment is that we should act to

preserve the existence of  mankind; the second commandment is

that we should so act that human beings who live in the future
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should be in a position to fulfil their nature.224 As Jonas recognizes,

these imperatives do not have the intrinsic motivating force that

Kant thought he discerned in the moral law. The one who

disobeys them is not in contradiction, nor even in conflict, with

himself. He is simply lacking the ‘feeling of  responsibility’ on

which the good of  others depends. Nevertheless, Jonas indicates,

the sense of  responsibility is deeply implanted in the human soul,

and acquiring it is a necessary part of  existing fully in time, as a

being with a consciousness of  past and future, and with a tem -

porally extended life of  his own.

All that is amiable and possibly true.225 But it leaves us with a

question. On Jonas’s account the feeling of  responsibility is as

much a part of  our empirical circumstances as the desires that

conflict with it. Its force does not derive from reasoning, but from

emotional sources that a rational being might lack, as indeed is the

case with sociopaths and some severely autistic people. We must,

therefore, ask whence comes this motive, how reasonable is it, and

what form can it take in modern conditions? Those questions are

real, whether or not we believe in intrinsic values, and whether or

not we believe that environmental values are among them.

Other philosophers have tried to understand the claims of

future generations through the concept of  justice. Rawls, for

example, argues that his contractarian theory of  justice grounds a
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principle of  ‘just savings’, according to which each generation

must in justice leave to its descendants the equivalent of  what it

received.226 Rawls’s argument is part of  a growing philosophical

literature devoted to testing philosophical theories about justice

between living people against the demands and needs of  the

unborn. Our way of  thinking about future generations might one

day be influenced by this literature and by the extremely interest-

ing debates concerning ‘intergenerational justice ’.227 But those

debates are largely normative, concerned with what we ought to

think, and what certain philosophers think that they already think.

They do not tell us what ordinary people think, and rarely do they

touch on the questions of  motivation that should be considered by

anyone who is looking for policies that would protect future people.

It is true that we have a concern for our successors: and it is

true that we are motivated in this concern by arguments of  justice,

like the father who looks after his property in justice to the chil-

dren who will inherit it. But – as that example shows – our

concern for other generations does not arise from some abstract

theory of  just distribution. It arises from our attachment to others:

it is our ancestors, our children, our successors in title who

awaken our concern. And the claims of  those people have weight
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for us because we belong to them and they to us. Moreover, if  we

take seriously the argument of  Darwall, that moral reasoning is

rooted in accountability, and that accountability arises between

specific individuals by virtue of  the relationship between them, we

should expect exactly that result. Concern for past and future

generations is created by attachment, and will wither when torn

from that root.228

The moral motive reaches out to the world by anthropocentric

bridges, but is founded in person-to-person reason-giving, and in

sympathies that dwindle as distance increases. Responsibility may

embrace the whole of  nature and the whole of  time, but only 

by spreading to the point of  transparency the solid stuff  of

person-to-person sympathy. To evoke our responsibility for other

generations in the abstract way of  Jonas, or through some vision

of  intergenerational justice that takes no account of  the distinc-

tion between us and them, ours and theirs, is to detach the idea of

responsibility from the practice that gives it sense, which is that of

holding each other to account. The elaborate apparatus of  envir -

onmental ethics, therefore, ends where it began, with the problem

of  human motivation. What leads us to care for those who are not

yet born?
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seven

Heimat and Habitat

For many decades sociologists and anthropologists, influenced by

such observers as Clifford Geertz and Ruth Benedict, and by 

the tradition of  social thought that began with Émile Durkheim,

explained sacrificial and altruistic motives in terms of  culture.

They saw the raw material of  human nature as entirely trans-

formed by the influence of  social structures that generate motives

of  their own accord. These structures arise through the inter -

action over generations of  people who otherwise would be merely

self-motivated and self-seeking animals.229 This cultural theory 

of  the human person seems to account for the many different

ways in which people address the critical moments of  human life,

and the many different customs, rituals and self-conceptions that

we observe around the globe. It has also emphasized the system-

atic differences in people ’s attitude to risk that I explored in
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Chapter 3 – though whether these differences are really cultural

rather than genetic is not established by the cultural model. In any

case, cultural theory creates an explanatory vacuum in its wake:

for what generates culture, and what endows culture with the

power to implant in us motives deeper and more compelling than

our individual preferences, including the all-important motive 

to sacrifice what we want for what we value – in other words, to

cast off  the yoke of  preference and don the armour of  identity

instead?

Recently, therefore, evolutionary psychologists have begun to

doubt what John Tooby and Leda Cosmides call the ‘standard

social science model’ of  the human condition, arguing that culture

is generated by people, not people by culture, and generated from

impulses that are common to our species. These impulses emerged

as adaptations in our hunter-gatherer childhood.230 Just as we 

are adapted by evolution to acquire language, so are we adapted

to acquire culture, and culture, like language, is organized by a

universal grammar. Hence we should not be surprised to find a

shared emotional repertoire around the globe, displayed in such

arrangements as marriage, family, religion, rites of  passage, terri-

torial warfare, sexual jealousy, incest taboos and child-rearing.

Nor should we be surprised to discover that the care for the home,

and grief  over its violation, are human universals.231
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This is not to say that all our deepest motives are simply adap-

tations, acquired during the Pleistocene age, in circumstances that

we have long ago left behind. Nevertheless, these adaptations

predispose us to develop in a particular way. They also set limits

to our social and cultural variation. Subsequent cultural develop-

ment can modify or amplify our genetic endowment but not

extinguish its traces, and a feature that we imagine to be peculiar

to our cultural inheritance may be the local form taken by 

the species-wide solution to a vanished evolutionary problem.

Putting things that way brings us into the centre of  the contro-

versy between those who assimilate our customs and states of

mind to adaptations that we could conceivably share with other

species, and those who emphasize what is distinctive in the human

condition, and who believe that there is a radical break in the

scheme of  things, represented by the transition from causality to

freedom, or (less contentiously) from animal to person. The

controversy here goes back to that between Darwin and Wallace

over ‘the descent of  man’.232 In whatever way human beings

became what they are, what they are involves their conception of

what they ought to be. As a result human beings describe each
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other and respond to each other as though they were not fully a

part of  the causal order, and that indeed is what the ‘feeling of

responsibility’ demands of  them.

As I argued, morality is rooted in the fact that we hold each

other accountable for what we do. Our world contains rights, 

obligations and duties; it is a world of  self-conscious subjects, in

which events are divided into the free and the unfree, those that

have reasons and those that are merely caused, those that stem

from a rational subject and those that erupt into the stream of

things without conscious design. Thinking of  the world in this

way, we respond to it with emotions that lie beyond the repertoire

of  other animals: indignation, resentment and envy; admiration,

commitment and praise – all of  which involve the thought of

others as accountable subjects, with rights and duties and a self-

conscious vision of  their future and their past. Only responsible

beings can feel these emotions and, in feeling them, they situate

themselves in some way outside the natural order, standing back

from it in judgement. The attempt to fit this aspect of  the human

condition into a scheme of  preference orderings, or a cost-benefit

calculus based on ‘willingness to pay’, leads to a repugnant cari-

cature of  the moral life – though one that some philosophers find

acceptable.233

It does not follow from this that we are outside the natural

order, or that no causal explanation could be devised that would

show how beings that think of  themselves in this Kantian way
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could emerge through natural selection. But it suggests that there

might be a two-fold explanation of  the deeper human motives,

such as the motive to sacrifice. There might be an explanation at

the evolutionary level, which sees the motive as an adaptation

promoting reproductive fitness in the harsh conditions of  the

Pleistocene age. There might also be an explanation at the rational

level, which sees the motive as emerging from the reasoned

dialogue between self-conscious beings, who address each other I

to I. Clearly the explanations are so different that we might hesi-

tate to say that they are explanations of  the same thing, and those

who adhere to the ‘radical break’ thesis will suggest that it is only

at the level of  self-consciousness that the moral motive fully

emerges. For such thinkers our feeling of  responsibility and will-

ingness to make the sacrifices that responsibility requires are

grounded in reason. They belong with freedom, shame, pride and

the sense of  honour, as part of  the repertoire of  interpersonal

dialogue. Indeed, one theory of  the radical break takes sacrifice as

the crucial moment – the moment of  ‘hominization’, in which the

anthropoid tribe reshapes itself  as a community of  persons.234

Those controversies bring sharply into focus the issue that

concerns us. Homo economicus, as described by theories of  the

market, is a one-dimensional creature, rational certainly, but with

no conception of  the ends of  life, no idea that desires can be
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judged and found wanting, no ability to renounce what he wants

for the sake of  what he values. It is precisely those defects that

render him useful as a scientific device, since they permit econo-

mists to model complex situations in terms of  a unitary idea of

rational choice. However, real human beings are more complex

than the models that we use to make sense of  them. We are subject

to motives that we do not necessarily understand, and which can

be displayed in terms of  utilities and preference orderings only by

misrepresenting them. These motives make war on our circum-

stantial desires. Some of  them – the fear of  the dark, the revulsion

towards incest, the impulse to cling to the mother – are adapta-

tions that lie deeper than reason. Others – guilt, shame, the love

of  beauty, the sense of  justice – arise from reason itself, and

reflect the web of  interpersonal relations and understandings

through which we situate ourselves as free subjects, in a commu-

nity of  others like ourselves. At both levels – the instinctive and

the personal – the capacity for sacrifice arises, in the one case as a

blind attachment, in the other case as a sense of  responsibility to

others, to the gods or to the moral law. It is in these areas, it seems

to me, that we must search for the motive that will rectify our

lamentable disposition, as rational beings, to inflict the costs of

our pursuits on those who have not incurred them. The motive

that emerges with full persuasive force at both levels is that of

oikophilia, the love of  home, a motive that comprehends all our

deepest attachments, and which spills out in the moral, aesthetic

and spiritual emotions that transfigure our world, creating in the
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midst of  our emergencies a shelter that future generations also

may enjoy.

In sketching the conservative approach to environmental

problems I have several times mentioned Edmund Burke ’s cele-

brated argument against the ‘geometrical’ politics, as he called it,

of  the French revolutionaries – a politics that proposed a rational

goal, and a collective procedure for achieving it, and which mobi-

lized the whole of  society behind the resulting programme. In the

course of  his argument Burke developed three ideas that, it seems

to me, were then and ought to be now the core of  conservative

thinking: respect for the dead, the ‘little platoon’ and the voice of

tradition. Those ideas arouse smirks and even guffaws from

people who see politics in terms of  goals, movements and global

agendas. But those smirks and guffaws, in my view, are the out -

ward signs of  moral emptiness. Rightly understood, Burke ’s ideas

remain as relevant to us today as they were in alerting his contem-

poraries to the dangers of  the revolutionary consciousness.

Burke was one of  the first major political thinkers to place

future generations at the heart of  politics. The revolutionaries

claimed the gratitude of  unborn generations who would benefit

from their violence. But in no sense could their actions be inter-

preted as expressions of  the care that unborn people ought always

to inspire in us. Nor did they offer more than a perfunctory glance

towards the future that they promised. Burke ’s view of  society, as

an association of  the dead, the living and the unborn, carries a

precious hint as to how the responsibility for future generations
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arises. It arises from love, and love directed towards what is

unknown must arise from what is known. The future is not known,

nor are the people who will inhabit it. But the past is known, and

the dead, our dead, are still the objects of  love and veneration. It

is by expending on them some part of  our care, Burke believed,

that we care also for the unborn. For we plant in our hearts the

transgenerational view of  society that is the best guarantee that

we will moderate our present appetites in the interests of  those

who are yet to be.

This point is very obvious in family life. The dead and our

gratitude towards them are woven into the narrative of  domestic

love. Tender feelings towards ancestors and those of  whom

family stories are told prepare us to make room in our hearts 

for our successors, whose affection we wish to earn. We learn to

circumscribe our demands, to see our own place in things as part

of  a continuous chain of  giving and receiving, and to recognize

that the good things we inherit are not ours to spoil, but ours to

use wisely and pass on. Utilitarianism overlooks the fundamental

fact about our concern for future generations, which is that we are

concerned for them as ours. There is a line of  obligation that

connects us to those who gave us what we have; and our concern

for the future is an extension of  that line. A coherent environ-

mental ethics must recognize that we take the future into account

not by fictitious cost-benefit calculations, but more concretely, by

seeing ourselves as inheriting benefits and passing them on.

Concern for future generations is a non-specific outgrowth of
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gratitude. It does not calculate, because it shouldn’t and can’t.

Burke ’s complaint against the revolutionaries was that they

assumed the right to spend all trusts and endowments on their

own self-made emergency. Schools, church foundations, hospitals

– all institutions that had been founded by people, now dead, for

the benefit of  their successors – were expropriated or destroyed,

the result being the total waste of  accumulated savings, leading 

to massive inflation, the collapse of  education and the loss of  

the traditional forms of  social and medical relief. In this way

contempt for the dead leads to the disenfranchisement of  the

unborn, and although that result is not, perhaps, inevitable, it has

been repeated by all subsequent revolutions. Through their

contempt for the intentions and emotions of  those who had laid

things by, revolutions have systematically destroyed the stock of

social capital, and always revolutionaries justify this by impec -

cable utilitarian reasoning.

Trusts provide another example of  the kind of  homeostasis

that the conservative environmentalist is seeking. A trust imposes

on trustees an indefinite burden of  responsibility. They must

discharge the terms of  the trust in the interests of  the beneficia-

ries, and they are accountable for any mismanagement. They are

constrained on every side by negative feedback, and future benefi-

ciaries have the same standing in their deliberations as those

currently living. The English law of  trusts steps in to protect the

beneficiaries against abuse by the trustees, even though it is the

trustees and not the beneficiaries who have legal ownership.
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Trustees have all the duties of  ownership without the rights. No

more effective device has ever been discovered for ensuring the

proper maintenance and durability of  a bequest, and it is not

surprising that Maitland singled out the trust concept as the great-

est legal achievement of  the English-speaking peoples.235

As important for Burke as the concept of  trusteeship was that

of  the ‘little platoon’. Society, he believed, depends upon relations

of  affection and loyalty, and these can be built only from below,

through face-to-face interaction. It is in the family, in local clubs

and societies, in school, church, team, regiment and university

that people learn to interact as free beings, each taking responsi-

bility for his actions and accounting to his neighbour. When

society is organized from above, either by the top-down govern-

ment of  a revolutionary dictatorship, or by the impersonal edicts

of  an inscrutable bureaucracy, then accountability rapidly disap-

pears from the political order, and from society too. Top-down

government breeds irresponsible individuals, and the confiscation

of  civil society by the state leads to a widespread refusal among

the citizens to act for themselves. Against the society of  conscripts

Burke wished to propose a society of  volunteers; and in my view

one of  the greatest causes of  environmental degradation in the

modern world is the decline in volunteers. Wherever the socialist

project and statist solutions have taken precedence over civic

initiatives, as in the former Soviet Empire, we witness the neglect
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of  public assets and the erosion of  commons. Wherever the

volunteer spirit remains strong, as in America, Switzerland and

Australia today, people take charge of  their environmental prob-

lems and get together to clean up the park, to fence in the river,

to adopt a highway or to set up a market for local food.236

Such little platoons are the places where traditions form. Social

traditions, Burke pointed out, are forms of  knowledge. They

contain the residues of  many trials and errors, and the inherited

solutions to problems that we all encounter. Like those cognitive

abilities that pre-date civilization they are adaptations, but adapta-

tions of  the community rather than of  the individual organism.

Social traditions exist because they enable a society to reproduce

itself. Destroy them heedlessly and you remove the guarantee

offered by one generation to the next. Burke ’s argument parallels

the argument given by the Austrian economists for the market

economy. Only in a free market, argued Mises and Hayek, does

the information exist that enables each individual player to

dispense his budget rationally. For only in a free market do prices

provide a guide to the economic needs of  others. Prices distil

information about the indefinitely many strangers living now.237 In
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a similar way, for Burke, traditions and customs distil information

about the indefinitely many strangers living then, information that

we need if  we are to accommodate our conduct to the needs of

those who precede and succeed us. Moreover, in discussing tradi-

tion, we are not discussing arbitrary rules and conventions. We

are discussing answers that have been discovered to enduring ques-

tions. These answers are tacit, shared, embodied in social practices

and inarticulate expectations. Those who adopt them are not

necessarily able to explain them, still less to justify them. Hence

Burke described them as ‘prejudices’, and defended them on the

ground that, though the stock of  reason in each individual is

small, there is an accumulation of  reason in society that we ques-

tion and reject at our peril. Reason shows itself  in that about

which we do not, and maybe cannot, reason – and this is what we

see in our traditions, including those traditions that contain

sacrifice at the heart of  them, such as military honour, family

giving and the worship of  the gods.

Another way of  putting the point is to say that tradition is a

form of  knowledge. Not theoretical knowledge, of  course, con -

cerning facts and truths; and not ordinary know-how either.

There is another kind of  knowledge, which is neither knowledge

that nor knowledge how, which involves the mastery of  situations

– knowing what to do, in order to accomplish a task successfully,

where success is not measured in any exact or fore-envisaged goal,

but in the harmony of  the result with our human needs and inter-

ests. Good manners form an excellent illustration of  what I have
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in mind. Knowing what to do in company, what to say, what to

feel – these are assets we acquire by immersion in society. They

cannot be taught by spelling them out but only by osmosis, yet the

person who has not acquired these things is rightly described as

ignorant. The common law too is such a tradition – and I have

already given examples of  the way in which tort law and equity

have enabled common law governed societies to cope with envir -

onmental problems, by finding rational and consensual solutions

long before the state has discovered how to legislate about them.

Undeniably those ideas – respect for the dead, the little

platoon and tradition – are difficult to invoke in the modern

climate of  opinion, partly because progressively minded people

have done their best to marginalize them, recognizing them as

obstacles to radical solutions and as the foundations of  the ord -

inary civil society that they seek to change. But conservatism

means nothing as a political idea if  it does not support and amplify

the reach of  those three ideas, since they form the primary motives

on which enduring societies are built, and it is in terms of  them

that any believable solution to problems of  environmental man -

agement must be expressed. The emphasis on future people, when

detached from the past and the continuities that it has bequeathed

to us, merely cuts us off  from the only motives that we have to

regard those future people as ours.

Burke was not a philosopher, and if  he was a psychologist it

was only in the way that Jane Austen and George Crabbe were

psychologists – namely, through the accurate observation of
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people as they are, and the sympathetic response to what frus-

trates and fulfils them. It is worth pointing out, however, that 

the ideas that I have briefly sketched correspond to powerful 

arguments advanced by both philosophers and psychologists

concerning the origin and nature of  love. I give two such 

arguments – that of  the philosopher Hegel, and that of  the

psychologist John Bowlby, the one attempting to make sense of

self-conscious political life, the other reflecting on a pre-rational

adaptation. And I go on to connect their arguments with import -

ant considerations raised by philosophy in the phenomenological

tradition.

Political philosophers of  the Enlightenment, from Hobbes and

Locke, reaching down to John Rawls and his followers today,

have found the roots of  political order and the motive of  political

obligation in a social contract – an agreement, overt or implied, to

be bound by procedures and principles to which all reasonable

citizens can assent. Although the social contract exists in many

forms, its ruling principle was announced by Hobbes with the

assertion that there can be ‘no obligation on any man which

ariseth not from some act of  his own’.238 My obligations are my

own creation, binding because freely chosen. When you and I

exchange promises, the resulting contract is freely undertaken,

and any breach does violence not merely to the other but also to

the self, since it is a repudiation of  a well-grounded rational

choice. If  we could construe our obligation to the state on the
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model of  a contract, therefore, we would have justified it in terms

that all rational beings must accept. Contracts are the paradigms

of  self-chosen obligations – obligations that are not imposed,

commanded or coerced but freely undertaken. When law is

founded in a social contract, therefore, obedience to the law is

simply the other side of  free choice. Freedom and obedience are

one and the same.

From Hobbes to Rawls social contract philosophers have

relied on principles whose validity they believe to be universal,

and therefore acceptable to all people, whatever their history and

condition. However, human societies are not composed of  all

people everywhere, and are indeed by their nature exclusive,

establishing privileges and benefits that are offered only to the

insider, and which cannot be freely bestowed on all-comers

without sacrificing the trust on which social harmony depends.

The social contract begins from a thought-experiment, in which a

group of  people gather together to decide on their common

future. But if  they are in a position to decide on their common

future, it is because they already have one: because they recognize

their mutual togetherness and reciprocal dependence, which

makes it incumbent upon them to settle how they might be

governed under a common jurisdiction in a common territory. 

In short, the social contract requires a relation of  membership,

and one, moreover, which makes it plausible for the individual

members to conceive the relation between them in contractual

terms. Theorists of  the social contract write as though it 
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presupposes only the first-person singular of  free rational choice.

In fact, it presupposes a first-person plural, in which the burdens

of  belonging have already been assumed.

Furthermore, people are not born with the capacity to make

choices of  this kind. Only in certain circumstances will human

beings develop into rational choosers, capable of  undertaking

obligations and honouring promises, and oriented towards one

another in a posture of  responsibility. In the course of  acquiring

the ‘second-person standpoint’, so as to live by the calculus of

rights and duties, people acquire obligations of  quite another kind

– obligations to parents, to family, to place and community, upon

all of  which they have depended for the nurture without which

the human animal cannot develop into the human person. These

obligations are not obligations of  justice, such as arise from the

free dealings of  human adults. The Romans knew them as obli-

gations of  piety (pietas), meaning that they stem from the natural

gratitude towards what is given, a gratitude that we spontaneously

direct to the gods. Today we are reluctant to provide these obli-

gations with such a theological backing, though it is important to

see that, for religious believers, unchosen obligations are not only

vital to the building from below of  a durable social order, but also

properly owed to God. There is not a religion in the world today

that does not see family life as its central concern, and the pres-

ence of  God or his avatars in marriage, sex and child-rearing as a

necessary part of  getting things right.

Hegel, who was perhaps the first systematic political philo -
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sopher in modern times to put the concept of  piety at the centre

of  his thinking, emphasized the role of  the family, and the obli-

gations of  family life, in the development of  the free citizen.239

Civil society, he argued, is not based on a contract: it is the sphere

of  contract, in which people create through their free agreements

the institutions, corporations and social networks that form the

stuff  of  communal life. But these institutions and networks

depend on two things – the trust that grows between citizens, and

the law that regulates their conduct. The trustworthy citizen is

produced by the family, and the law is imposed by the state. Yet

neither the state nor the family is founded on a contract: both

precede the individual, and both are presupposed by the free asso-

ciation through which individuals come together in an enduring

political order. Both depend upon unchosen obligations, and both

will collapse if  people lose the instinctive gratitude and piety that

enable them to identify kin and country as personal assets, to be

cherished and protected in return for what they give.

Hegel’s account is philosophical – providing a priori reasons,

rather than empirical causes, for seeing the attachment to home

and country as presupposed by any free political order. There is

no shortage of  psychological explanations of  the attachment to

home – explanations that trace the mental origins of  an attitude

that is, on any reasonable account of  the human condition, an

adaptation that benefits our genes. And evolutionary explanations

have no difficulty coping with piety, or with the ‘ethic of  pollu-
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tion and taboo’ that seems everywhere to have grown around the

need for home.240 True, such explanations sometimes proceed by

ignoring the contribution made to piety and purity by our rational

and interpersonal understanding, but this does not refute the

claim of  evolutionary psychologists that the need for home is an

adaptation, which generates motives that can be witnessed in

every aspect of  a settled life.

Perhaps no contribution to our understanding of  this need has

been more important, both in pointing to its fundamental charac-

ter and in warning against the consequences of  ignoring it, than

the work of  John Bowlby.241 In his three great studies of  children

– Attachment, Separation and Loss – Bowlby gives overwhelming

evidence for the view that interpersonal love and relational

competence are rooted in an original experience of  attachment,

that children deprived of  that experience are disturbed and often

profoundly asocial, and that both normal adult relations and the

capacity for love are critically dependent on finding that core

experience of  home. Sociological research has confirmed that

broken homes and out-of-wedlock births, which communicate the

absence of  commitment to the child, are indicators for later de -

pression and delinquency,242 and the evidence abounds that home
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is not merely ‘where we start from’, but the place of  sacred

memory, to which our longings return. It has this status in our

self-conscious feelings, which feed upon those primeval adapta-

tions, but it grows in time to embrace all our projects, as Hegel

shows.

Those observations establish, to my mind without question,

that human beings, in their settled condition, are animated by an

attitude of  oikophilia: the love of  the oikos, which means not only

the home but the people contained in it, and the surrounding

settlements that endow that home with lasting contours and an

enduring smile. The oikos is the place that is not just mine and

yours but ours. It is the stage-set for the first-person plural of  pol -

itics, the locus, both real and imagined, where ‘it all takes place ’.

The depth of  this attitude is not necessarily apparent from the

surveys of  sociologists. But we don’t need those surveys in 

any case: we have David Copperfield, Great Expectations, Swann’s

Way, The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and Intimations

of Immortality. We have the unforgettable narrative of  a home

brutally smashed and then incestuously rediscovered in Wagner’s

Die Walküre; the idyllic invocation of  Granny in Božena

Němcová’s Babička; the raw, needy mother-love of  Sons and

Lovers. We have that great founding narrative of  Western litera-

ture, the Odyssey of  Homer, in which a hero gives up immortality

and life with a goddess in order to journey through every kind of

danger to his home. We have our Western tradition of  landscape

painting, ranging from the landscapes of  Constable and Crome,
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to the glades of  Corot, and the summer resorts of  Cézanne,

Seurat and Monet. We have musical evocations of  home and

settlement like the Fifth Symphony and ‘London’ Symphony of

Vaughan Williams, the symphonies of  Sibelius, and the beautiful

tribute to life on the porch in Samuel Barber’s setting of  James

Agee, Knoxville: Summer of 1915. Throughout the long tradition

of  Western art and literature, from Hesiod and Theocritus to Jean

Giono and Ingmar Bergman, poets, painters, film-makers and

composers have traced over and over again the picture of  that

home from which we started, which remains in our affections, the

measure and the goal of  all that we embark on, and from which

our subsequent homes spill out in those long trails of  hope and

regret, so impressively captured by Edgar Reitz in his cinematic

trilogy, Heimat.

The same story is told by recent philosophy, and above all 

by those writing in the phenomenological tradition founded 

by Edmund Husserl. Husserl reminds us that our experience 

and our concepts are interwoven, and that the way the world

appears to us will be affected by the way in which we interact 

with it. Human beings live in the world of  nature, and seek 

to explain it through scientific categories and causal laws. But 

they also live in the ‘natural world’ to which their primary atti-

tude is not one of  explaining, but of  belonging. This natural

world is a ‘surrounding world’ (Umwelt) and a ‘world of  life ’

(Lebenswelt). It is known through appearances, which we con-

ceptualize in terms of  our interests and needs, rather than in 
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terms that would enable us to explain how it functions.243

Our motives are not governed by the way the world is but by

the way it appears; and the way the world appears depends upon

the way we interact with it. The concepts that are vital to us, and

on which we build our social life, are not scientific concepts,

embodying incipient theories of  natural kinds. They are concepts

of  functional, moral, aesthetic and spiritual kinds, which have no

place in the ‘laws of  nature ’. For example, the concepts of  house,

tool, friend, home, music; the noble, the majestic, the sacred;

legality, politeness, justice. To imagine reasoning beings who

lived without such concepts, who never divided the world into

friend and foe, sacred and profane, just and unjust, home and not

home, is to imagine a race of  inhuman creatures, to whom we

could not relate as we relate to each other, I to I.

Husserl’s students and followers developed this line of

thought, each in some favoured direction, with groundbreaking

studies of  shame and sympathy from Max Scheler, of  empathy

from St Edith Stein, and of  building and dwelling from

Heidegger.244 For Max Scheler it was clear that the ways in which

human beings relate to each other – in love and hatred, forgive-

ness and anger, remorse, shame and desire – depend upon seeing

themselves and others as freely acting persons, and that neither
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the concept of  freedom nor that of  the person can be incorporated

into a natural science of  the human condition. Such concepts are

not biological concepts, nor are they anchored in the physical

qualities of  the things to which they apply. They reach for what

is subjective, what belongs to ‘how things seem’, whether to self

or other, and in using them we are attempting to establish another

mode of  relation than that which exists between objects in the

physical world. Martin Buber described this relation of  subjects as

the ‘I–Thou’ relation, as opposed to the ‘I–It’ relation that binds

us to material things.245 And, as I argued in the last chapter, it is

precisely this relation that lies at the foundation of  the moral life,

and which provides the concepts and principles whereby the sense

of  responsibility is nurtured and applied.

For Scheler one of  the tasks of  philosophy was to study the

structure of  personal relations, and to explore the way in which

they nourish and fulfil us. We can understand personal relations

only if  we also understand the concepts upon which they are built.

Concepts of  personality, freedom, responsibility and embodiment

are essential to us, and one source of  the disharmony and dis -

equilibrium of  technological societies is that these concepts are

being displaced in favour of  scientific, or rather pseudo-scientific,

ways of  describing human beings, so undermining the relations

on which we depend for our happiness. Sciences and pseudo-
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sciences, from Freudian psychoanalysis to the ‘neurononsense ’

that influences psychology today, encourage us to see each other

as automata, by-products of  processes that we do not control. We

are tempted by these theories because they simplify our commit-

ments, void the world of  responsibility, and enable us to drift

without guilt on the current of  our present appetites. And when

people give way to this temptation, then do they waste both them-

selves and their world. Here, we might add, is a deep explanation

of  our environmental problems: under the influence of  deperson-

alizing views of  the human condition people can no longer orient

themselves easily towards the natural world, no longer find their

ecological niche, which is not a biological niche but a spiritual

niche, decked out by the personality and freedom of  the one who

occupies it.

Virtues like thrift and cleanliness, the habit of  offering and

receiving respect, the orientation towards others that Jonas called

the ‘feeling of  responsibility’ – all those aspects of  the human

condition that feed into oikophilia and shape us as stewards and

guardians of  our common settlement – arise through our growth

as persons, by creating islands of  value in the sea of  price. To

acquire these virtues we must circumscribe the ‘instrumental

reasoning’ that governs the life of  homo economicus. We must vest

our love and desire in things to which we assign an intrinsic,

rather than an instrumental worth, so that the pursuit of  means

can come to rest, for us, in a place of  ends. That is what we mean

by settlement.
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Heidegger took Husserl’s phenomenological way of  thinking

much further, developing technical categories to describe all the

distinctions, real and imaginary, with which we experience the

Lebenswelt in our thought and action, and stealing from physics

even the concepts of  space and time, as though they owed their

content to the self-consciousness of  people. I don’t go along with

Heidegger’s method, or the outrageous claims that he makes in

Being and Time for his kind of  armchair philosophy. This is not

the place to debate the point, however. Heidegger is important for

my argument because he illustrates the centrality of  the concepts

of  home and care in shaping the phenomenology of  attachment,

and because his otherwise unaccountable popularity is derived

almost entirely from this fact. Heidegger’s philosophy is a philo -

sophy of  settlement, a set of  mystical instructions for being at

home in a godless world, a liturgical spell for changing solitude

and alienation into the comforted fullness of  being here and now.246

For Heidegger care (Sorge) is a kind of  redemptive relation to

the world, a taking responsibility that is also a settling down.

Three ideas became central to his later thought – techne, dwelling

and building. According to Heidegger technology has ceased to

be a way of  relating to the natural world and has instead become

a challenge to nature.247 Modern agriculture has been set upon

nature, and we too are submitting to the challenge, ceasing to be
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people and becoming ‘human resources’ instead. And, in language

that suffers from a notorious deficit of  concrete words, Heidegger

exhorts us to turn back from this false way of  seeing our predica-

ment, so as to rediscover the path that leads to dwelling and

building. Dwelling and building denote ways in which we human

beings fix ourselves to the world and make it our own. And they

are the end-point of  that ‘turning for home’ or Heimkehr that is

the underlying theme of  Hölderlin’s poetry. The point has

recently been put more simply by Karen Joisten: man, unlike other

animals, is a home-ish being: der Mensch ist ein heimatliches

Wesen.248 Not just heimlich but heimatlich, in need of, in search 

of, and fulfilled through an oikos, which he sees not simply as 

mine or yours, but as ours. As Joisten points out, the security

(Geborgenheit) of  the home is also a ‘hiding’, and we live with an

internalized divide between the revealed and the hidden – a divide

that is fundamental to the experience of  intimacy, when all bar -

riers between us are finally pulled away.

Those writers remind us that settlement is a deep experience

and a deep concept too. The settled person and the nomad differ

not only in their experience of  space and place, but also in their

experience of  time. The time of  home belongs to what Henri

Bergson called la durée, the flow that we inwardly experience 

and which connects past to future through the lived present.249
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Duration is a feature of  the Lebenswelt, and how we receive it is

an important part of  what we are. To be fully in time, aware of

our identity from past to future, we must live according to the

regime of  responsibility: so Jonas argues. And time, experienced

in that way, connects us to worlds before and after us. The time

for which we yearn and to which we gravitate is one that stretches

beyond this moment, this person and this life. It is a time in which

the dead and the unborn are also present, and its mysterious

oneness is captured in the famous opening lines of  T. S. Eliot’s

‘Burnt Norton’:

Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future,

And time future contained in time past

That is why oikophilia leans naturally in the direction of  history

and the conservation of  the past: not from nostalgia, but from 

a desire to live as an enduring consciousness among things that

endure. The true spirit of  conservation sees the past not as a com -

mercialized ‘heritage ’, but as a living inheritance, something that

lasts because it lives in me. To exist fully in time is to be aware of

loss and to be working always to repair it. It is to listen as

Footfalls echo in the memory

Down the passage which we did not take

Towards the door we never opened

Into the rose-garden.
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The past lives in us as a place of  untaken pathways, of  decisions

and commitments, and it is by experiencing the world thus that we

acquire the sense of  stewardship. We come to see that this present

moment is also past, but the past of  someone else, who has yet 

to be.

The radical environmental movement seems to neglect those

fundamental experiences, and what they mean both socially and

politically, and this is why it is so counter-productive. Defining

itself  through global agendas, internationalist initiatives and

worldwide mobilization of  the enlightened, it uproots the very

cause that it claims to serve – namely, the search for roots. Its 

only effect is to bind the world in top-down edicts, some issued 

by transnational bureaucracies, others imposed by treaty, all 

unaccountable, unresponsive to local conditions and rotten with

unintended consequences. In so far as it despises the motives that

attach ordinary people to their home and inspire in them a small

but genuine feeling for stewardship, the movement merely undoes

what hopes we have of  ecological balance.

There is a partial explanation for the neglect of  Heimatlichkeit

in the environmentalist literature. With its roots in German-

language philosophy, and in particular in the phenomenological

movement and the personalist philosophies of  Scheler and Jonas,

this literature has found itself  deeply conflicted by recent German

history, and by the moral impossibility of  identifying with the

conception of  the ‘homeland’ that had fed into Nazi propaganda.

Hence for a long time following the Second World War the prolif-
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eration of  philosophical reflections in German on our obligations

to future generations went with a marked reluctance to explore 

the root of  those obligations in our respect for the dead.250 What

has been called die Unfähigkeit zu trauern – the impossibility of

mourning – infected post-war German culture, so that a vital

recourse for any environmental thinking that will engage with

ordinary human sentiment was removed from the picture.251 This

explains, in my view, the intellectual and emotional sterility of  the

German Greens during the sixties and seventies, and their con -

stant need to identify themselves as ‘on the left’, lest they should

be thought to be endorsing the homeland in its years of  disgrace.

Since that time, however, there has been a widespread revival of

the Heimat idea, and philosophers like Angelika Krebs and Karen

Joisten have made the idea central to the discussion of  environ-

mental ethics.252

I earlier referred to an important essay by the judge and novel-

ist Bernhard Schlink, in which he points to the utopian character

of  the invocation of  home in all its ideological or political forms.

Precisely because the home lies in the past, a place of  unrecover-
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able safety and protection, the yearning for it can never be

fulfilled, and the image of  it serves as a magic talisman, with

which available compromises can be waved away and

condemned.253 The home, treated in this way, becomes the place

where one is not, and the only real Heimatgefühl is Heimweh, the

longing for home that Novalis describes as the perennial theme of

philosophy.254

Schlink’s own response to those thoughts is ambivalent and

tentative, not allowing the unqualified pursuit of  global ambi-

tions, and not denying the force of  our local attachments. My

response is to say, yes, there is this backward-looking invocation

of  a fictitious refuge, the place where everything is mine and

nothing demands an explanation. But it is precisely the message of

Burke and Hegel that the home is to be rediscovered by moving

forward and creating it anew. It is created, not as a shrine or a

memorial, but as a place where life goes on, and where love, affec-

tion and mutual obligations are renewed. Moreover – and this is

the most important fact from the point of  view of  my argument

– it is created as a place, an Umwelt, somewhere to be cared for

both as a refuge and as a thing of  intrinsic value.

The reflections of  the phenomenologists suggest that the

human psyche is, in this sense, intrinsically concerned with home.

237

he i mat and habitat

253 Schlink, op. cit.

254 Philosophie ist eigentlich Heimweh, ein Trieb überall zu Hause zu sein –
‘Philosophy is indeed homesickness, a longing above all to be at home’.
Das allgemeine Brouillon, Materialien zur Enzyklopädistik, 1798/99, No. 857.



What we know of  personality, love and freedom we learn through

attachment to the others who first protected us, and to the place

that was theirs. We move away from them, but take with us the

need for attachment, wandering like free radicals until fixed to

some other spot. Our posture might remain in that wandering

condition: such, I believe, characterizes the left-wing mentality.

Or it might be turned always towards home and settlement,

searching and finding the place that is ours: such is the conserva-

tive way. But both postures are heimatlich – addressing the world

with a question: ‘Do I belong? And if  so, is it here?’

We find this ‘concern with home’ in the Torah, in the story of

Israel’s wanderings. We find it in the Odyssey, which relates the

nostos, the homecoming, from the Trojan war. It is taken up by the

new religion of  Jesus and St Paul, to find sublime expression in

the words of  St Augustine: ‘our hearts are restless, until they rest

in You’. And the Baghavad Gita tells us that ‘even as the mighty

winds rest in the vastness of  ethereal space, all beings have their

rest in me.’ The self-consciousness of  America, which has chosen

Thanksgiving as its national feast, returning to that first apolo-

getic attempt of  the Pilgrim Fathers to find acceptance among the

Native Americans from whom their descendants were to steal 

the land, has its roots in the concern with home. Just what it

means in practice is something that we can know through history,

through works of  the imagination, and through our own attempts

to live through days ‘bound each to each in natural piety’. We

know it too through the evolution of  settled communities, in
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which individuals take a measure of  responsibility for a collective 

fate.

If  that is true then it surely identifies a motive that could be

called upon in the service of  the environment. Home is not 

just any place. It is the place that contains the ones you love and

need; it is the place that you share, the place that you defend, the

place for which you might still be commanded to fight and die.

Oikophilia is the source of  many of  our most generous and self-

sacrificing gestures. It helps soldiers in battle to give their lives for

the benefit of  their ‘homeland’; it animates the place where chil-

dren are raised, and in which parents make a gift of  what they

have been given; and it enables neighbours to overlook differ-

ences of  religion and culture for the sake of  their common home.

In a democracy governments make decisions and impose laws

on people who are duty-bound to accept them. Democracy means

living with strangers on terms that may be, in the short term,

disadvantageous; it means being prepared to fight battles and

suffer losses on behalf  of  people whom one neither knows nor

particularly wants to know; it means appropriating the policies

that are made in one ’s name and endorsing them as ‘ours’, even

when one disagrees with them. Only where people have a strong

sense of  who ‘we’ are, why ‘we’ are acting in this way or that,

why ‘we’ have behaved rightly in one respect, wrongly in

another, will they be so involved in the collective decisions as to

adopt them as their own. This first-person plural is the precondi-

tion of  a political as opposed to a sacred order, and must be
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safeguarded at all costs, since the price of  losing it is either social

disintegration or priest-haunted tyranny – the default position of

human communities.

Nationality is not the only kind of  social membership, nor is it

an exclusive tie. However, it is the only form of  membership that

has shown itself  able to sustain a democratic process and a liberal

rule of  law. Tribal societies define themselves through kinship. 

In such a society individuals see themselves as members of  an

extended family, and even if  they are strangers, this fact is only

superficial, to be instantly put aside on discovery of  the common

ancestor and the common web of  kin. Tribal societies tend to be

hierarchical, with accountability running one way – from subject

to chief  – but not from chief  to subject. The idea of  an impartial

rule of  law, sustained in being by the very government that it

sustains, has no place in the world of  kinship ties, and when it

comes to outsiders – the ‘strangers and sojourners’ in the land of

the tribe – they are regarded either as outside the law altogether

and not entitled to its protection, or as protected by treaty, like the

dhimmi in Islamic law. Nor can outsiders easily become insiders,

since that which divides them from the tribe is an incurable

genetic fault.

It is in contrast with tribal and religious forms of  membership

that the nation should be understood. By a nation I mean a people

settled in a certain territory, who share language, institutions,

customs and a sense of  history and who regard themselves as

equally committed both to their place of  residence and to the legal
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and political process that governs it. Members of  tribes see each

other as a family; members of  religious communities see each

other as the faithful; members of  nations see each other as neigh-

bours. All these forms of  self-identity are rooted in belonging and

attachment. But only the sense of  nationhood makes territory

central and, in doing so, provides the first-person plural adapted

to the society of  strangers, and to the peaceful coexistence of

people who share no family loyalties or religious creed. First and

foremost the nation is a common territory, in which we are all

settled, and to which we are all entitled as our home.

People who share a territory share a history; they may also

share a language and a religion. It is evident that nations also

stand in need of  a territorial jurisdiction. Territorial jurisdictions

require legislation, and therefore a political process. This process

transforms shared territory into a shared identity, and that iden-

tity is the nation state. There you have a brief  summary of

American history: people settling together, solving their conflicts

by law, making that law for themselves, and in the course of  this

process defining themselves as a ‘we ’, whose shared assets are the

land and its law.

To put the matter simply: nations are defined not by kinship or

religion but by a homeland. Europe owes some of  its greatness to

the fact that the primary loyalties of  the European people have

been detached from religion and reattached to the land. Those

who believe that the division of  Europe into nations has been the

primary cause of  European wars should recall the devastating
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wars of  religion that national loyalties finally brought to an end.

They should also study our art and literature, which is an art and

literature not of  war but of  peace, an invocation of  home and the

routines of  home, of  everydayness and enduring settlement. Its

quarrels are domestic quarrels, its protests are pleas for neigh-

bours, its goal is homecoming and contentment with the place 

that is ours. Even the popular culture of  the modern world is a

covert reaffirmation of  a territorial form of  loyalty. The Archers,

Neighbours, EastEnders: such mirrors of  ordinary existence show

settlement and neighbourhood, rather than tribe or religion, as the

primary social legacies.

This is not the place to defend national loyalties as the root of

a settled and tolerant politics – I have undertaken this task else-

where.255 My sole concern here is to emphasize that, in so far as

there is a pre-political loyalty that lends itself  to exploitation in

the environmental cause, this is it – a loyalty defined through

home, land and settlement, in which the ‘feeling of  responsibility’

is rooted. The love of  nation does not extinguish the feeling for

our other homes – on the contrary, it subsumes them and endorses

them. In Chapter 10 I give an extended illustration of  the way 

in which the oikophilia of  the English and the Americans has

enabled them to overcome the worst of  their environmental prob-

lems – not through legislation, but through civic initiatives that

summon legislation in the wake of  their success. In general envir -

onments are best maintained where oikophilia is strong, as it is in
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the Scandinavian countries, in Switzerland, and in the English-

speaking world. They are most degraded where oikophilia has

been deliberately destroyed or neutralized, as under communism.

To what extent, however, can we rely on the motive of

national oikophilia today? The modern environmental movement

began with the writings of  Wordsworth, Cobbett and Ruskin in

England, with those of  Rousseau, Jean Paul and the Schlegels on

the Continent, and with those of  Cooper, Muir, Thoreau and

Emerson in America, all of  whom urgently wished to convey

their sense of  being blessed by the land and by its spirit of

renewal. But surely things have moved on, and moved in the

direction of  doubt and hesitation? For it is undeniable that

momentous forces have since transformed our world. I briefly

consider two of  them: technology and oikophobia.

I earlier referred to Heidegger’s discussion of  techne, and his

view that modern technology has been ‘set upon’ nature so as to

transform its significance for us. This thought should be rescued

from the convoluted jargon of  its author. For it corresponds to a

widely held intuition, that the human psyche has changed under

the impact of  its own discoveries. The myth of  Prometheus

suggests that human beings have never been wholly at ease with

their technological competence and have always suspected it to be

an offence against the gods. But something new entered the world

in the wake of  industrialism – a radical fracture in the scheme of

things that divided people from each other and each from himself.

On the one hand we find the cult of  human competence, the
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pursuit of  ‘mastery over nature ’ and the belief  that all our prob-

lems can be solved by more technology. On the other hand we

witness a growing alienation from the world of  instruments, a

sense that the machines are taking over, and that we, like the rest

of  nature, are being ground into dust. The anxiety here is never

more clearly brought into prominence than in the writings of

those latter-day followers of  Marx, like Adorno, Horkheimer and

Marcuse, who accept the master’s condemnation of  the capitalist

machine, while despairing of  the world that he promised, in which

mastery would be the cure of  ‘alienation’ and not the cause of  it.256

For thinkers of  the Frankfurt School the mastery and the alien-

ation belong together, and the more we possess ourselves of  the

one the more we succumb to the other, finding ourselves in a

world of  mechanism and commodities, in which nothing is valued

as an end in itself  and everything has been reduced to a means.

The sense of  living in a fractured world is a recurring theme

in modern literature, and often the cause is identified by one route

or another as the triumph of  technology, and the corresponding

ease with which human appetites can be satisfied and the world

placed in their service. Anxieties over consumerism and the glo -

balized marketplace have their origins here, and while they to some

extent replicate the Judaeo-Christian tradition of  religious guilt,

they also correspond to a new experience of  the environment.
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The Lebenswelt of  the modern person has been ‘instrumentalized’.

All around him he encounters buttons, switches and gadgets; alone

at his desk he confronts a machine into which all his relationships

are squeezed: faces, messages and emotions that have their home

in hidden circuits, and thoughts that seem hardly to belong to him

since they were long ago stolen by the mouse and stored in its nest

behind the screen. The world divides into those for whom this

realm of  instrumentality is an escape from life and its demands,

and those for whom it is a vacant and hollow thing in which they

are blown restlessly from place to place, with no hope of  a refuge.

Technophilia dominates popular culture, but it is also a culture of

homelessness and transgression, and its by-products, in the form

of  gadgets and machines discarded in favour of  more exciting or

efficient versions, lie everywhere about us, along the verges of

our roads, in dumps and landfill sites, or even set up deliberately

in city streets like the computer-designed architecture that now

giggles facetiously between discountenanced façades.

It is one thing to describe a problem, another thing to solve it.

The greatest writers of  recent times have devoted their efforts to

describing the alienation of  man in the man-made world, and my

brief  sketch is the merest summary of  things that have been better

said by others, even if  not by Heidegger. But what do we do about

it? In this transformed world, where things all around us are ‘to

be used’, ‘to be consumed’, or ‘to be jettisoned’, can we ever be

at home? And if  so, how, and with whom? Heidegger himself  was

uncertain that we could recapture the ability to dwell in a world
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that is everywhere framed by our devices and regarded as a

resource to be pillaged rather than a home to be loved. But still,

the effort must be made. We must both resist the destruction 

of  our settlements and constantly resettle them. We can do this

through cultivating the love of  beauty and the sense of  piety. It is

not easy to move in this direction. The technological fix is addic-

tive, and many people now hang for a lifetime at the breast of

gadgetry. Such people prefer the undemanding nowhere of  the

consumer society to a settled life, since settlement means sacrifice.

In the journey from the home we start from, to the home we start,

they fall by the wayside into the ditch of  addictive pleasures. If

everyone were to live like that, the cause of  the environment

would be lost.

Not everyone does live like that, however, and even those

most tempted by technological addiction know in their hearts that

it is something to be overcome. I remain persuaded that the cause

of  oikophilia can still win out against the life of  fabricated pleas-

ures, and that it will do so, just as soon as the case for it is properly

made. If  the addictive culture seems to be so resistant to opposi-

tion, this is partly because of  the reluctance of  conservatives to

condemn it – seeing consumerism and technophilia as integral to

the ‘market solutions’ that must be protected from the socialist

state. In fact, it is precisely in the fight against consumerism that

left and right should be united, establishing an alliance on behalf

of  the environment that would also heal the rift in our civilization.

When critics of  the environmental movement dismiss it as 
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‘nostalgia’, or ‘technophobia’, they are right – it is just that these

descriptions are not criticisms but true identifications of  the thing

for which all of  us yearn and which is there, ready to be recuper-

ated, if  we do but take heart. That thing is oikophilia.

This leads me to the second countervailing force with which

the green conservative must contend, and that is oikophobia.

Nobody brought up in the West since the end of  the Second

World War can fail to be aware of  the educated derision that has

been directed towards historical loyalties by our intellectual elites,

who have tended to dismiss all the ordinary forms of  patriotism

and local attachment as forms of  racism, imperialism or xeno -

phobia. I coin the term oikophobia to denote this attitude, on the

analogy of  the xenophobia of  which it accuses the world. I do not

mean fear of  home, however, but the repudiation of  home – the

turning away from the claims and attachments that identify an

inherited first-person plural.

Oikophobia is a stage through which the adolescent mind

normally passes, and a partial explanation of  this can be gleaned

from the theories of  attachment that I referred to earlier. But

oikophobia is also a stage in which some people – intellectuals

especially – tend to become arrested. As George Orwell pointed

out, intellectuals on the left are especially prone to it, and this has

often made them willing agents of  foreign powers.257
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Nor is oikophobia a specifically English-speaking tendency.

When Sartre and Foucault draw their picture of  the ‘bourgeois’

mentality, the mentality of  the Other in his Otherness, they are

describing the ordinary decent Frenchman, and expressing their

contempt for his national culture. This contempt is the dominant

theme of  French intellectual life, to be found in all the fashionable

nonsense, from Iragaray to Cixous, and from Deleuze to Kristeva,

that has spread from the rive gauche to humanities departments

around the world.258 A chronic form of  oikophobia has also 

spread through the American universities, and is encapsulated 

in the speeches and writings of  Noam Chomsky and Howard

Zinn. What is normally meant by ‘political correctness’ is the

repudiation of  rooted American values, and a pronounced

tendency to blame America and its success for all that is wrong

with the world. In all its versions oikophobia gives rise to what 

I call a ‘culture of  repudiation’, which spreads through school 

and academy all but unresisted by the guardians of  traditional

knowledge.259

The roots of  oikophobia lie deeper than reason, and it is

unlikely that any argument will eradicate it or do anything more,

in the eyes of  the oikophobe, than to discredit the person who

presents it. Moreover, it will always be an influence on the polit -

ical decisions that are made on our behalf, and it is one reason –

indeed the primary reason – why environmental problems have
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become so intractable. For oikophobia cancels out the only motive

that has been known to solve them.

Oikophobes define their goals and ideals against some cher-

ished form of  membership – against the home, the family, the

nation.260 In the political arena, therefore, they are apt to promote

transnational institutions over national governments, accepting

and endorsing laws and regulations that are imposed on us from

on high by the EU or by the institutions of  the UN, and defining

their political vision in terms of  universal values that have been

purged of  all reference to the particular attachments of  real

historical communities. In their own eyes, oikophobes are defend-

ers of  enlightened universalism against local chauvinism. And 

it is the rise of  the oikophobe that has led to the growing crisis 

of  legitimacy in the nation states of  Europe. Oikophobes seek a

fulcrum outside their society by which all its foundations might be

overturned. Hence we are seeing a massive expansion of  the

legislative burden on the people of  Europe, and a relentless

assault on the only loyalties that would enable them voluntarily to

bear it.

As I show in Chapter 10, the love of  the English people for the

place that is theirs, for the landscape, the way of  life and the insti-

tutions that hallowed it, has been the greatest single cause of

environmental stewardship whereby an overcrowded island has

been maintained as a viable habitat for its population. A thousand
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civic initiatives and private charities have drawn on the great fund

of  public spirit in England. These initiatives derive from, and aim

at, the possession of  the land as a common home. They are patri-

otic, peaceable and imbued with the spirit of  settlement, and it is

thanks to them that governments are often defeated in their insane

plans to build roads, airports and business parks in every corner

of  the landscape. None of  that appeals to the oikophobes who, 

if  they have a scheme for environmental protection at all, will

conceive it as the agenda of  some activist NGO, campaigning for

top-down solutions in which ordinary people have no say. They

will dismiss the efforts of  the Campaign for the Protection of

Rural England, the National Trust, the Women’s Institute, the

Countryside Restoration Trust and all the other civic initiatives 

as ‘nimbyism’, and will in all probability welcome the roads and

concrete plazas that plough through the backyards of  comfortable

people.

Oikophobia does not mean indifference: on the contrary, it is

a form of  intimate repudiation, such as young people direct

towards their parents in the crisis of  growing apart. Damage done

by oikophobes is, therefore, strictly incomparable to that done by

negligent spoilers and exploiters. All over Eastern Europe the 

big developers, agribusinesses and supermarket chains are taking

advantage of  the legal vacuum and the inherent political corrup-

tion to install themselves, spoiling the habitats of  people and

animals, and indifferent to the long-term price that they them-

selves won’t pay. This is not oikophobia, but business. If  we
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deplore the result, at least we should see that it does not issue from

the dark side of  the human psyche, but from motives that could

in principle be corrected, were the legal instruments and political

procedures in place with which to force these predators to in -

ternalize their costs. Oikophobia is far more dangerous. For it is

relentless, implacable, giving no quarter to the thing that it 

hates.

Conservatism is the voice of  people who find their social needs

and aspirations in a familiar and loved environment, a place that

is home to them and which they strive to improve, if  at all, by

small adjustments and the efforts of  volunteers. Underlying many

left environmental movements is the desire for another kind of

society, one organized around a cause rather than a rooted loyalty

– that is the real meaning of  the campaigning NGO, as opposed

to the ‘little platoon’. The NGO is something that fills you with

purpose; it is what Oakeshott called an ‘enterprise association’,

organized around a goal, rather than a ‘civil association’ that

exists primarily as a form of  membership. The big NGO typically

becomes a pressure group, pursuing a change in the law. Radical

pressure groups hold a natural appeal for oikophobes, who seek to

eject the household gods from their polluted thrones. But the

normal result of  victory for such a pressure group is a set of  regu-

lations, and a bureaucracy established to enforce them, and the

law of  unintended consequences at once kicks in to ensure that 

the goal is defeated. When it comes to environmental policy,

therefore, the worst thing that can happen is that the left-wing
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movements and their mobilized spokesmen should prevail. The

best thing is that ordinary people, motivated by old-fashioned

oikophilia, should volunteer to localize the problem, and then 

try to solve it. If  they are losing the habit of  doing this, it is in

part because governments, responding to pressure groups and

activists, have progressively confiscated the duties of  the citizen,

and poured them down the drain of  regulation.

But what, in practice, does oikophilia amount to? What initia-

tives, institutions and policies spring from this motive, and how

might they be bent in the direction that we require – so as to

encourage people to make the sacrifices needed by the planet?
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eight

Beauty, Piety and Desecration

Oikophilia originates in our need for nurture and safety, but it

spreads out across our surroundings in more mysterious and less

self-serving ways. It is a call to responsibility, and a rebuke to

calculation. It tells us to love, and not to use; to respect, and not

to exploit. It invites us to look on things in our ‘homescape ’ as we

look on persons, not as means only, but as ends in themselves. It

absorbs and transforms many subsidiary motives, two of  which

deserve our attention, since they have inspired almost all the

major conservation movements of  recent times: love of  beauty

and respect for the sacred. Since the Enlightenment, aesthetic taste

and natural piety have stood vigil over our surroundings, and held

back the hand that was raised to destroy them. In recent times the

beautiful has been exalted above the sacred. But we should bear in

mind that, for thinkers like Burke, Kant, Rousseau, Schiller and

Wordsworth, the beautiful and the sacred were connected, to be

rescued together from the human urge to exploit and destroy.
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There is a special reason for putting beauty first, other than 

its ascendancy in the thinking of  modern people. It is a long-

standing thesis of  philosophy that beauty is an intrinsic value.261

To look on a thing as beautiful is to value it for what it is, not for

what it does or for the purposes it serves. It does not follow from

this that beauty is useless. On the contrary, it is the intrinsic value 

of  beautiful things that renders them useful. The case may be

compared to that of  friendship. Your friend is valuable to you as

the thing that he is. To treat him as a means – to use him for your

purposes – is to undo the friendship. And yet friends are useful:

they provide help in times of  need, and they amplify the joys of

daily living. Friendship is supremely useful, so long as we do not

think of  it as useful.262

Many people treat their surroundings as having only instru-

mental worth. They recognize future generations among its users;

but, for such calculating people, the environment is still no more

than a tool.263 That attitude, which would be regarded as impious

by many more primitive people, seems to be embedded in polit -

ical thinking, and it erodes the barrier between use and misuse.
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The instrumental treatment of  nature, which puts a price on

everything, has led to a deep disgust in many of  the younger

generation, whose sense of  sacrilege has been awakened by the

exploitative habits of  their fellows. They have wanted to find

some other way to be on the side of  the earth than being on 

the side of  future humans. Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis may be

scientific nonsense, but it appeals to many people because it 

reformulates the environmental question as one about the earth

and its needs, rather than people and their appetites. Thinkers like

Lovelock and Aldo Leopold offer a geocentric perspective, in

place of  the anthropocentric perspective of  the environmental

economists. They appeal both to those in search of  sacred things,

and to those for whom humanity is little better than a disease on

the face of  the earth.264

The example of  friendship suggests a clearer and less 

challenging way to discard the instrumental approach to environ-

mental questions. It would be enough to focus on an intrinsic

value that has utility not as a goal but as a by-product. And there

is such a value, namely beauty. By seeing something as beautiful,

you lift it out of  the practical arena and endow it with a worth 

that cannot be surrendered or exchanged. And the case resembles

friendship. The intrinsic value of  beauty confers a long-term

utility on beautiful things, a utility that comes only when you do

not pursue it.265
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Oikophilia works in that way, which is hardly surprising, since

it shares the moral roots of  friendship. It comprehends all those

ways in which things around us are regarded as intrinsically

meaningful and irreplaceable: not to be valued in terms of  their

substitutes, but to be seen as persons are seen, I to I. Things seen

in the light of  oikophilia are not to be exploited, surrendered or

exchanged. It is fair to say that, seeing the environment in this

way, we are far more likely to be of  service to future people than

if  we regard it merely as a means, even if  as a means to their ends

rather than ours.

The histories of  the national parks in America, and of  conser-

vation movements in Britain, America, Australia and Africa, show

clearly that the love of  beauty has been a far stronger motive 

than any utilitarian or scientific interest, in preserving land and

landscape for future generations, and in protecting the habitats of

other species. Beauty has an even more important role in preserv-

ing the habitat of  civilized people. It seems to me that many of  the

worst environmental depredations of  recent times have come

about because beauty has been displaced from the agenda, and

utility elevated in its place. The trashing of  human habitats by

throughways, megaliths and bypasses is always conducted in the

name of  utility, and the opposition dismissed as ‘merely aesthetic’

and, therefore, ‘just a matter of  taste ’.

The turn away from beauty has been encouraged by two 

erroneous assumptions.266 The first is that beauty is an entirely
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subjective matter, about which there can be no reasoned argument

and concerning which it is futile to search for a consensus. The

second is that beauty in any case doesn’t matter, that it is a value

without economic reality, and which cannot be allowed to place

any independent constraint on economic growth. Those two

assumptions between them have led to what Milan Kundera has

called the ‘uglification’ of  our world: to the wrecked downtown

areas of  American cities and to the trash scattered all around

them, to the contaminated monotowns of  the former Soviet

Union, to the concrete war-zones of  the Parisian banlieux, to the

destroyed landscape of  Arabia and to the grim wasteland of  the

British Midlands.267 It is important, therefore, to refute them, and

to make clear that no cogent environmental policy can be devel-

oped that does not, in the contest between beauty and utility, put

beauty first.

The assumption that beauty is subjective has a certain function

in a democratic culture. It helps you to avoid giving offence to the

one whose taste differs from yours. Your neighbour likes garden

gnomes, illuminated Christmas displays, Bing Crosby singing

‘White Christmas’ and a thousand other things that give you the

creeps, but that’s his taste, and he is entitled to it. Leave him to

enjoy it and he will leave you to get on with listening to Beethoven

quartets, collecting antiques and designing your house in the style

of  Palladio, which he in turn finds weird. Both of  you are moti-

vated by oikophilia: both are building a home, a place of  comfort
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and nurture. But somehow the critical feature of  the home – 

its identity as a place of  sharing and hospitality – has failed to

materialize. Each year his illuminated Christmas display increases

in size, gets brighter and more obtrusive, and lasts longer.

Eventually his house is a year-round Christmas tree, with Santa

protruding from the chimney and glowing reindeer on the lawn.

The sight entirely spoils the view from your window. You retali-

ate by playing Wagner late at night, only to receive blasts of  Bing

in the early hours. Here is the democratic culture at work – on its

way to atomization.

This kind of  thing has been felt strongly in Europe, and it is

one of  the reasons for the reaction against American multination-

als like McDonald’s, which assume a right to display their logos

in every place where they take their trade. Interestingly it is the

aesthetic indignation of  Europeans against McDonald’s that has

launched two of  the most significant recent initiatives on behalf  of

the environment: the movement in defence of  the local food

culture in France, led by the farmer José Bové, and the Slow Food

Movement in Italy, which arose from protests against a proposal

to establish a McDonald’s in the Piazza di Spagna in Rome – an

aesthetic crime the prospect of  which awoke the Roman people to

the downside of  the global economy.268 While everyone has a right

to advertise his wares, Europeans assume that the advertisement
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must not spoil the place on which it shines. American adverts seem

invariably designed to do just that. By drawing attention to them-

selves they overwhelm their surroundings. Maybe they don’t have

that effect in America: after all, it is hard to see how the average

American main street can be spoiled by an illuminated sign or by

anything else. The ordinary American main street is an instru-

mentalized environment – more, an environment that has been, as

Heidegger might put it, set upon. It is not surprising, therefore, if

nobody lives there. But the main streets of  European cities are the

result of  meticulous aesthetic decisions over centuries, in which

the details aim to harmonize and nothing willingly obtrudes. 

Do we really want the double yellow arches competing with 

the arches of  a classical cortile or breaking the string course of  

a Renaissance façade? The answer is obvious, and the city of

Salzburg has recently responded by denying the use of  logos and

fascias. Businesses wishing for customers in Salzburg must respect

the façades behind which they operate as things more important

than their sales. Since this disadvantage is imposed equally on all

of  them, none of  them really suffers.

The conflict here goes deep. Aesthetic revulsion against

adverts and logos is not a new thing, nor will it be overcome by

habituation. Indeed, it is one aspect of  the negative response to

techne described in the last chapter: one aspect of  our alienation

from a world in which everything is an instrument and nothing

stands proud. From Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders to

Naomi Klein’s No Logo writers have drawn attention to the fact
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that we are not just distracted by these things, but invaded by

them. They seek possession of  the human soul, and they do this

by colonizing the human habitat. We experience them as ugly

because they are the avatars of  the thing that is destroying us –

the habit of  remaking the world and everything in it as an object

of  consumption. The aesthetic attitude is one refuge against

consumerism, one all-important way of  restoring the world to a

sphere of  intrinsic values, and therefore a place where we are spir-

itually and morally at home. It is a prophylactic against the desire

to pillage, and the environment’s greatest friend.

That observation might prompt us to revise the assumption

that beauty is subjective. Aesthetic judgements may look subjec-

tive when you are wandering in downtown Houston or Las Vegas.

In the old cities of  Europe, however, you discover what happens

when people are guided by a shared tradition that makes aesthetic

judgement central, and which lays down standards that constrain

what everybody does. Indeed, the old cities of  Europe are

popular. Residents make considerable sacrifices in order to settle

in Paris, Rome, Florence, Bath or Prague. Such cities are renew-

able habitats, with their own oikophilia, and they remind us that

there is all the difference in the world between aesthetic judge-

ment treated as an expression of  individual taste, and aesthetic

judgement treated in the opposite way, as the expression of  a

community. Maybe we see beauty as subjective only because we

have given the wrong place to aesthetic judgement in our lives –

seeing it as a way of  affirming ourselves by standing out, rather
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than denying ourselves by fitting in. The atomization to which I

earlier referred comes not from the aesthetic attitude to home-

building, but from a failure to see what home-building requires.

I earlier referred to manners as an important example of  a self-

correcting tradition, and manners are continuous with aesthetic

choices. Even if  Americans feel entitled to build as they wish, they

don’t feel entitled to behave as they wish towards their neigh-

bours. On the contrary, America’s is a culture in which manners

are of  supreme importance, and recognized as the ultimate guar-

antee of  peaceful coexistence. Americans greet their neighbours,

speak politely, are always smiling. If  someone bumps into them in

the street they apologize; they cannot take leave of  anyone, not

even a stranger, without wishing him a wonderful day. In short,

American manners exhibit a kind of  self-denial. They are ways in

which individuality is suppressed, and a lingua franca of  conform-

ist gestures adopted in its stead. This has a function, namely to

protect the private from the public, to ensure that each person is

secure within his space, and that the public realm is minimally

threatening.

Beauty should be seen in a similar way – as a co-ordinating

device, whereby individuals can adjust to each other and live 

on terms. Even if  artists can sometimes shine an outsider’s light

on our conformist habits, they do this by drawing on the 

normal place of  beauty in our feelings. The ésthetique du mal

of  Baudelaire makes sense because the language and imagery of

the verse touch our sympathies, and bring us into a conceding
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relation with the poet’s subversive posture. By offering his senti-

ments in beautiful verse, the poet softens them, since he is now

addressing them to others, and granting to others a greater import -

ance than himself. Beauty stands above the artist in an attitude of

judgement. We have been habituated by the self-advertising art of

recent times to see beauty as a form of  self-expression; but true

beauty is equally a form of  self-denial. It is a tribute that we pay

to our common habitat, and the way in which we achieve a right

to display ourselves in a world that we share. But if  that is so, then

the assumption that beauty is merely subjective begins to fall

away. Beauty begins to take on another character, as one of  

the instruments in our consensus-building strategies, one of  the

values through which we construct and belong to a mutually

consoling world. In short, it is part of  building a home.

We can understand this from the rituals and customs of  family

life. Consider what happens when you lay the table for a meal.

This is not just a utilitarian event. If  you treat it as such, the ritual

will disintegrate, and the family members will end up grab- 

bing individual portions to eat on their own. The table is laid

according to rules of  symmetry, choosing the right cutlery, the

right plates, the right jugs and glasses. Everything is controlled 

by aesthetic norms, and those norms, freely obeyed and freely

varied, convey some of  the meaning of  family life. The design on

a willow-pattern plate has been fixed over centuries, and imports

into the ordinary bourgeois home the ancient oikophilia of  China.

It relates a sad, forgotten story; but to its modern users it speaks
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not of  sadness but of  tranquillity, gentleness and things that

remain forever the same. Ordinary objects on the table have been,

as it were, polished by domestic affection. Their edges have been

rubbed off, and they speak in subdued, unpretentious tones of

belonging. Serving the food is also ritualized, and you witness in

the family meal the continuity of  manners and aesthetic values.

You notice another continuity too, between aesthetic values and

piety, which is the recognition that the world is in other hands

than ours. Hence the gods are present at mealtimes. Religious

people precede their eating with a grace, inviting God to sit down

among them before they sit down themselves. This is a use of  reli-

gion that is very far from the crusading passions of  the spiritually

needy – religion as an outgrowth of  oikophilia, and a standing

invitation to the gods to dwell among us. Such, in a word, is 

piety.

That example shows the centrality of  beauty to home-build-

ing, and therefore to establishing a shared environment. When the

motive of  sharing arises, we look for norms and conventions that

we can all accept. We leave behind our private appetites and

subjective preferences in order to achieve a consensus that will

provide a public background to what we are and what we do. In

such circumstances aesthetic disagreements are not comfortable

disagreements like disagreements over taste in food (which are not

so much disagreements as differences). When it comes to the built

environment we should not be surprised that aesthetic dis- 

agreements are the subjects of  fierce litigation and legislative
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enforcement – even in America, where each person is sovereign

in his land.

We can reject the assumption that beauty is merely subjective

without embracing the view that it is objective. The distinction

between subjective and objective is neither clear nor exhaustive. I

prefer to say that our judgements of  beauty are bids for a socially

recognized presence. They do not express simple preferences, to be

traded in the market of  desire. They are bound up with the social

identity of  those who express them, and who wish others to ack -

nowledge and endorse the choices that they make. They are not

so very different, in those respects, from moral judgements, and

often concern similar themes – as when we criticize works of  art

for their obscenity, cruelty or sentimentality.269 Just how far we

can go down the path of  rational discussion depends upon what

we think of  the second assumption, namely that beauty doesn’t

matter.

Consider again the case of  my neighbour’s house, with its

kitsch decorations and illuminated tableaux. These things matter

to him; and they matter to me. My desire to get rid of  them is as

great as his desire to retain them – maybe even greater, given that

my taste, unlike his, is rooted in a desire to fit in with (rather than

stand out from) my surroundings. So here is one proof  that

beauty matters – and also that the attempt to co-ordinate our

tastes is vital to sharing our home, our town and our community,

in other words vital to creating a habitat. Of  course, we may not
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succeed in achieving a consensus, and different communities, in

different places, will arrive at aesthetic co-ordination in different

ways. The Italian hilltop town of  stone and tile is very unlike the

Zulu village with its huts of  mud and grass and its church of

corrugated iron, but they both obey aesthetic constraints, in

which individual differences are softened and made acceptable by

a common style.

Hence there has to be a place for aesthetic judgement in the

creation of  every human habitat, and most of  all in the planning

and building of  cities. In a fêted work, The Death and Life of

Great American Cities, published in 1961, Jane Jacobs argued that

cities should develop spontaneously and organically, so as to

enshrine in their contours the unintended results of  the consen-

sual transactions between their residents. Only then will they

facilitate the peaceful evolution of  urban life. A true city results

from what uncountably many residents have wanted, rather than

something that a few self-appointed experts have planned. That is

the aspect of  old Rome, Siena or Istanbul that most appeals to the

modern traveller. Some urbanists interpret Jacobs’s argument as

showing that aesthetic values can be left to look after themselves;

others, on the contrary, have insisted that her examples really

derive their force from the aesthetic values that she smuggles in as

side-constraints.270
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We should certainly recognize that the old cities whose

organic complexity Jacobs admired show the mark of  planning:

not comprehensive planning, certainly, of  the kind executed by

L’Enfant in Washington or by the Adam brothers in Bath, but 

the insertion, into the fabric of  the city, of  localized forms of

symmetry and order, like the Piazza Navona in Rome, or the

Süleymaniye mosque and its precincts in Istanbul. And those are

projects constrained and controlled by aesthetic values. The

concern of  the architects was to fit in to an existing urban fabric,

to achieve local symmetry within the context of  an historically

given settlement. No greater aesthetic catastrophe has struck our

cities – European just as much as American – than the modernist

idea that a building should stand out from its surroundings, to

become a declaration of  its own originality. As much as the home,

cities depend upon good manners; and good manners require the

accommodation to neighbours rather than the assertion of  apart-

ness. Of  course, some buildings should stand out – as do the

Capitol in Washington, the Houses of  Parliament in London and

St Peter’s Basilica in Rome. But those buildings draw attention to

themselves not as violations of  the urban texture, but as comple-

tions of  it. They are affirmations, rather than denials, of  the

ordinary life around them, symbols of  the political and spiritual

authority on which everyday existence depends.

Jane Jacobs’s target was not the stylistic offences of  high

modernism but functionalism, according to which buildings are

dictated by their purposes, so as to remain wedded to those
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purposes for ever. Since there is, in economic life, no such thing

as ‘for ever’, the result is buildings that stand derelict after twenty

years, and indeed whole cities that are abandoned as wasteland

when the local industry dies. This effect is exacerbated in America

by the zoning laws, which banish industry to one part of  town,

offices to another part and shopping to another, leaving the resi-

dential areas deserted in the daytime, and without the principal

hubs of  social communication. A city governed by zoning laws

dies at the first economic shock – and we have seen this effect

from Buffalo to Tampa, as areas of  the city first lose their func-

tion, then become vandalized, and finally provide the sordid

background to scenes of  violence and decay. By clearing the city

centre of  residents, American zoning laws leave it unguarded,

prey to every kind of  nomadism and occupied by buildings that

can never adapt to social and economic change. The law of  etho -

logy, which tells us that maladaptation is the prelude to extinction,

applies also to the American city. Some fine examples remain –

self-renewing, street-dominated habitats like downtown Chicago,

San Francisco and New York – but far too many have declined to

wastelands, offices and parking lots, and almost everywhere the

solid skyscrapers with their stone shoes firmly in the street are

giving way to insubstantial dreams of  glass.

Furthermore, functionalist building styles, which appropriate

whole blocks or thrust jagged corners in the way of  pedestrians,

prevent the emergence of  the principal public space, which is 

the street. Streets, with doors that open on to them from houses
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that smile at them, are the arteries and veins, the lungs and 

digestive tracts of  the city – the channels through which all

communication flows. A street in which people live, work and

worship renews itself  as life renews itself; it has eyes to watch

over it, and shared forms of  life to fill it. Nothing is more im -

portant than the defence of  the street against expressways and

throughways, against block development, and against zoning

provisions that forbid genuine settlement. Recent research sug -

gests that a city loses 18 per cent of  its population for every

expressway that is driven through it – and that is only one of  the

many social costs of  planning and building codes that favour cars

over people.271

Jacobs’s ideas have shared the fate of  every prophecy in

recorded history, which is to be ignored until it is too late to act

on them. However, her message has been taken up and refined in

recent years by James Howard Kunstler, who, in The Geography of

Nowhere, describes what he believes to be the aesthetic and moral

disaster of  American urbanization, as the zoning laws drive

people constantly further from their places of  work and recre-

ation, leaving the abandoned wreckage of  fleeting businesses 

in their wake. Kunstler has gone on to argue (in The Long

Emergency) that suburbanization – which is the only consensual

solution to the disaster – is unsustainable, and that America is
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preparing an extended emergency for itself  when the oil runs

out.272

Jacobs and Kunstler belong to a tradition of  urban thinking

that began in Europe with Pugin’s Contrasts and the Gothic

revival and which culminated in America with Lewis Mumford’s

acclaimed work of  1937, The City in History. Mumford takes the

tightly packed and field-surrounded medieval city as his ideal.

What made the medieval city so compact, however, was not the

aesthetic of  the street and the square, so much as the need to 

wall every community against its enemies. The aesthetic of  the

European city is as much a response to war and pillage as to the

demands of  settlement and trade. America’s one experience of

civil war was understood by both sides as a unique tragedy;

nothing was further from the thoughts of  those who survived it

than to plan for a repeat. The external circumstance of  military

threat has, therefore, exerted no constraint on the American city.

The result has been another kind of  aesthetic, not scorning the

suburb in the manner of  Jacobs and Kunstler but on the contrary

embracing it, and accepting both the centrifugal force of  domes-

tic settlement and the centripetal movement of  industry and

business.

Writers like Joel Kotkin have, therefore, argued that in North

America suburbanization is all but irresistible, and indeed the only

269

beauty,  piety and desecration

272 James Howard Kunstler, The Geography of Nowhere: The Rise and Decline
of America’s Man-Made Landscape, New York, 1993, and The Long
Emergency: Surviving the Converging Catastrophes of the Twenty-First
Century, New York, 2005.



way to satisfy the legitimate demands of  a growing population,

estimated to add another 100 million to its number over the next

forty years.273 Moreover, the move to the suburbs is the true

moment of  settlement for aspiring Americans, the moment when

their membership of  the community is finally established and

unashamedly declared to the world, and the moment when they

can choose home, school and neighbourhood for the family’s

sake, and not for the sake of  schemes dreamed up by social engin -

eers. Hence suburban houses in America are not conceived on the

model of  the uniform European ‘housing estate ’, but rather on

the model of  the country retreat, a collection of  mansions rather

than streets, and the whole designed as a garden, in which fairy

castles can be glimpsed through the trees. Nor has it only been in

America that this aesthetic has acquired its adherents. The idea of

the park as a nature reserve in the heart of  the city – magnificently

realized by Frederick Law Olmsted in his design for New York’s

Central Park – has had a long line of  European adherents, spawn-

ing the ‘garden city’ movement of  Ebenezer Howard in England,

and the recent ‘greening the city’ movement in Britain, Scand -

inavia and Germany.

Kotkin’s argument has been backed up recently by Robert

Bruegmann in America and Paul Barker in Britain, both defend-

ing the suburbs as chosen environments, even as places of  deep

settlement, in which ordinary people achieve a freedom and secur -

ity that are not easily available to them elsewhere. Their case has
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been amplified by Joel Garreau’s striking advocacy of  ‘edge city’

– of  the temporary focus on the edge of  things, moving always

outwards across the land, and largely indifferent to the chaos that

it leaves in its wake.274

The conflict between the two visions of  urbanization – the

centripetal and the centrifugal – has come to a head with the

emergence of  the New Urbanist movement, with the work of

Léon Krier, adviser to the Prince of  Wales’s model new town 

of  Poundbury in Dorset, and with the writings of  Christopher

Alexander and Nikos Salingaros.275 The New Urbanists have

forcefully argued that aesthetic choices are not ecologically

neutral but, on the contrary, internally connected to the whole

enterprise of  settlement. The aesthetic of  the American suburb

embodies an environmental policy as much as does the rival
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aesthetic of  the city street – even if, in both cases, the policy is one

that arose ‘by an invisible hand’. It is by attending to aesthetic

requirements that the suburb becomes a shared habitat: one in

which a residual delight in nature is punctuated by the desire to

present an agreeable façade in a community of  neighbours.

Whether that aesthetic succeeds is a question that cannot be

separated from the question whether the result is sustainable – the

question whether people can live in this way from generation to

generation. To that question the answer, according to Léon Krier

(who in this agrees with Kunstler) is no. We must follow another

design for building, which is also another design for living. We

should replace the ‘downtown plus suburbs’ idea with that of  the

polycentric settlement. If  people move out, then let it be to new

urban centres, with their own public spaces, public buildings,

places of  work and leisure: let the new settlements grow, as

Poundbury has grown next to Dorchester, not as suburbs but as

towns. For then they will recapture the true goal of  settlement,

which is the human community in a place that is ‘ours’, rather than

individual plots scattered over a place that is no one ’s. They will

create a collection of  somewheres in place of  the ever expanding

nowhere.

This solution has a precedent in London, where the original

city of  London grew next to the city of  Westminster in friendly

competition, and where the residential areas of  Chelsea,

Kensington, Bloomsbury and Whitechapel grew as autonomous

villages rather than overspills from the existing centres. All that is
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needed to achieve this effect, Léon Krier has argued, is a master

plan.276 By this he does not mean one of  those comprehensive

experiments in social engineering that appealed to the modernists,

but a set of  aesthetic constraints, within which people can make

the choices best suited to their needs.

Whether or not you go along with Kunstler’s doom-scenario,

with Kotkin’s celebration of  the suburbs, or with Krier’s defence

of  the polycentric city, the question that Jacobs has bequeathed to

us remains: how do we return from the wasted cities of  today to

an ecologically durable form of  settlement? If  the problem is

planning, how can we plan to avoid it? And is there no distinction

between a good plan and a bad plan? Was not Venice planned,

after all, and Ephesus, and Bath, and a thousand other triumphs of

urbanization? Perhaps the wisest response to Jacobs’s argument,

therefore, is to point to the distinction between goal-directed

plans and civil side-constraints. Although a free economy is

needed if  we are to solve the problem of  economic co-ordination,

a free economy depends on the rule of  law. Legal side-constraints

ensure that cheats will not prosper and that agreements are

upheld. But the law does not dictate our economic goals or take

the lead in entrepreneurship. Likewise with the city: there must be

planning; but it should be envisaged negatively, as a system of

side-constraints, rather than positively, as a way of  ‘taking

charge ’ of  what happens and where. This, it seems to me, is the

core insight of  both Jacobs and Krier.
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For side-constraints to work there has to be some life to

constrain. Many American downtowns are animated by day,

without being habitats. Such areas become uninhabitats: places

from which habitation is excluded. With the arrival of  universal

motor transport and modern building techniques, they were

rapidly turned from cities to blocks of  glass and concrete over

which a few concierges and cleaners stand vigil, but in which no

one takes an interest, except as a communal tool for business.

After a while people cease to care how they look, and value 

only what they do. Kotkin notwithstanding, it is hard to think that

this result can be anything but negative from the environmental

point of  view. Yet it would go against the whole tradition of

settlement in America to believe that the process of  suburban -

ization could be reversed. The answer to the problem of  the

American downtown and its decay must be to find a way of  

incorporating the downtown area as a proper part of  the settle-

ment, even for those who have pitched their mansions in the

suburbs.

Here, it seems to me, is where beauty matters and how. Over

time people establish styles, patterns and vocabularies that

perform, in the building of  cities, the same function as good

manners between neighbours. Like manners, aesthetic conven-

tions should operate as side-constraints: dictating not what we 

do but the way we do it, so that whatever our goals we advance

towards them gracefully and considerately. A ‘neighbour’,

according to the Anglo-Saxon etymology, is one who ‘builds
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nearby’. The buildings that go up in our neighbourhood matter to

us, in just the way that our neighbours matter. They demand our

attention, and shape our lives. They can overwhelm us or soothe

us; they can be an alien presence or a home. And the function of

aesthetic values in the practice of  architecture is to ensure that the

primary requirement of  every building is served – namely, that 

it should be a fitting member of  a community of  neighbours.

Buildings need to fit in, to stand appropriately side by side; they

are subject to the rule of  good manners just as much as people 

are. This is the real reason for the importance of  tradition in

architecture – that it conveys the kind of  practical knowledge 

that is required by neighbourliness. The American downtown too

can be a neighbour, even if  it is only a part-time neighbour,

visited in working hours. Indeed, the more neighbourly it is, 

the more people will move into the centre and begin to settle

there.

Architecture is not like poetry, music or painting – an art that

belongs in the world of  leisure and luxury. It survives regardless

of  its aesthetic merit, and is only rarely the expression of  creative

genius. There are great works of  architecture and often, like the

churches of  Mansart or Borromini, they are the work of  a single

person. But most works of  architecture are not great and should

not aspire to be so, any more than ordinary people should lay

claim to the privileges of  genius when conversing with their

neighbours. What matters in architecture is the emergence of  a

learnable vernacular style – a common language that enables
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buildings to stand side by side without offending each other.277

The original American towns were built using standard parts

derived from the 3,000-year-old tradition that we know as ‘classi-

cism’. The old pattern-books (such as those published by Asher

Benjamin in Boston in 1797 and 1806, and which are responsible

for the once agreeable nature of  the New England towns, Boston

included) offered precedents to builders, forms that had pleased

and harmonized, and could be relied upon not to spoil or degrade

the streets in which they were placed. That is what we see in the

streets of  the old European cities: not the imposition of  some

overall proportion or outline, but the organic growth of  a street

from the repetition of  matching details. The failure of  modernism

lies not in the fact that it has produced no great or beautiful build-

ings – Le Corbusier’s Chapel at Ronchamp, and the houses of

Frank Lloyd-Wright abundantly prove the opposite. The failure

of  modernism lies in the absence of  any reliable patterns or types

that can be used in awkward or novel situations so as sponta-

neously to harmonize with the existing urban decor, and so as to

retain the essence of  the street as a common home. The degrada-

tion of  so many downtown areas is the result of  a ‘modernist

vernacular’, whose principal device is the stack of  horizontal

layers, with jutting and obtrusive corners, built without consider-

ation for the street, without a coherent façade, and without

intelligible relation to its neighbours.
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Offence is compounded by the new kind of  postmodern

‘gadget’ architecture, designed at the computer, using the patterns

established by coffee machines, hairdryers and desk-top gizmos.

Such buildings are without faces, and show the triumph of  utility,

their ‘gadget’ character being an attempt to borrow the aesthetic

of  the domestic utensil. Their effect is to remake the exterior

space of  the city as a place of  discarded interiors – of  household

junk thrown out in the street. Such buildings cannot fit into the

street or stand happily next to other buildings, for the simple

reason that they do not stand at all. They are designed as waste –

throwaway architecture involving vast quantities of  energy-

intensive materials, which will be demolished within twenty years.

Townscapes built from such architecture resemble landfill sites 

– scattered heaps of  plastic junk which will always look like

discarded waste.

Aesthetic side-constraints disappeared for another reason than

changes in the materials and forms that architects employed. They

disappeared also because a new kind of  planning took over the

cities of  Europe and America – a kind of  planning that grew from

the socialist and communist experiments in politics, and which

was absorbed by the early modernists as part of  the air they

breathed. The Bauhaus under Hannes Meyer was an explicitly

socialist establishment, influenced by the ‘democratic centralism’

of  Lenin; its contribution to urbanization was the comprehensive

plan, involving the demolition of  streets and settlements and their

replacement by tower blocks of  workers’ flats. Urban planning
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was henceforth seen as an integral feature of  the architect’s task,

which was no longer concerned with fitting in but with replacing

whole neighbourhoods and even cities. The modernist styles

emerged from the spirit of  the top-down plan, which replaced that

of  the side-constraint all across the Western world at the same

time, and with the same force, as the spirit of  socialism. Like

socialism it spelled ecological disaster. Typical was Le Corbusier’s

plan to demolish all of  Paris north of  the Seine.278 Frustrated in

this project the architect turned his attention to Algiers, which, as

a French protectorate, was less able to resist demolition. Although

only one section of  Le Corbusier’s plan was ever built, the plan

itself  is nevertheless studied assiduously in schools of  architecture

as one of  the great ‘solutions’ to a problem that, prior to Le

Corbusier, no one had ever perceived. The ‘problem’ is that of

packing people into a city while allowing free movement across 

it.

Corbusier’s solution was to put highways in the air, with the

people shovelled into apartment blocks beneath them. Ancient

homes and corridor streets were to be demolished, and huge tower

blocks were to front the ocean, dwarfing mosques and churches.

The plans were opposed by the elected mayor of  the city, which

led Le Corbusier to approach the unelected French governor of

the protectorate, asking him to overrule the mayor. ‘The plan

must rule,’ he wrote. ‘It is the plan which is right. It proclaims
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indubitable realities.’ When he led the Vichy government’s

commission on national building in 1941, Le Corbusier insisted 

on putting his plans for Algiers at the top of  the agenda.279 The

very idea of  the city, as a human habitat that grows organically

from the needs of  neighbours, and in conformity with moral 

and aesthetic values that constrain what is done without dictat-

ing it, was alien to Le Corbusier’s idea of  the architect’s 

mission.

The planning mentality took root in Britain in the years of

socialist government that followed the Second World War.

Central government, local authorities and architects cheerfully

combined to sweep away the crowded and insalubrious slums, and

to gather up their populations into hygienic towers above open

spaces filled with light and air. This recipe for improving the

conditions of  the urban working class was more influenced by the

Russian constructivists and the Bauhaus than by Le Corbusier.

But at the time all architects seemed to endorse it, and the fact that

it coincided with the socialist programme, according to which

housing is really the responsibility of  the state, meant that it had

an insuperable advantage over the old recipe of  private houses

along a public street, which was in any case more a by-product of

freedom than a conscious choice.

The opposition to the modernist housing project has come less

from critics than from the people that the projects were designed
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to serve. To the surprise of  the planners, people began to resist the

attempt to demolish their streets and to sweep away the familiar

backyards. The workers made it clear that they don’t like living in

the air: nor do they like to stand at a window and stare at nothing.

They want the life of  the street; they want to feel life around them

and at the same time to know that they can shut it out and let it in

at will. They want neighbours beside them, not above them or

below. They want to sit in cosy rooms with old-fashioned

windows that open and close, and listen to the noise of  passers-

by. And most of  them want a home of  their own, rather than

property that belongs to the local council and which they can

never pass on to their children. The Bauhausing of  the working

class was, therefore, rejected by the workers who, in this as in so

many other ways, refused to do as the socialists told them until

coerced by the state.

The history of  the tower block estate illustrates the way in

which the defiance of  aesthetic norms leads to ecological disaster.

The costly demolition of  the old streets and the costly building of

the new blocks led in a matter of  a few years to the even more

costly demolition of  those new constructions and the desperate,

but in the end futile, attempt to replace them by something more

humane. The attempt was futile since by now the communities on

which the buildings depended for what patina of  human life they

might acquire had been destroyed, irretrievably scattered by the

plan that nanny state had dreamed up for their greater happiness.

The result has been the loss of  a self-sustaining habitat, and the
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planting in the centre of  our cities of  environments for which

nobody cares.

Nor have downtown developments fared any better. The glass

and steel-frame blocks, built without façades and indifferent to

alignment with their neighbours, have proved to be entirely

unable to adapt. Traditional architecture concentrates on the

generality of  form, on details that embody the tacit knowledge of

how to live with a building and adapt to it. Hence traditional

architecture in turn adapts to us. It fits to our uses, and shelters

whatever we do. Hence it survives – in the way that Rome, Paris

and Helsinki have survived, or in the way that Georgetown,

Greenwich Village and Old Town Alexandria have survived,

despite zoning laws that reduce their ability to adjust to modern

needs. Modernist architecture cannot as a rule change its use, so

architects assume that their buildings will have a lifespan of

twenty years. By building with that thought in mind you are 

not building a settlement, still less a neighbourhood. You are

constructing an extremely expensive and ecologically destructive

tent. The environmental impact of  its demolition is enormous,

and the energy that goes into building it must be spent again on

demolishing it and yet again on replacing it. The ecological disas-

ter is compounded by the use of  carbon-intensive materials like

concrete and alloys as the core structural components.

It is worth recalling that great human discovery, the window.

The windows of  traditional pattern-book houses form agreeable,

humanizing details; they are the eyes of  the house. In hot weather
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they can be opened to let in the breezes, and ensure a circulation

of  air. In cold weather they can be closed. They are adorned with

simple mouldings and often crowned with architrave and

keystone that emphasize their proportions. They are integrated

into the implicit order of  the façade, so that it is easy to find the

matching door or attic window that will look right beside them.

In all this we see an accumulation of  practical knowledge that

issues from the aesthetic side-constraints in something like the

way in which deals and market transactions issue from good

manners.

This knowledge of  the window, its beauty and its function, has

been preserved in the American suburb, but it has not survived in

the American city. The windows of  modern downtown buildings

are not eyes; they do not humanize the façade; they suggest no

form or pattern that could be repeated, and lay no constraints on

what can and cannot be placed beside, above and beneath them.

They cannot be opened in hot weather, and they forbid the circu-

lation of  air from outside the building. The building is, therefore,

dependent on a year-round consumption of  energy, in the winter

to heat it, in the summer to cool it, and the stale air that circulates

inside captures and perpetuates the diseases of  the inmates –

producing the well-known ‘sick building syndrome’. The result is

not just an aesthetic disaster: it is an ecological disaster too. And

it exemplifies an important feature of  the modern world, which is

the hard work that is being constantly expended on losing know -

ledge. The modernist vernacular, which conceives buildings as
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curtains of  tinted glass raised on invisible scaffolds of  concrete

and steel, represents both an unusual advance for ignorance and a

giant ecological threat, and architects and their theorists devoted

an immense amount of  intellectual labour to achieving this 

result.

The example of  architecture is especially vivid, since it is

obvious to everyone that the way we build determines the nature

of  our home and the attitude that we take towards its conserva-

tion. But beauty guides us in all the other ways that we humans

strive to adapt ourselves to the world and the world to ourselves.

It motivates our love of  nature and species, our reverence towards

the earth and the oceans, and our concern for lakes and water-

ways. It is at the heart of  oikophilia, and illustrates the deep

distinction between prices in a market and the priceless things of

home. As Mark Sagoff  has shown, environmental values are

misrepresented by the attempt to subsume them under the will-

ingness of  consumers to pay. In caring for the environment we are

trying to guarantee the persistence of  features like beauty, whose

value cannot be priced.280

The sense of  beauty puts a brake upon destruction by repre-

senting its object as irreplaceable. It is not the whole of  oikophilia,

nor is it confined to those who are content with the place in which

they find themselves: it is simply one of  several motives through

which heimatlich creatures endow their world with an air of

permanence. A comparable motive is piety – an ancient feature 
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of  the human condition, mentioned here and there by Jonas, but

not often invoked by contemporary environmentalists. Readers of

Pausanias, the second-century Greek geographer and traveller,

will notice that the temples of  the gods, the sacred groves and the

tombs of  heroes were still intact when Pausanias visited them,

even though they might have been around for centuries.281 The

sacred places, with their woods and streams, were maintained as

public assets by priests and devotees of  the old religion, in those

last years before Christianity swept everything away. Piety forbad

their destruction, and it is piety that animated Pausanias in visit-

ing them and recording their charms.

This motive is a human universal, and as Simon Schama has

argued, in his beautiful tribute to landscape art and to the myths

and mysteries of  settlement, land and landscape have been

portrayed as sacred in all our human attempts to belong in the

world.282 This experience of  sanctity is deeply tied to memory. 

We all carry within us the after-image of  primeval attachment.

Memory corrects and straightens our recollections, and shapes the

remembered oikos in terms that are as much imagined as real. We

see the process whereby a lost home becomes sacred, and purged

of  all its irritating ordinariness, in Mickiewicz’s invocation of  old

Lithuania in Pan Tadeusz, and Proust’s invocation of  Combray.

The American environmental movement began from a powerful

sense of  the sacredness of  the American landscape. Thoreau and
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Emerson, Muir and the Hudson River painters made hymns 

in word and pigment to the awe-inspiring landscapes that

surrounded them, and were determined to awaken in their audi-

ence a sense of  piety sufficiently strong to counteract the rapine

that was being visited on the God-given wilderness.

This motive has not disappeared: we see it recorded in

contemporary American art, from the poetry of  Wendell Berry to

the stories of  Eudora Welty, and from the photography of  Ansel

Adams to the music of  his namesake John. It is central to the

poetry of  Seamus Heaney, to the music of  David Matthews, to the

paintings of  David Inshaw in Britain. It dominates the music of

Messiaen and Dutilleux in France. And whenever ordinary people

strive to protect the places and environments they love we see 

the workings of  natural piety. Recent contests over the environ-

ment in Britain vividly illustrate the point. When government

ministries and planners propose to drive a bypass through some

scenic region, to expand an airport or to give permission for a

shopping mall, people do not merely protest that the development

is unnecessary, unsightly or socially disruptive. They refer to it as

a ‘violation’, and often prepare themselves for acts of  sacrifice,

lying down in front of  bulldozers, chaining themselves to trees

and abusing the vandals and iconoclasts who trample on the

things they love. Those who protested at the building of  a by-

pass across Twyford Down, and those who formed the Bath

Preservation Society in order to resist what was called ‘the sack 

of  Bath’, described the developments that they deplored as 
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‘desecrations’.283 You can only desecrate what is sacred; and the

widespread desire to describe environmental vandalism in this

way is surely proof  that people still share the sentiments that

animated Pausanias.

Nor is the idea of  a sacred place merely a product of  settle-

ment and civilization. The sense of  the land, the quarry and the

habitat as sacred is a well-known feature of  hunter-gatherer 

societies, touchingly described by Hugh Brody in his account of

the Inuit of  Northern Canada, and clearly serving a vital eco-

logical function in the Pleistocene conditions from which we 

all emerged.284 Sacred things have a peculiar status, being both

removed from us and deeply connected to our wellbeing. That

which is sacred cannot be touched by profane hands. But on

special occasions, marked out by ritual and acts of  purification, it

can be bent to our uses. The priest, the acolyte and the initiate can

participate in the communion and drink the Eucharistic wine. The

uninitiated and the unbelievers commit sacrilege by doing the

same. The hunter-gatherer, surveying the land in which he habit-

ually searches for food, knows that there is a right and a wrong

way to treat it, that the right way is a ‘communion’ with the tribe,

that other tribes are to be excluded, and that there is a consecrated

method to the hunt – a method that ensures the renewal of  the

quarry from season to season. When the outsider intrudes into the

landscape, and wipes away the quarry with weapons that show no
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respect, the tribesman views him with a sense of  outrage and

pollution. In just such a way John Ruskin, who had established a

right to the Lakelands by walking in them, caring for every detail

of  what he saw, viewed the encroaching railways as an offence

against the things he held most holy.285

Ruskin is an interesting case, not only as a major figure in the

nineteenth-century conservation movement, but as someone

motivated in all his thinking by the concept of  the sacred, while

hesitating to attach that concept to any precisely held religious

faith. The burden of  Seven Lamps of Architecture is to impress on

the reader that to build beautifully is to build for ever, which

means building in a posture of  obedience towards the Eternal.

The builder must detach himself  from earthly interests and calcu-

lations, set aside material goals, and offer instead a gift to all

creation, one that will outlast each fleeting function that it serves.

Ruskin’s defence of  the Gothic stems from this source, and his

love of  nature and landscape likewise. We may dissent from the

narrow aesthetic that Ruskin advocated, but we cannot deny that

his writings and campaigns exhibit oikophilia in its most passion-

ate and contagious form, and show that the beautiful and the

sacred are contiguous objects of  ecological concern. His enor-

mous influence is due primarily to his ability to awaken in his

readers the sense that they live among precious and consecrated
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things, and that the new world of  industry and energy and

progress tempts us and empowers us at every point to desecration.

Hence Ruskin illustrates one of  the most important features of

modern conservation movements, which is the way in which the

idea of  the sacred survives the fading of  religious belief, and takes

on a new and more earth-bound force, as people strive to care for

a world that can no longer rely on God as its protector.

We must recognize the difference between a religion directed

towards salvation, and a religion that is focused on the immediate

presence of  the sacred, as this is revealed in the here and now. The

two may be combined in a single faith; but they are surely very

different as motives. And while the hunger for salvation may spill

over into the environmental movement with damaging effect, the

love and care for sacred places is a real obstacle to destruction.

This care for sacred places is part of  the domestication of  religion

– a process that has for two millennia worked on the Christian

faith, attaching it to local saints and shrines, to towns and civic

ceremonies, even (as in the case of  the Anglican Church) to a

nation and its law.

It is not only religious believers who respond to sacred things.

There is something left out of  every scientific account of  our rela-

tion to our surroundings, and that is the I–Thou encounter, and

the sense of  responsibility that stems from it. The I–Thou rela-

tionship is also present in our response to the world. And I suspect

that those who are attracted to the Gaia hypothesis, or to the call

of  ‘deep ecology’, are really attempting to rediscover a way of
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personalizing our connection to the environment, so that the It

that surrounds us on every side becomes an I. The earth, they feel,

can be protected only if  it can in some way appeal to me as

persons do. As a mere ‘it’ the earth stands undefended from our

predations. 

Rilke, in the ninth of  the Duino Elegies, writes of  the earth’s

‘dream to be some day invisible ’. This extraordinary poem invites

us into a wholly new relation to the world, and one that engages

immediately with the crisis through which we have been living.

For Rilke the earth must no longer be treated as an object among

objects, a thing of  purely instrumental value, which has no claim

on our commitments. It must enter the world of  thinking, naming

and loving, so as to exist in another way, as lovers exist in each

other’s feelings, as the past lives in memory, and as the future is

contained like a seed in our most reflective states of  mind. The

earth must become part of  each of  us, not an object but a subject,

which addresses me I to I. This is the great Verwandlung – the

transformation – which is the earth’s ‘insistent demand’. And to

accomplish it we must live in another way, with a kind of  tender-

ness towards places and their history, towards the things that we

see and name, and which are ‘refashioned by age after age ’, until

they ‘live in our hands and eyes as part of  ourselves’. The trans-

formation of  the earth is a transformation of  ourselves. We must

discard the habit of  using things and learn instead to praise them;

the Elegies are a kind of  ‘praiser’s manual’ for those who love 

the earth.

289

beauty,  piety and desecration



Rilke ’s attempt was one of  several in recent times, to re-

 consecrate the earth, without the help of  any god. The poet

repudiated every kind of  transcendental faith and believed that

there is no afterlife, but only this one life on earth, which we can

waste or fulfil as we choose. But he also believed that life is sacred,

as are all the beings that we encounter in the course of  it. Rilke ’s

purpose in the Duino Elegies was to draw on the raw material from

which every experience of  the sacred is derived – namely, the

first-person experience of  embodiment – and to use it to build a

path away from nihilism. The earth is not just a heap of  objects;

it has its own subjectivity, and it achieves this subjectivity in me.

My argument has taken us to a critical juncture. The last two

chapters have attempted to discover and explore a deeply rooted

family of  motives in the human psyche, motives that belong to us

by nature, and which spill out in many ways – through ideas of

home, beauty and consecration, through the sense of  responsibil-

ity and tradition, through the care for absent generations and the

love of  kin. But these motives are intensely localized. They distin-

guish what is ours from what is theirs, home from alien territory,

that which belongs to me from that which does not. They can be

relied upon, perhaps, to ensure the good government of  small

communities and the management of  local amenities cut off  from

the surrounding disorder. But our environmental problems today

are global, not local; the disorder that causes them cannot be cured

by small-scale homeostatic systems, or addressed by the motives

that teach us to care for our home. Only large-scale solutions can
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address the problems of  pollution, depletion of  resources and

global warming. And these solutions, like the problems, must be

defined internationally, and pursued through global treaties and

new forms of  global governance, in which the interests of  nation

states are set aside for the benefit of  the planet as a whole.

Such, at any rate, is the urgent call of  the radical environmen-

talists. In the next chapter I attempt to answer it, and to show that,

in fact, it is oikophilia that offers us the best hope, on the global

as much as the local level.
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nine

Getting Nowhere

Not all people who identify themselves as on the left are oiko-

phobes. In America a kind of  liberal patriotism has arisen, centred

around journals like The New Republic, and writers like John

Schaar, who, while claiming left-liberal credentials, writes thus in

defence of  patriotism:

At its core, patriotism means love of  one ’s homeplace, and

of  the familiar things and scenes associated with the home-

place. In this sense, patriotism is one of  the basic human

sentiments. If  not a natural tendency in the species, it is at

least a proclivity produced by realities basic to human life,

for territoriality, along with family, has always been a pri -

mary associative bond. We become devoted to the people,

places and ways that nurture us, and what is familiar and

nurturing seems also natural and right. This is the root of

patriotism. Furthermore, we are all subject to the immense
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power of  habit, and patriotism has habit in its service.286

There is a kind of  left patriotism that brands itself  as the true

spirit of  the American settlement, and the defender of  the

Constitution against its reactionary foes. The influence of  this left

patriotism can be felt in some of  the defenders of  the ‘civic 

envir onmentalism’ that I discuss in the next chapter.

It was George Orwell’s wish that a British patriotic left would

displace the traitors whose principal loyalty was to the Com -

munist International, a wish that some think was granted in the

post-war Attlee government.287 Those defenders of  the ‘unofficial

countryside ’, the plotlands and settlement by ‘mutual aid’ are left-

wing oikophiles, people who strive to reconcile a deep love of

history and rootedness with a belief  that history and home are

created as much by the common labourer as by the aristocrat and

the industrial magnate. From Richard Jefferies and George Sturt

to Ken Worpole and Paul Kingsnorth, left-wing oikophilia has

profoundly influenced the environmental movement in Britain,

defending the local, the rooted and the characterful against the

global, the uprooted and the bland, and affirming the real attach-

ments on which communities depend for their duration.288
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My father was such a left-wing oikophile. He identified

entirely with the Labour Party, was a class warrior in politics and

had little time for the Monarchy, the established church, or the

House of  Lords. But he loved England, loved the countryside,

and loved the old settlements of  the Home Counties. He sub -

scribed to The Countryman, read the works of  Hugh Massingham

and Richard Jefferies, established a centre for the study of  the

environment in the primary school where he was a teacher, and

founded the High Wycombe Protection Society in order to save

his town and its public spaces from tower blocks and through-

ways. He was an avid guardian of  protected species, a vigilant

opponent of  all who laid waste and polluted. He belonged to clubs

and societies devoted to local history, nature study and the conser-

vation of  woodlands, and at the sight of  food in plastic, he would

utter a heartfelt groan of  despair.

Left-wing oikophiles today tend to see themselves as pitted

against the ever-expanding entropy of  fast food, shopping malls,

solipsistic entertainment and multinational brands – things that

belong to Kunstler’s ‘geography of  nowhere ’, and which are 

part of  a worldwide uprooting of  attachments. But my father’s

oikophilia belonged to another time, when multinational branding

had hardly begun, and when the most ominous threat to locality

came from the left. Nothing was more antipathetic to him than the

internationalism of  the Communist Party. More than the ruling

classes, more than the lords, knights and squires who filled all

local offices, more than the privileged bureaucrats who controlled
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the teaching profession and kept him (a working-class boy 

from the industrial north) from advancing, my father hated the

Communist Party. And he hated it precisely because it sought to

divert the loyalty of  the British people away from their nation,

their history and their island future towards its own timeless,

placeless and (in my father’s view) loveless cause. The moral

bankruptcy of  communism has long been apparent to the world.

But the internationalism on which it fed remains in altered form,

as a resource to radical causes, and a point of  view outside

national politics from which national politics can be influenced

and even controlled. This has been especially influential in the

politics of  the environment, precisely because environmental

problems leak across national boundaries, cannot always be

solved at the local level, and concern the one physical thing in

which every human being has a stake, namely the planet.

Because of  this leakage there can be no long-term environ-

mental policy that does not at least attempt to conclude treaties

among the nations affected by each other’s conduct. The problem,

as I see it, is that treaties are only as effective as the ability and

willingness of  governments to be bound by them, and this ability

varies from place to place around the globe. This is particularly

pertinent when considering the problem of  global warming, now

that an increasing proportion of  greenhouse gas emissions come

from states in which there is no rule of  law, or in which privileged

groups and their clients are above the law and able to evade it.

Consider China. Prior to the Communist takeover the 
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majority of  the Chinese people, appallingly governed though

they were, strived to live according to the precepts of

Confucianism, surely the most oikophile of  all worldviews, whose

central requirement is piety (Li). For the Confucian, nothing is

more important than respect for the dead, and the honour

bestowed on ancestors. Places of  settlement are sacred, as are the

home and the family table. The literature, art and ceramics of  old

China speak as clearly and tenderly as any in the world of  the

oikos and its eternal meaning.

If  any readers doubt what I earlier wrote about the prevalence

of  oikophobia and its destructive effect, then let them consider the

Cultural Revolution of  Chairman Mao – that rage against the

past, and against the given reality of  Chinese society. And let

them study the incredible assault not only on human habitats, but

on the entire environment of  China, that was carried out in the

revolution’s name.289 Under Mao’s regime it was unclear whether

there was any law at all in China – the book purporting to

describe that law was tiny, its edicts were vague, and there were

no reports from the courts that would enable anyone to guess

what it meant. Every act of  destruction was authorized in any

case, provided it was China, its culture and its people that

suffered.

Since the death of  Mao many observers have looked forward
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to a return of  Confucian peacableness, as some slight compensa-

tion for the 60 million dead. And no one can doubt that,

economically and also politically, things have changed for the

better. A growing system of  commercial and contract law has

been developed under the influence of  international trade, and 

the extensive use of  Hong Kong law, which remains part of  the

English common-law system, has made contracts secure. But

nobody today supposes that the local elites of  the Chinese

Communist Party, or the business interests that support them and

which they support, would allow anything so flimsy as a law, still

less a treaty, to compromise their material and social dominance.

This does not mean that we should not try to establish a treaty

with the Chinese government, and to exert what pressure we can

to ensure obedience to it. But it does mean that, in negotiating

such a treaty, we are not dealing with a normal corporate agent,

nor are we aiming at a change in the law that governs it. We are

dealing with a massively powerful cartel of  wealthy people, who

control the law that purports to control them, and who cannot

tolerate any erosion of  their privileged status. Power is no longer

centralized as it was under Mao Zedong; but the government must

buy support from the rent-seeking elites in industry and local

administration, and can do nothing that will undermine their priv-

ileges.290 Even if  something of  the Confucian spirit has returned,

therefore, it is impossible to assume that the elites will respond 

to it.
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The point is developed in different terms by Douglass C.

North, John Joseph Wallis and Barry R. Weingast in a series 

of  publications designed to explain both how the rule of  law

emerged in Western states and why it has not emerged else-

where.291 North, Wallis and Weingast contrast what they call

‘natural states’, in which powerful individuals and groups impose

themselves through violence or the threat of  it, with ‘open access

orders’ in which people are equal before the law and violence is a

state monopoly.292 In natural states the powerful individuals and

groups have an incentive not to employ violence only if  they are

granted rents on the social product and privileges consonant with

their expectations. In Europe and America, however, and perhaps

also in certain countries on the Pacific Rim, ‘open access orders’

have emerged. In orders of  this kind the rule of  law commands

the consent and submission of  the people; elsewhere people are

aware of  the great danger of  withholding privileges from those

who can threaten violence. What we see as ‘corruption’ is, accord-

ing to North et al., something rather different: a necessary part of

the bargains that must be concluded if  a state is not to crumble to

anarchy.

Although I am not persuaded that the ‘open access order’ can
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be characterized so simply as the authors maintain, their negative

thesis is surely plausible, and contains a vital message for foreign

policy today.293 Democracy, free markets and the rule of  law do

not, as recent American foreign policy has seemed to assume,

define the default position of  human societies. They are rare

achievements, and what stands in the way of  them is not corrup-

tion or the intrusion of  some arbitrary force that the people would

willingly overthrow. What stands in the way is fear – fear of  the

violence that will follow, when powerful individuals, clans and

groups can claim no rents on the social product. The elites may

represent their interests through the Communist Party as in

China, through the ‘Alawite sect as in Syria, or through the state

itself  as in Mugabe ’s Zimbabwe. But they demand their price, and

one price is that they are above the law and not bound by any

deals to which they were not themselves party. Hence states of  the

kind that North et al. call ‘natural’ are without perpetuity. No

agreement made by one set of  officials can bind their successors:

whoever gains power gains it for his own uses, and regards agree-

ments undertaken by his predecessors as null and void until

proven to be useful. In such states, therefore, all property rights

are insecure, and all international treaties liable to evasion.

Those observations are especially pertinent when it comes to

considering the problems of  the environment and climate change.
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Two of  the developing countries currently most responsible for

greenhouse gas emissions are India and China, both of  whose

highly inefficient and polluting energy industries are under the

control of  the state and its privileged clients. India may be on the

way to becoming an ‘open access order’; but China is neither on

the way nor desirous of  getting there. In China it is difficult for

citizens to influence the government. There are no democratic

procedures and there is no real public opinion; hence there is no

way in which the ordinary citizen can influence the government

and we should not be surprised to learn that riots, protests and

strikes occur at the rate of  around 90,000 a year.294 The Party elite

is well aware of  what happens when free opinion and control from

below are granted to the people, and is quite clear that no such

thing is going to happen in China. Hence there can be no internal

pressure that will influence the Chinese government to abide by

its treaties. This is very different from the situation in Western

democracies, in which treaties become law (though sometimes, as

in the USA, only by a subsequent enactment), and where they can

be invoked as law by the citizen and enforced against the state.

When the US Senate ratifies a treaty this represents a huge and

lasting cost to the United States and its people. When the Chinese

president signs a treaty it is very unclear who will pay the cost of

it or how.

In such a state, incentives for efficient energy use arise not
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from market forces but from political pressures and the muscling

for power of  rival elites. It is entirely credible, therefore, that the

technology embodied in the installed base of  capital equipment in

China produces emissions (as recent estimates claim) at about

four times the rate of  technology in use in the United States.295

Energy production remains under the control of  the state, which

is under the control of  the Communist Party, which is in turn a

vehicle for exercising the power of  elite families and factions.

Furthermore, since the Chinese state, for all its monumental

appearance, is not a ‘perpetual state ’, bound by lasting agree-

ments, the present elite has neither the ability nor the desire to

commit its successors. This does not mean that there are no incen-

tives for clean energy creation in China. The governing elites as

well as the ordinary people have to breathe the notorious smogs

of  Beijing. Moreover, the government is very conscious of  its

image, and sees the demand for clean energy as a valuable export

opportunity. China is rapidly becoming the world’s leading

producer of  wind turbines and solar panels, and the government

has invited foreign manufacturers of  these things to set up shop

in China with a view to exporting the product. The government

has also embarked on well-publicized projects to replace the

polluting coal-fired power plants that provide most of  the

country’s electricity.296 Perhaps these developments are signs of
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the hoped-for return to Confucian oikophilia. But the massive and

forced destruction of  renewable human habitats and low-impact

housing in Beijing and Shanghai, and their replacement by 

megalopolis architecture that will never survive a change of  use,

cast doubt on that conclusion. It is difficult to gauge the sincerity

of  China’s new image as a purveyor of  clean energy, when the

country continues to build coal-fired plants at the rate of  two a

week, meanwhile signing an unprecedented $69 billion deal with

an Australian mining firm to supply coal for the next twenty

years.297

We should not be surprised, therefore, that conferences on

climate change and environmental protection tend to end as the

Copenhagen Conference ended, with no binding agreement,

general reproaches against the USA and China as having ‘sabo-

taged’ an agreement that was in fact never on the cards, and an

attempt by the politicians and the NGOs to pretend that the whole

thing was nevertheless worthwhile, and that the world is moving

in ‘the right direction’. At the same time, it is recognized on every

side that a treaty addressing the problem of  greenhouse gas emis-

sions will be worthless if  it does not include China and India, if  it

does not secure the conditional acceptance of  developing nations

generally, and if  the Western powers are not fully committed to

it. The failure of  the Kyoto Treaty was due in part to American
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recognition that China and India could comply with it only with

symbolic gestures and had no intention of  implementing the insti-

tutional changes that would make it possible to hold them to any

agreement that did not suit their current interests.298 The United

States government tried to mitigate the adverse international

publicity generated by its failure to sign up to the Kyoto accords

by sponsoring the Asia-Pacific Partnership for Clean Develop -

ment and Climate, to include Australia, China, India, Japan,

South Korea and the United States. This, rather than pursuing a

policy of  ‘cap and trade ’, which allows nations effectively to set

their own limits for carbon emissions, is directed towards techno-

logical innovation. The Kyoto Clean Development Mechanism

was intended to establish an incentive structure that would

encourage either private firms or governments to devote the

resources needed to develop a genuinely renewable source of

clean energy.299 However, the system of  carbon credits proposed,

besides opening the way to corrupt deals and evasions, would

have inflicted a cost on the United States that the Senate was not

prepared to underwrite.

The history of  post-colonial Africa suggests that, should the

continent overcome its stagnation and experience the industrial

revolution that has occurred elsewhere, the chances of  controlling

the resulting emissions by treaty are next to zero. Or rather, 

they are more than zero only if  Western governments and 
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entrepreneurs have discovered a form of  energy that is both clean

and affordable and are willing to make this discovery available

around the world, offering incentives to introduce it. Meanwhile,

we must recognize that negotiations to reduce emissions have

been proceeding for twenty years with no result other than divert-

ing attention from the possibilities of  action that might be

achieved by ‘coalitions of  the willing’.

Even if  a treaty were in place, there is still a further question

of  the incentive to abide by it. Sanctions are effective against

democratic states, which respond to burdens imposed on their

people, but they are not effective against tyrannies and party-

monopolies, in which the power of  ruling groups is only

enhanced by sanctions that weaken the people over whom they

exercise their power. (Witness the cases of  North Korea, of

Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and of  Iran today.) Moreover, even

among law-abiding states, the need to keep the ghost of  an agree-

ment in place militates against the imposition of  serious penalties.

As Thomas Schelling has put it, ‘there is no historical example of

any international regime that could impose penalties on a scale

commensurate with the magnitude of  global warming’, and he

cites, in illustration, the inability of  the EU to impose the severe

penalties threatened under its treaties against member states that

defect from crucial obligations.300 In other words, the greater the

fault, the less the incentive for avoiding it.
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That observation points to a general weakness in international

treaties, which is that they rarely create the motive for obeying

them when it is in the interest of  one of  the parties to defect. If

incentives exist, it is usually because parties are obtaining a real

and present benefit that could be easily withdrawn in response to

defection. Thus nations have willingly signed up to the WTO,

recognizing the economic benefits, and also the ease with which

those benefits might be taken away. (The fact that, in signing up,

they also surrender a slice of  their sovereignty to multinational

business interests is usually ignored.) The nations have also will-

ingly signed up to the Montreal Protocol on Ozone Depleting

Substances since the benefits were immediate, and not delayed for

decades (as would be the case for any agreement over greenhouse

gas emissions). Moreover, the technology to replace the harmful

emissions was already being developed in the private sector, and,

in accepting the agreement, no nation incurred large costs or had

to disrupt the way of  life of  its citizens.301 None of  those things

could conceivably obtain when it comes to a treaty to combat

greenhouse gas emissions. When considering international action

to limit atmospheric pollution we should, therefore, regard the

Montreal Protocol as an exception, rather than a model.

On the other hand it is an important exception, since it helps

us to understand the distinction between useful and useless treaty

negotiations. The Montreal Protocol concerned the elimination of

products that could be removed from the environment without
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seriously disturbing the economy or the way of  life of  any signa-

tory nation. The incentives to sign were sufficiently strong, and

the cost of  doing so sufficiently weak, that an agreement was

reached. Greenhouse gases are not like CFC gases. As things

stand they can be eliminated only at great economic and even

greater social cost, and few nations are prepared to pay that cost.

By devoting their sparse supply of  global goodwill to negotiating

futile treaties against emissions, the nations are wasting assets that

could be spent on co-operative research into renewable energy.

They are also losing sight of  environmental problems that can be

solved in the Montreal way.

One such problem is plastic. It is possible to eliminate non-

biodegradable plastic from a modern economy without causing

the kind of  social upheaval that would come from interfering with

energy production. The initial cost would be great, but adaptation

would be rapid. Just as nations accepted the moratorium on CFC

gases, so they could accept a moratorium on non-biodegradable

plastic (provided exceptions were permitted, to be justified case

by case). Technological progress has made it possible to use

biodegradable materials in all normal packaging, and there is no

insuperable cost in imposing a substantial deposit on plastic

bottles and containers. Such measures would quickly remove

plastic from the environment of  any nation that introduced them.

If  adopted by the United States, which is the largest recipient of

plastic trash from China, the measures would create the incentive

for the Chinese to begin making biodegradable trash instead, so
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lessening the cost of  complying with any international treaty. Bit

by bit the trade in plastic would come to an end, and the nations

could then get together to clean up the Great Pacific Garbage

Patch.

Such a process requires an initiative from two or three strong-

willed, law-abiding states, and would lead in a relatively short

time to a situation in which the amount of  plastic in the environ-

ment is constantly declining. If  all the effort devoted to futile

treaties like Kyoto were devoted to this task it would lead

assuredly to a positive result. If  the task is not undertaken the

earth will one day cease to be a viable human habitat, whatever its

temperature.

It is partly in recognition of  the weakness of  treaties that many

people, and not only those on the left of  the political spectrum,

have advocated systems of  transnational government, whether on

the model of  the European Union, in which nation states

renounce some of  their sovereignty to a centralized administra-

tive and legislative power, or whether on the model of  the United

Nations subordinate bodies, such as the ILO, WHO and

UNCTAD which have quasi-legislative powers under the UN

treaty. This tendency towards transnational governance is some-

times put forward as the inevitable consequence of  globalization,

of  the growing interconnectedness of  decisions around the world

as markets and migration break down traditional barriers, and of

the growth of  power structures outside the control of  any single

nation state – including multinational corporations, international
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organizations like the IMF and the World Bank, transnational

NGOs like Greenpeace and IFAW, and the emerging ‘virtual

communities’ that span the globe.302

When we look at the facts, however, the idea of  transnational

governance begins to lose credibility. Such transnational institu-

tions as have emerged from globalization are either dependent on

the nation states for their legitimacy and motivating power, or else

seen as symptoms of  disorder rather than the cure for it.

Multinational corporations and NGOs exist within the institu-

tional space created by the nation states, and it is a fantasy to think

that any form of  governance could be produced that would not

overtly or covertly rely, in the end, on the territorial jurisdictions

that those states have established.

It is surely obvious that law does not exist merely because

some code of  law has been written down by a bureaucrat or

pinned up in an office. Law exists only if  it is enforced; and only

if  it is enforced as law. This means that those charged with

making, disputing, applying or enforcing the law cannot them-

selves be exempt from it. An intricate and interlocking system of

institutions is required if  law is to be enforced as law, and not as
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arbitrary violence. To cut a long story short, there can be law only

where those charged with administering and enforcing the law

have a deep-down respect for procedure and a sense of  the 

law’s authority. How is this feeling – which the Germans call

Rechtsgefühl – engendered? Law-abiding people, it seems to me,

come into being because obedience to the law is expected of  them.

They are living up to a standard. But expected by whom? And a

standard laid down by whom? Kant believed that reason lays

down and upholds the standard. But even if  that were so, the

evidence of  history is that reason does not in itself  produce obedi-

ence. There has to be a public expectation of  law-abidingness, and

a desire to live up to what others expect. This returns us again to

the question: which others?

The obvious answer is this: I desire to live up to the expecta-

tions of  those with whom I belong. I make a distinction between

people who are mine and people who are not mine, and part of

what is involved in this distinction is that the opinions of  those

who are mine matter to me. Now intellectuals, businessmen and

aristocrats have no difficulty in belonging to a multinational

group. They compare and compete across national boundaries,

since that is precisely what their status or metier requires. The

same is not true of  ordinary people. Their sense of  belonging is

tied down to a locality, a language, a set of  customs, and family

affections. Ordinary people are the majority, and their law-

abidingness is therefore of  the greatest importance. Hence some

element of  national loyalty is a necessary precondition of  law –
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and also of  the international law that is built precariously on

domestic foundations.

This is not to deny that there can be transnational jurisdic-

tions, but it is worth considering what, in the past, they have

involved. There are four salient examples: Roman law, English

law, Canon law and the shariah. In Roman law and English law 

a system of  law was spread far and wide across the globe, by

people who were attached to it as a symbol of  their superior 

civilization and a justification for their imperial power. Neither

system could have succeeded in bringing peace to the world were

it not for two vital facts: first, that citizens loyal to the metropol -

itan centre were put in charge of  it, and secondly, that each system

left room for local laws adapted to local loyalties. The Romans

and the British upheld the overarching law precisely because they

identified themselves as Roman and British – i.e. apart from, and

in a measure superior to, those over whom they ruled. Their inter-

national jurisdiction was made possible by a version of  national

loyalty, and when the empires collapsed then the law collapsed

along with them.

The Canon law and the shariah are more truly universal. The

first borrowed extensively from Roman law and was very quickly

pushed into a subordinate position by the secular law of  European

states. The second has claimed sovereignty in many Islamic 

countries, and is the nearest we have to a truly international 

jurisdiction that depends on no equivalent of  national loyalty.

However, the shariah owes its authority to loyalty of  another
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kind: to God, and to the word of  God as spoken through the

Prophet Muhammad. It gives us no grounds for thinking that

there could be such a thing as an international and secular rule of

law, which did not depend, at the deeper level, on national or

quasi-national loyalties. From the very beginning the shariah has

been fraught with conflict fomented by the four rival schools of

jurisprudence, and since the Ash’arite ascendancy in the eleventh

century of  our era has (in the Sunni, but not the Shi’ite, interpre-

tation) expressly excluded innovation or ijtihad. It applies only 

to Muslims and deals with non-believers under a ‘treaty’ or

dhimmah, which leaves their rights only partially defined.303 Old

Turkish law, which tried to respect the shariah, was, therefore,

compelled to distinguish the religious part of  the law from the

separate jurisdictions of  the various communities, or milletler, that

refused to submit to Muslim commandments. The fate of  the

shariah today, when it is invoked all over the world as a source of

absolute edicts by people who cannot agree among themselves as

to what it says, is surely a warning against any attempt to divorce

law so radically from the territorial sovereignty that is needed to

apply it.

Systems of  law applied transnationally, and without regard for

territorial jurisdiction, should be distinguished from what we

know today as ‘international law’, which comprises conventions
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developed through treaties, designed to facilitate the relations

among sovereign nation states. And both should be distinguished

from the new form of  multinational jurisdiction that has emerged

in Europe, in which the sovereignty of  the member states of  the

European Union is both recognized, and also subordinated to a

system of  top-down governance that makes no overt appeal to

nationality.

In the EU there is no imperial power, and therefore no law-

enforcers with a sense of  their civilizing mission, who would

remain bound to each other as the Romans were bound to the

Romans and the British to the British under their respective

empires. There are only bureaucrats, based in a country

(Belgium) notorious for its failure to produce a sentiment of

national unity and now on the verge of  disintegration.304 The

edicts of  these bureaucrats are propagated without respect for

national differences or existing sentiments of  legitimacy, and with

no real expectation that anyone will be motivated to obey them.

The result is a gradual erosion of  respect for law and the growth

of  a new kind of  corruption – a bureaucratized mafia that shields

its actions by passing laws that no one is really expected to comply

with.

Defenders of  the EU often argue that it provides a model for

addressing environmental questions, since it avoids the incentive

and defection problems that bedevil international treaties.
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However, because the only motive to obey European legislation

is created at the national level, the legal instruments of  the

European Union have become battlegrounds for national inter-

ests. Consider again the example of  fisheries. As a condition of

admitting Britain and Denmark to the Community (as it was then

called), it was required that every member sign up to a Common

Fisheries Policy, which was hastily cobbled together as Britain and

Denmark entered into negotiations for membership. This was 

not in order to conserve European fish stocks as a common asset,

but in order to remove British and Danish coastal waters, the 

best-supplied in Europe, from the national jurisdictions that 

had protected them from the fishing fleets of  other countries. A

system of  national property rights, which had been effective 

in conserving fish stocks in the North Sea and the English

Channel, was destroyed, and a new tragedy of  the commons

created in its place. The result has been a major ecological disas-

ter, with stocks in the North Sea continuing to decline at an

alarming rate.305

The EU is now encumbered by 180,000 pages of  regulations

and directives, with no guarantee that they further the common

good, since the law of  unintended consequences is never consid-

ered by the bureaucracies responsible. This acquis communautaire

is always increasing in size, and no procedure exists whereby

those who suffer the burden of  regulation can eject the people
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who impose it. Two examples will help us to see the problem.

First, there is the EU’s response to the problem of  carbon emis-

sions. As in the ineffectual Kyoto agreement, the EU has opted for

a cap and trade scheme, under which firms must purchase from

governments the right to carbon emissions, and can trade their

rights with other firms across the Union. While Britain and Spain

have chosen tough targets, other member states (notably Italy)

have set targets higher than existing emissions. The price of

carbon, therefore, rises in Britain and Spain, giving firms an

incentive to buy emission permits in laxer jurisdictions, in partic-

ular those whose governments have printed a glut of  permits, as

an asset to be sold on the open market. As a result of  the policy,

carbon emissions have continued to rise across the European

Union, with no incentive to develop the new technologies that

might replace the major sources of  greenhouse gas. In addition

technical problems have made the Emissions Trading Scheme

extremely untransparent and costly to operate. All in all an expen-

sive failure, that imposes no control on emissions, while adding a

pointless layer of  bureaucracy to policies devoted to national,

rather than transnational, goals.306 Like all such imaginary solu-

tions, including the massive investment in wind power that has

also been promoted by the European Union, the scheme diverts
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resources away from the only thing that could possibly produce a

long-term solution, which is research into alternative sources of

energy.

Secondly, regulations are seldom if  ever corrected or reversed,

regardless of  their environmental cost. Consider the other most

damaging by-product of  modern prosperity: packaging. All over

Europe fields, rivers, lakes and hedgerows are filling with plastic

bottles and bags, and the per capita production of  packaging

waste ranges from 100 kilograms a year in Finland to more than

double that amount in France.307 Yet what is the reaction of  the

EU? To require all food to be packaged before it can leave the

farm; to lay down stringent health and safety regulations that

cannot be met by small local shops, so that food must be centrally

processed and packaged in plastic; to oblige manufacturers to

wrap detailed instructions in ten languages along with all their

products; and in general to force upon producers and consumers

across the Union a culture of  litter and waste. No national

government that wished, now, to get rid of  non-biodegradable

packaging, to return to the benign regime of  sweets in paper bags,

fish in newspaper or pickled beets in barrels, could adopt such a

policy. All governments throughout the Union have been locked

into policies concerning the production and distribution of  food

which, though they may enhance the health of  present consumers,
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have a long-term environmental cost that will far outweigh the

short-term benefits.

Those are just two examples: but they are symptomatic.

Transnational government on the European model leads to regu-

lations that cannot be corrected, which are presented in

zero-tolerance packets, and which are subject to lobbying so as to

become the instruments of  national and commercial rivalry. The

French government is currently lobbying for extensive central

controls to be imposed on financial institutions throughout the

Union, aware that this will eliminate the competitive advantage

hitherto enjoyed by the City of  London, which has for three

centuries regulated itself  under the English law of  trusts and

corporations.308 The result will not be a more honest or account-

able banking system in London, which continues to attract global

finance because the English laws of  contract, tort and trusts

provide a reliable guarantee of  transnational agreements. But it

will destroy a British trading advantage that has been a long-

standing provocation to the French.

The laws and regulations of  the European Union originate in

bureaucracies whose members are never subject to election, or in

a court whose judges are appointed from national jurisdictions for

fixed terms and without accountability to any particular govern-

ment. Hence these laws and regulations proliferate without

control, and without any assessment of  the cost of  complying

with them. Moreover, the legislative process is subject to lobbying
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from businesses, national governments and individual politicians,

who do not face, in Brussels, the kind of  feedback that the

members of  National Assemblies face at home. Added to this

there is the effect of  the European Court of  Human Rights, which

arbitrarily converts one side of  a conflict of  interests into a right,

and so unsettles long-standing customs on which oikophilia

depends.309 In such circumstances it is surely unlikely that trans -

national government on the European model will provide the kind

of  sensitive instrument that will enable us to co-ordinate our

attempts at environmental protection.

To this kind of  objection the convinced internationalist will

argue that time is needed before the practice of  transnational

government can lodge in the public mind. It takes time to get used

to new institutions, but there is no reason why the process that

united the known world under Roman jurisdiction two millennia

ago should not begin again under the Treaty of  Rome. A new

public spirit will arise, they will say, in which people support the

judgements of  transnational courts against the domestic law of

nations, and in which individual citizens appeal above the heads of

their governments for a justice that makes no distinctions around

the world.

Can there be such a public spirit – a public spirit whose 

foundation is the internationalist idea? Some of  the most 

public-spirited movements of  our times have been expressly inter-

nationalist in their aims: the Olympic movement, the Red Cross,
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the United Nations and the aptly named Medecins sans frontières.

But I do not think that any of  these movements could have suc -

ceeded without the fund of  national sentiment on which they drew.

The Olympic movement seeks to bring about international co-

operation through enhancing, rather than diminishing, national

pride: for that is what competitive international sport requires.

And, as the Berlin Olympics demonstrated, the result may en -

hance nationalist belligerence too.

Public spirit is an attribute of  local communities. It grows, as

Burke argued, from the ‘little platoon’, and it can grow to become

the conscience of  a nation. Not all people possess it in equal

degrees. Indeed, there is a notorious difference between those

people for whom family is the source and object of  social loyalty,

and those people who recognize the web of  obligations to

strangers. The Sicilians, being of  the first kind, have wrought

havoc in America, where they have found themselves among

people of  the second kind, who are without effective defences

against them. And in the new international jurisdiction in Europe

we find an interesting dividing line, which separates the Langue

d’oc from the Langue d’oïl and the German-speaking from the

Latin- and Greek-speaking peoples. Above this line corruption is

minimal; below it corruption is the normal state of  affairs: hence

the present crisis with the common currency, which has not been

honestly maintained by Italy, Portugal, Greece or Spain. Ponder

those facts, and the history of  public spirit in those countries –

Britain, Switzerland, Scandinavia, the USA – that have most
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evidently displayed it, and you will surely conclude that inter -

nationalism is very unlikely to produce public spirit without help

from a more local source of  moral sentiment. Public spirit is, in

origin, a domestic product, the manufacture of  which is greatly

stimulated by Protestant habits of  self-accusation and the inher -

itance of  common law.

It is fairly obvious that empires diminish sovereignty, but they

do so by enhancing the sovereignty of  the central power. Can

there be a shared diminution of  sovereignty that will be agreed to

by all those who join the system, but which will not transfer

sovereignty to some central body? The answer is that there can

be, but only if  such a central body owes all its powers to the

ongoing agreement of  member states, and only if  those member

states retain their freedom to withdraw from the agreement at

every stage. Such a body is the WTO, which is itself  not without

adverse effects on the ability of  its poorer members to protect

perceived national interests from aggressive global trade.310

Although, as I pointed out above, membership of  the WTO

involves surrendering a slice of  sovereignty to multinational

interests, the surrender is reversible (at a cost), and its benefits

tangible to each individual member. But as soon as sovereignty is

pooled, and membership entangled in irreversible agreements,
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there results a central executive and legislative power. As the

experience of  the United States confirms, sovereignty relin-

quished to a federal body is also transferred to it: the States of  the

Union lost powers, which the federal government gained, and

once transferred they could not be recaptured. The result, at a

certain point, was civil war, after which the States of  the Union

retained only nominal sovereignty.

The European Commission tries to pretend that this need not

happen. The Maastricht Treaty deploys a peculiar principle, called

‘subsidiarity’, in order to explain the point. The term seems to

derive from a papal encyclical of  Pius XI of  1929, in which the

Pope argued that all political decisions should be taken at the

lowest possible level – i.e. by those whose decision in the matter

can be regarded with indifference by everyone else. The problem

is that subsidiarity, so defined, has no clear legal meaning. Which

matters affect us but not them? What exactly is the ‘lowest’ level?

Why speak of  low and high levels, if  we do not wish to imply the

existence of  a supreme and sovereign apex? Moreover, who is 

to decide whether ‘subsidiarity’ applies? Only, it seems, the

European Commission – the central body in which true sover-

eignty accumulates. If  we are free to make decisions in a matter

only if  the Commission decides that we are free, then we are 

not really free, since it is the Commission that is deciding.

Subsidiarity is not sovereignty at all, but a kind of  soothing myth

with which we habituate ourselves to our subjection.

I don’t think this question of  sovereignty has ever been 
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properly addressed, or that it could be resolved in the way that

internationalists desire – namely, so as to grant sovereignty to the

people who want it, while binding them to international rules.

This points to one of  the greatest dangers in internationalism: that

people will be drawn into a transnational web, believing that they

enhance their power and their choice, only to discover that both

power and choice have been confiscated. At a certain point they

will discover that they are subject to a power to which they have,

and can have, no instinctive loyalty – since loyalty is a local and

historical phenomenon, and cannot be conscripted.

All that ought to make us wary of  the internationalist idea.

Even if  we think that the new forms of  internationalism have little

in common with the insolent dealings of  the Communist Party,

we must ask ourselves seriously what the real interests are that

advance, in the postmodern world, behind internationalist pro -

jects and ideas. It helps, in confronting that question, to distinguish

between cosmopolitanism and internationalism. Cosmopolitans

are at home in any city; they appreciate human life in all its 

peaceful forms, and are emotionally in touch with the customs,

languages and cultures of  many different people. They are pat -

riots of  one country, but nationalists of  many. Internationalists,

by contrast, wish to break down the distinctions between people;

they do not feel at home in any city since they are aliens in all.

They see the world as one vast system in which everyone is

equally a customer, a consumer, a creature of  wants and needs.

They are happy to transplant people from place to place, to
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abolish local attachments, to shift boundaries and customs in

accordance with the inexorable tide of  political need or economic

progress.

Those who first dreamed up the European Union, and who

promoted it through political and cultural activities into which

they put their heartfelt emotions and ideals, were cosmopolitans.

Those who are now exploiting it and shaping it are international-

ists, who have no affection whatsoever for the identities on which

it has been built. Behind the EU, pressing always for its expansion,

hoping to use its legislative powers to turn the market in their

favour, are the big businesses of  Europe, Japan, China and

America – and in particular the supermarket chains, the fast-food

franchises, the pharmaceutical companies, the car manufacturers,

the purveyors of  global goods and global entertainments, who

wish to make everywhere identical in order to secure a ‘level

playing field’ that gives maximum custom to their goods. Do we

really want to go in this direction, to lose everything that was

distinctive of  our histories and traditions, and to lose the loyalties

that made Europe and America possible in the first place? This

direction too leads to Nowhere, and this Nowhere is the very

same threat against which the left-wing oikophiles mobilize in

defence of  local communities and rooted ways of  doing things.

In the light of  all this, it seems to me that we must consider the

possibility that, in the end, we can defend our environment only

by unilateral action on the part of  a competent and law-abiding

state. Our model should be the kind of  intervention that was made
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by the British Navy in ending the transnational market in slaves,

or that made (against Britain) by Iceland, in protecting the breed-

ing grounds of  the Atlantic cod. All such interventions have their

dangers, and could be taken (as almost in the latter case) as a casus

belli. In the case of  climate change, however, there may well be

no alternative. Advances in climatology and the theory and prac-

tice of  geo-engineering could well put within the power of  a

law-abiding nation state – and evidently the USA is the likely

example – the means of  initiating global cooling to counteract the

effect of  greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. If  we are at the

point where this alone is feasible, then this alone must be done. It

seems to me that the only way to prepare ourselves for this contin-

gency is by ceasing to put our trust in punitive treaties that no

nation has a lasting motive to honour, or in transnational gover-

nance that merely erodes the obedience on which it depends, and

instead reinforcing our attachment to the nation state, and to the

kinds of  policy that I have been advocating in this book, which

put research and enterprise before regulation and control. The

USA has already proposed a series of  Research and Development

Treaties – such as the Carbon Sequestration Leadership Forum –

that will be ‘coalitions of  the willing’, and which impose no penal-

ties on their signatories.311 If  treaties are to be effective at all they

must surely be of  this kind – treaties that offer only benefits,

which minimize the incentives to defect, and which compensate

for the principal failure of  markets in the matter of  global 
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environmental problems, namely that they do not invest suffi-

ciently in the needed research. But the energy required to make

such treaties work must be generated within the nation states that

sign up to them, by the oikophilia of  their citizens.
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ten

Begetting Somewhere

My intention in this book has been to argue the case for an

approach to environmental problems in which local affections are

made central to policy, and in which homeostasis and resilience,

rather than social reordering and central control, are the primary

outcomes. My argument has been both philosophical and psycho-

logical, concerning the nature of  practical reasoning and the

motives on which we can rely in the effort to protect others from

our waste, and future generations from ourselves. But the argu-

ment has abutted at every point on historical and political facts,

and raised questions of  policy that must surely be addressed if  the

conservative approach to ecology is to be plausible. In these two

final chapters, therefore, I consider practicalities: first by studying

some examples; then by making modest proposals concerning 

the guidelines that a conservative environmental policy should

follow.

I begin from the example that I most intimately know, namely
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that of  the British Isles, and specifically of  my own corner of  it,

which is England. My intention is to give a brief  account of  the

conservation movements that have emerged in England, to show

that, where successful, they grow from oikophilia, and that, where

unsuccessful, it is largely because they have been neutralized or

overridden by centralizing projects, initiated by state planning, by

lobbying from business interests or by the imposition of  some

internationalist scheme.

Julien Sorel, the hero of  Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le noir, is at a

certain stage obliged to visit England; he disparages the gross

manners and crude conceptions of  the people, finds nothing in the

cities that would remotely interest a person of  refined sensibility,

and yet is taken aback by the ‘indescribable sweetness’ of  the

countryside, which surpasses anything that he had known in

France. Visitors to England today report the same impression, and

are often at a loss to understand how such a delicate fabric could

have stayed in place despite industrialization, a tenfold increase in

population since the eighteenth century, aerial bombardment by

the Luftwaffe and the ever-accelerating impact of  commerce. The

impression is all the more striking, given that England is the most

densely populated country in Europe, with 395 people for every

square kilometre – over three times the European average. To

compare England as it is today with the Netherlands (which has

392 people for every square kilometre) is to find vivid proof  that

there is such a thing as successful environmental management.

Like many other European countries, England has a narrative
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of  national renewal.312 Poets and storytellers have evoked the dark

surrounding forest, from which the clearing of  civilization has

been painfully extracted, and to which men and animals return in

order to refresh themselves from the fount of  life. This picture,

which is not unique to English literature, is traced over and again

in medieval narratives, in the stories of  Arthur and the Knights of

the Round Table, in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, in the

legends of  Tristan, Parsifal and Lancelot. And no doubt Jessie

Weston is right to discern in such stories the survival of  an ancient

vegetation cult, which blended roughly but firmly with the Gospel

narrative of  the risen Christ.313 Whatever its origins, following

Malory’s Morte d’Arthur and the popularization of  the legend of

Robin Hood, a myth of  the Greenwood became firmly anchored

in the national consciousness. The myth tells of  a place outside

conventional society where a primeval restitution is sought and

granted. It provides the backcloth to Shakespeare plays, to the

poetry and songs of  the Tudor court, to many popular stories and

to the Robin Hood poem, The Greenwood Tree, published around

1600.

It is possible to discern in the Greenwood idea the first 

stirrings of  environmental consciousness among the English

people.314 Laments over the violation of  the forests and pleas to

replant them occur from the earliest years of  the printing press.
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By the time of  the Restoration, following a civil war in which

Charles II had established his mystical identity with the English

settlement by hiding in an oak tree, the Greenwood myth had

become a core element of  national consciousness. John Evelyn’s

Silva, or A Discourse on Forestation appeared in 1664 and was

immediately popular, marking the beginning of  a movement to

conserve and replant the woodlands, and inspiring Acts of

Parliament to plant the Forest of  Dean, 1668, and the New Forest,

1698. Parliament was influenced by the need to provide timber for

the Royal Navy; however, as Sir Keith Thomas has shown,

aesthetic values also had an important part to play.315 The repub-

lication of  Evelyn’s book in 1776 by the public-spirited doctor and

conservationist Dr Alexander Hunter led to similar civic initia-

tives. It also brought about a revival of  the Greenwood legend,

when Joseph Ritson published, in 1795, Robin Hood: A Collection

of all the Ancient Poems, Songs and Ballads, illustrated by Thomas

Bewick. This collection was the inspiration for Sir Walter Scott’s

enormously influential novel Ivanhoe.

The Enlightenment cult of  natural beauty had by then become

part of  the culture. Under the influence of  Milton, Shaftesbury,

Addison and Knight, the landscape painters, landscape gardeners

and nature poets of  the eighteenth century set about to create the

image of  England as Eden.316 This image has survived into our
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days as a moral resource on which the nation draws in every crisis.

It was evoked in the last war to great effect by the films from

Ealing Studios (notably those of  the Czech refugee Alexander

Korda) and by the landscape paintings of  the Nash brothers.

During that great twentieth century crisis the ‘countryside ’ was

represented as a place of  tranquillity, the heart of  England, and

the birthright of  Everyman. In the eighteenth century, however,

the Edenic image was associated with the aristocracy, with private

sovereignty, and with the fashion for the ‘picturesque ’. For the

aristocrat the landscape was not a wilderness but a garden. It

could be owned like a picture, and shaped by its owner in accor-

dance with aesthetic values and nostalgic whims. This search for

the picturesque did not detract from the deeper significance of  the

landscape as land. Polishing the landscape was part of  emphasis-

ing its permanence, and therefore maintaining it as a renewable

resource.317

However, the privileged ownership of  the landscape was

already being put in question, not only in the realm of  politics, but

also in the realm of  art. Painters were beginning to take an inter-

est in scenes shaped as much by work and need as by leisure. The

English landscape tradition – which came to fruition in the work

of  Constable, Cotman and Crome – was devoted to images of  a

home in which the common people also had a stake, and in which

labour and leisure coexisted in mutual dependence. Taking inspir -

ation from the soft climate and changing skies of  Southern
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England, the tradition showed a community that had grown from

the landscape and shaped itself  to its contours. Hogarth apart, the

painters ignored the city, and sought in the lanes and fields of  Old

England an image of  a society moving in ancient rhythms, as yet

untouched by the manufacturing industries and the population

movements that were beginning to turn the world upside down.

In 1752 Burke published his Philosophical Enquiry into the

Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful, a work that

opened the eyes of  the thinking public to another and more trou-

bling view of  aesthetic taste and judgement than the one revealed

in the horses of  Stubbs or the lakes and valleys of  Richard

Wilson. Beauty, Burke suggested, is not the only aesthetic value:

gentleness and harmony occur in nature side by side with

violence, vastness and the eerie vacancy of  the oceans and the

moors. These overwhelming things are less beautiful than

sublime. They are reminders that, after all, nothing is truly stable

or durable, and that our human habitats may be at any moment

swept away by forces that we cannot control.

The cult of  the ‘sublime’ was a conscious attempt to situate

human activity amid powers that surpass us. This cult gave rise to

a passionate interest in ‘wild nature ’, in the highlands and moors,

in the poems of  ‘Ossian’ and the Border ballads. It also inspired

the novels of  Scott and the rise of  the ‘Gothick’ in art, literature

and architecture – a fashion adroitly satirized by Jane Austen in

Northanger Abbey. The interest in the sublime went hand in hand

with an awareness that the wilderness was retreating, not because
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it was being civilized, but because it was being destroyed. The

Industrial Revolution was releasing new forces into the world,

and the landscape could survive only if  people were prepared to

protect it. People learn to appreciate the wild only when they have

tamed it, and what we know as wilderness is invariably over-

looked and policed from civilized shelters that it does not

threaten.318 The art that celebrated the untamed forces of  nature

issued from the knowledge that nature had been tamed, and made

vulnerable to human abuse. Moreover, there was a dark side to the

emerging England, and the smiling landscape had been drawn

over it like a veil. Paintings like those of  Constable and Crome

were icons of  remembrance, reminders of  what is at stake in the

new economic order, and pleas to those with power and influence

to do what they could to save things.319 The beauty of  the English

Eden was tied to an old order of  things, and that order was a

remembered order, idealized and therefore falsified by those who

sought to cling to it.

Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler appeared in 1653, shortly

before John Evelyn’s Silva, and grew from the same search for

peace and solace in nature, following the ravages of  civil war. It

inaugurated a literary genre that was to enjoy three centuries of

success – the nature documentary, simultaneously user’s manual,

dreamer’s rhapsody, and a plea to respect the ways of  nature and
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to leave her undefiled. James Thomson’s long poem The Seasons,

which appeared in 1730, describes in loving detail the Scottish

border country where the poet was raised, and its idiom was

adapted by William Somerville in his poem The Chase, of  1735,

the work that began the abundant literature of  hunting in

English.320 Perhaps the most important aspect of  English land-

scape literature is the awareness of  the need to protect the natural

world from human mismanagement. The laments over wood-

felling continued from Evelyn to the present day: in Pope ’s Epistle

to Burlington, in Anne Winchilsea’s ‘The Tree ’, in the lyrics 

of  Cowper, Clare, Campbell and Tennyson, down to ‘Binsley

Poplars’ by Gerard Manley Hopkins, and the landscape poetry of

Basil Bunting, R. S. Thomas and Ted Hughes.

Nature literature entered a new phase towards the end of  the

eighteenth century, when people began to feel the impact of  the

Industrial Revolution. Few books about the countryside have

been more influential than The Natural History and Antiquities of

Selborne, by the Reverend Gilbert White, vicar of  Selborne in

Hampshire, which has been reissued in every year since its first

publication in 1788, and which inspired the founding in 1885 of

the Selborne Society, a private trust that now manages a nature

reserve at Perivale Wood. The concern for habitats was to some

extent in conflict with a growing interest in agricultural science,
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and the desire to place agriculture on a footing that would coun-

teract the loss of  population to the towns. Arthur Young began

publishing the monthly Annals of Agriculture in 1784, and counted

among his contributors Jeremy Bentham, the pioneering Coke of

Holkham and King George III (who adopted Ralph Richardson,

the name of  his shepherd, as his nom de plume).

At the end of  the eighteenth century began to appear Thomas

Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population, which sounded the

first of  many alarm-bells about growth – in this case the growth

of  population, made apparent by the flight to the towns and the

sudden visibility of  the ordinary people. The plight of  the land

and of  those who were employed on it was a leading concern of

William Cobbett, the farmer and pamphleteer whose Rural Rides

(summarizing two decades of  environmental activism between

bouts of  hare coursing and fox hunting) appeared in 1830.

Although Cobbett’s principal cause was parliamentary reform, his

activism was infectious, and fed the desire of  people to take action

against the social and environmental damage that had become

visible in the wake of  the Industrial Revolution.

Just when the conservation movement began in earnest is a

moot point, and perhaps it never would have begun or taken the

form that it took, had it not been for two fundamental British

institutions: the dispersal of  property rights and the place of

equity in the law. Ownership of  land and natural resources was

not, in Britain, centralized in the monarch; the owners of  estates

tended to live on them, spending much time, energy and money
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in improvements devoted to environmentally positive ends, such

as landscape gardening, model villages and field sports; and the

rural economy had since the Middle Ages made substantial room

for the yeoman farmer, who instinctively maintained the land as a

renewable home, the place marked out by his own entitlement.321

Ancient common-law rights – notably rights of  way, green lanes

and rights of  commons – ensured that the countryside remained

open, so that even the enclosed portions could usually be crossed

at will. Hence the owner’s desire to maintain and embellish did not

undermine the experience of  collective settlement.322

The English law provided the concept that was used both to

preserve the aristocratic estates and, when they were broken up,

to organize the resistance to spoliation. The law of  trusts enabled

owners of  land to create settlements that were passed from gen -

eration to generation under terms that forbad their sale or

destruction. The advance of  the Industrial Revolution created

opportunities for mining and other forms of  industrial exploita-

tion that were denied to the ‘tenant for life ’ by the trust that

compelled him to relinquish the estate to his successor in the

condition in which he had inherited it, he meanwhile enjoying the

rents attached to the land. In a series of  measures, culminating in

the Settled Land Act of  1882, the government freed the hereditary

estates from the trusts that encumbered them, permitting the

tenant for life to sell, so that any trust would become attached to
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the monetary proceeds, rather than to the land itself. This de-

feudalizing of  the rural economy accelerated the growth of

industrial and mining operations in rural areas, and fed into the

collective concern for the land and the landscape that is one of  the

most striking features of  Victorian culture.

The Settled Land Act was a top-down decree of  Parliament,

intended to annul the provisions of  certain trusts. But the trust

concept had by then begun to fight back, as the oikophiles

combined to protect their country from destruction. Over the

many centuries of  its operation, the law of  trusts has helped

English-speaking people to combine without putting themselves

under the power of  anything but themselves. It has offered

protection to the ‘little platoon’ against the state and the intruder;

it has safeguarded charitable funds and the private educational

and medical establishments that depend on them; it has made it

possible to start a civil association just as soon as the decision to

do so has been taken, so reacting at once to the perceived need for

action. It places a feedback loop in the path of  every innovation,

by giving opposition the right to combine immediately against it

and to raise the funds needed for success.323

Public anxiety came to a head, as it had come to a head in the

early seventeenth century, with the destruction of  the forests, cut

down for timber by owners who saw no need to harvest and

replant. By 1851 the conservation societies were forming, as local

people rose in protest against the desecration and began to raise
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money to purchase threatened sites, to campaign for legislative

protection and to petition Parliament to take the matter in hand.

The immediate cause was an Act of  Parliament of  1851, permit-

ting the enclosure of  Hainault Forest, previously governed by

‘forest law’ as a Crown property. The destruction caused such

public outrage that local people joined together in an attempt to

save the forest as a commons. Their efforts culminated in the

foundation by George Shaw-Lefevre of  the Commons, Open

Spaces and Footpaths Preservation Society in 1865, and the foun-

dation in the same year of  the Society for the Preservation of  the

Commons of  London. These societies were able to make use of

old common-law rights and easements both to protect places from

destructive development and to keep the ancient rights of  way

unobstructed. The existence of  these rights of  way proved, in the

long run, to be one of  the most powerful weapons in preventing

large-scale invasions of  the landscape, since it was a weapon that

anyone could wield in the courts, regardless of  social status or

ownership. The remaining segment of  Hainault Forest was even-

tually saved in 1906, when local councils and private individuals

put up the money required to purchase it as a recreational

amenity. The oikophiles had better luck with Epping Forest,

obtaining an injunction against enclosures, and eventually an Act

of  Parliament – the Epping Forest Act of  1878 – that protected

the forest henceforth as common land.

Laws to protect wildlife are of  ancient provenance, being ori -

ginally designed to reserve game for the sport of  monarchs and

336

how to think seriously about the planet



aristocrats. The notorious Black Act of  1723, which made it a

felony (i.e. a hanging offence) to poach wild deer was of  course

not designed to conserve a threatened commons. However, its

repeal in 1827 was followed quickly by the Ground Game Act of

1831, intended to conserve game by imposing closed seasons. The

Seabirds Protection Acts of  1869 extended closed seasons to

coastal shooting, and other Acts followed, under pressure from

the general public, to ensure that populations were preserved and

threatened species given proper protection. Wildlife enthusiasts

founded the Selborne Society in 1885; this was followed in 1889

by what was to become the Royal Society for the Protection of

Birds. This Society was established in part as a reaction against the

habit among society ladies of  sporting the feathers of  rare birds

in their clothing, but it soon recruited naturalists and birdwatch-

ers to become, during the twentieth century, one of  the most

vigilant of  pressure groups in defence of  wildlife – and one that

has often been in conflict with rival organizations on account of

its inevitable favouritism.324 Today it has 1,500 employees and over

a million members, making it the largest wildlife charity in

Europe. Equally important have been the local wildlife trusts and

the Game Conservancy Association, a private charity that began

life in 1931, in response to the concerns of  game-shooters over 

the decline of  quarry species. This has had an effect on wildlife
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habitats comparable to that of  the Anglers’ Conservation

Association on the waterways.

Concern for the habitats of  other species was matched by a

concern for the habitat of  human beings. Robert Owen, appalled

by the squalor of  the industrial slums, took the initiative by

founding the Scottish industrial village of  New Lanark in 1800 –

now a World Heritage Site – which was followed forty years later

by Saltaire, designed and founded by Titus Salt. These new

communities showed how industrial and residential architecture

could stand side by side, how beauty could be combined with

productivity, and how the new economic realities could be inte-

grated into the rural environment. Augustus Pugin and John

Ruskin, equally appalled at the destruction of  London and the

neglect of  our architectural heritage, campaigned not only for the

preservation of  old buildings, but also for the development of  a

new style suited to the industrial age, which would be continuous

with the medieval idioms that were being swept away. Thus was

born the Gothic revival, which coexisted with the Classical

revival for a century or more, enabling the English to design and

build the new towns required by the industrial process as genuine

habitats for their residents, places to which ordinary people could

relate as their home.

Thanks to Wordsworth, Coleridge and the Lyrical Ballads, the

Lake District became a symbol of  England, the place that must 

be conserved if  our island is to retain its identity. A proposal 

by the Kendall and Windermere Railway Company to build a
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railway around Lake Windermere was put forward in the 1840s:

the successful campaign to oppose it was led by Wordsworth

himself. Subsequent plans to build a railway across the district, so

as to join Scotland to England along the West Coast, led to

Ruskin’s influential pamphlet attacking the idea as sacrilege, a

surrendering of  the slow life in which man is at home in the

world, to the new gods of  steam and locomotion.325 Ruskin was

not alone in this attitude. Indeed, many of  the British literati had

taken a stand against railways, on behalf  of  the old life that 

they seemed to threaten. Matthew Arnold and Thomas Carlyle

had written contemp tuously of  the new cult of  steam, and ‘little

platoons’ and civic initiatives like the Guild of  St George

(founded by Ruskin in 1870) grew up in time to endorse their

efforts. But the Lakeland railway elicited a particular fervour of

denunciation from Ruskin, since it seemed like a blow aimed at the

heart of  England.

The railway was built at last, and stands today as a monument

to Victorian engineering and architectural skill. Its architecture is

influenced through and through by the Gothic that Ruskin had

championed, and its viaducts and stations are widely admired for

their beauty and for the way in which they slot into the landscape.

But why did the railway company pay such attention to detail, and

work so hard to respect the landscape through which its trains

were to pass? The answer is surely obvious: it too was constrained

by oikophilia; it saw the Lakelands as Ruskin saw them, part of  a
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shared home, and its own work as an improvement to that home.

Today we look on the railway as an environmentally friendly

form of  transport, and one that leaves habitats and farmlands

largely undisturbed. Its presence in the landscape, now that we are

used to it, does not violate, but on the contrary intensifies, our

attachment. Indeed, one of  the most famous invocations of  rural

tranquillity in English poetry – Edward Thomas’s ‘Adlestrop’ –

describes a country railway station, viewed from a train.

The work of  conservation did not bypass Parliament, but was

nurtured outside it, and arose from the ordinary public spirit of

ordinary citizens. It received some endorsement from people who

considered themselves left of  centre, like William Morris, the 

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, Richard Jefferies and (later) Hugh

Massingham. But it was nothing like the kind of  mass movement

for which socialists were hoping, and indeed, in so far as left-

wing movements existed at the time, they were dedicated to 

the cause of  revolutionary transformation, often associated with

large-scale futuristic schemes like those of  the Socialist Inter -

nationals.

The conservationist spirit in England ran through all the insti-

tutions of  civil society, and showed itself  in a hundred local

initiatives. The work of  the local Naturalists’ Trusts in preserving

habitats and woodlands has been partly documented by Oliver

Rackham, in a striking book that shows the way in which the

homeostasis of  the English countryside was maintained through

200 years of  economic and social transformation, by initiatives
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that owed everything to people and little or nothing to the state.326

These initiatives culminated in 1895 with the foundation of  the

National Trust by three Victorian philanthropists, Miss Octavia

Hill (a long-standing environmental campaigner and disciple of

Ruskin), Sir Robert Hunter and Canon Hardwicke Rawnsley.

They established the Trust as a ‘guardian of  the nation’, in order

to acquire and protect coastline and countryside that was under

threat from uncontrolled development and industrialization. The

National Trust was not then and has not been since a government

organization, and to call it an NGO is to misrepresent its moral

character. It is a civil association, granting privileges to its mem -

bers, of  whom there are now 2 million, and devoted to setting an

example of  stewardship to the nation as a whole. Its members are

not mobilized behind a campaign, but settled around a common

interest, and they refresh that interest by visiting the places that

the Trust maintains. No longer a little platoon, it is nevertheless 

a civil institution, an expression of  the Heimatgefühl of  a people

and a place.

In the famous ‘people ’s budget’ of  1909, Lloyd George, then

chancellor of  the exchequer, introduced substantial death duties.

Many landed families – providers of  the vulnerable officer class

in the First World War – were repeatedly taxed on their whole

estate on the death in battle of  their head. By the end of  the war

many of  the settled estates that had survived into the twentieth

century were in a state of  bankruptcy. Death taxes are controversial,
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with many economists arguing that they have a negative effect 

on savings and small businesses, while favouring ownership by

corporations over ownership by individuals, so contributing to

the ‘corporatization’ of  modern societies.327 Without taking sides

in this controversy, it is reasonable to suggest that Lloyd George ’s

policy squandered one of  the most important stores of  social 

and cultural capital that had been invested in the environment.

Nevertheless, civic initiatives stepped in to save what could be

saved. The National Trust, which had already preserved the

coastline from destruction, now set about preserving the country

estates. To the Trust and its members the estate was a symbol of

settlement. Notwithstanding its aristocratic associations, the

country estate had inspired the British people over centuries with

the thought of  their landscape as a stable resource, in which the

tranquillity of  nature and the tranquillity of  good government are

synthesized and put side by side on display. Thus was institution-

alized a sentiment that had been dominant in British public life for

two centuries: the sentiment of  the land as a ‘manscape ’, simulta-

neously nature and civilization, commons and enclosure, a place

of  freedom and a symbol of  law.

The National Trust’s initiative is one reason why the country-

side of  England still exists, but it is not the only reason. In 1915

the Women’s Institute was founded, with the aim of  revitalizing

rural communities and encouraging women to become involved
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in producing food during the war. It was followed in 1929 by 

the Youth Hostel Association, established in order to encourage

young people to walk and cycle in the countryside, and to 

acquire a commitment to conserving it. The National Council of

Ramblers’ Federations followed in 1931 – though with a more

political agenda, which was to draw attention to, and to challenge,

the exclusionary rights still exerted over parts of  the land by its

aristocratic owners.

The proliferation of  initiatives to conserve the rural environ-

ment was matched by similar initiatives to conserve the historic

centres of  towns. Agitation on behalf  of  old buildings was well

under way by the time of  Pugin’s influential record of  the damage

to medieval London in Contrasts, self-published in 1836. In 1849

Ruskin issued his great classic, The Seven Lamps of Architecture,

in which he wrote that ‘it is no question of  expediency of  feeling

whether we should preserve the buildings of  past times or not. We

have no right whatever to touch them. They are not our own.

They belong partly to those who built them, and partly to all

generations of  mankind who are to follow us’. Naturally Ruskin’s

Burkean advocacy of  the inherited townscape would have

sounded less plausible if  the buildings in question had been those

inherited today by the residents of  the Moscow suburbs. Still, 

the point was taken. The Society for the Protection of  Ancient

Buildings was founded by William Morris and Philip Webb in

1877, inspiring people around the country to resist the demolition

of  organic townscapes, and to restore the churches and public
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buildings that had fallen into disrepair. In 1882 Sir John Lubbock

obtained an Act of  Parliament for the Protection of  Ancient

Monuments, which led to the founding of  the Royal Commission

for Historical Monuments in 1908.

Meanwhile, partly as a result of  influences spreading from

post-revolutionary France, town planning had become a major

issue of  public concern. In 1899 Sir Ebenezer Howard formed the

Garden City Association, in order to advocate a new kind of

conurbation, free from the overcrowding and pollution of  the

Victorian slum, and reviving an idea that had been first enter-

tained by John Evelyn in 1661.328 This institution was eventually

to become the Town and Country Planning Association in 1941,

joining forces with other civic associations to press for plan- 

ning laws that would constrain development in both town 

and country. Today it is one of  the most important campaigners

for ‘eco-towns’ and sustainable development. The Campaign for 

the Preservation (subsequently Protection) of  Rural England

(CPRE) was launched in 1925, and now has branches all over the

country, doing what they can in the cause of  the ‘beauty, tran-

quillity and diversity of  the countryside ’.

The efforts of  the CPRE were boosted by the historian G. M.

Trevelyan, whose book Must England’s Beauty Perish?, published

in 1926, awoke the reading public to the threats posed by urban

sprawl and the growing network of  roads. Trevelyan’s warning

was amplified in 1928, when the architect Clough Williams-Ellis,
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founder of  the model town of  Port Merion in Wales, published

England and the Octopus, describing the danger for both town and

country of  ribbon development – sprawl along the roads between

conurbations. Williams-Ellis’s concerns, like Trevelyan’s, were

primarily aesthetic, but the book provides an eloquent illustration

of  the role of  aesthetic values in environmental protection.

Sustainable farming, wildlife habitats and energy conservation are

all threatened by ribbon development, and Williams-Ellis’s initia-

tive was one of  the most fruitful of  all the pre-war attempts to

conserve the many managed environments of  England. In 1938,

when the situation was worsening, he gathered together some 

of  the most eminent authors of  the day, including E. M. Forster,

A. G. Street, G. M. Trevelyan and H. J. Massingham, to produce

Britain and the Beast, a book that profoundly influenced govern-

ment thinking, and which was eventually to lead to the Town and

Country Planning Act of  1946, establishing Green Belts, forbid-

ding ribbon development and laying down nationwide constraints

on building in rural areas. Comparing England as it is today with

Holland or Belgium gives a pronounced sense of  the ecological

benefits that have flowed from the 1946 Act. And it is hardly

surprising if  its provisions have been eroded by a government

hostile both to the so-called ‘nimbyism’ of  the middle class and to

a landscape that bears the imprint of  the privileged people who

have had the time and the foresight to maintain it.

When my father saw the damage that was being inflicted on his

town and its surroundings by outside developers and motorway-
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mad politicians he formed the High Wycombe Society, with the

aim of  saving what he could of  his home. Within a year the

Society had 500 members, regular meetings and a programme of

action that was successfully pursued through a petition to

Parliament. He did not save everything; but he saved enough to

ensure that High Wycombe is still home to those who live there,

with the Society actively continuing its work in protecting both

the town and the surrounding countryside. Likewise when Robin

Page, the television presenter and old-fashioned farmer, decided

to protect what he could of  his village near Cambridge, he

founded the Countryside Restoration Trust, devoted to bio -

diverse and wildlife-friendly farming practices, and serving as 

a model for farmers across the country. The Countryside

Restoration Trust has continued to acquire land, and is now one

of  the most important symbols of  what can be done by ordinary

citizens, regardless of  government policy.

The reaction against top-down planning and modernist urban-

ization recently took heart from an important private initiative –

that of  the Prince of  Wales at Poundbury, a new town built on

land belonging to the Duchy of  Cornwall. Until this initiative the

new towns that sprang up after the war had been built by edict

from central government, with massive compulsory purchases,

and plans imposed from above by specially constituted develop-

ment corporations. The architectural modernists – who think of

people as numbers and so are favoured by bureaucrats who think

in the same way – were invariably entrusted with the task of
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providing boxes for the proles, and the town centres were

construed as bleak promenades among the glass and concrete

cliffs, where the luxuries of  the consumer culture could be put on

display. The paradigm was Milton Keynes, begun in 1967, and

influenced by the centrifugal concept of  the city developed in

California by Melvin M. Webber. The resulting sprawl houses a

population only two-thirds the size of  Florence (a city you can

walk across) spread over eighty-eight square miles of  aesthetic

pollution, absorbing and extinguishing villages, towns and farms

in a tangle of  throughways and roundabouts, with the population

trapped in little globules between the streams of  fast-flowing cars.

Dependent in every particular on fossil fuels and with a centre

that is recognizable as a centre only from its supererogatory ugli-

ness, the ‘city’ is an ecological disaster of  the first order, and a

monument to state planning. Poundbury, by contrast, is small,

compact, with a centripetal plan that leaves each landowner free

to build within aesthetic side-constraints. There is no zoning, and

residential accommodation stands side by side with businesses and

warehouses, just as it does in Florence. Immensely popular with

its residents and also with tourists, Poundbury has been attacked

with every weapon to hand by the architectural establishment,

since it is a living proof  that the monumental and high-paying

schemes from which modern achitects live in such splendour are

neither wanted nor required. Compare Poundbury and Milton

Keynes and you see vividly how civil initiatives motivated by oiko -

philia differ from state projects in the grip of  powerful lobbies.

347

begetting somewhere



During the twentieth century roads came to occupy the place

in conservationists’ thinking that had been occupied in the nine-

teenth century by the railways. Now the fight was to save the

railway services, many of  which had been condemned by two

short-sighted reports of  1963 and 1965. These had been prepared

by Richard Beeching, then chairman of  the nationalized company

through which the state exercised its monopoly control over the

railways. The fight to save the branch lines went hand in hand

with another, which was to prevent the building of  motorways, or

at any rate to ensure that they did not destroy valuable habitats

and beautiful countryside. Neither fight succeeded; both the

Conservative government that commissioned Beeching’s reports,

and the Labour government that acted on them, were too heavily

in league with the road-building lobbies to listen to any other

interests. But the fights again illustrate the nature of  environmen-

tal contests in England: on one side the ‘little platoons’ and civic

associations; on the other side government planning, compulsory

purchase and ministerial decisions taken without consultation, and

often under heavy pressure from big business (Conservative) or

big trades unions (Labour).

In almost all the controversies in which the environment of

England has been at stake, homes and habitats have been as much

threatened by the top-down plans of  government as by the mega-

lithic ambitions of  the developers, while the work of  conservation

has been initiated by civil associations, which have enjoyed the

endorsement of  government only after they have changed public
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perception. To say this is not to take sides against the government.

It is the duty of  government to cater for and if  possible to recon-

cile competing interests, of  which a loved environment is only

one. Nevertheless, it is to offer confirmation of  the thesis of  this

book, which is that environmental protection comes from the

oikophilia of  people, and not from those who use money, in -

fluence and political power to impose large-scale projects from on

high.

The efforts of  civil associations are sometimes dismissed as the

work of  middle-class ‘nimbys’ and hobby farmers, and we need

to bear that sceptical attitude in mind. It resonates in many people

today and there is a truth contained in it. It is part of  living prop-

erly that one should love one ’s surroundings; and it is part of  love

to resist unprecedented change. But we cannot base our policy

towards the past on mere resistance. We need a philosophy of

conservation, one that will make the distinction between policies

that conserve the life of  a nation, and those that merely pickle

what is dead. After all, no conservation makes sense if  it is

directed only to the past. It is for the sake of  future generations

that we do these things. Such is Burke ’s message, and it is the

message of  this book. But the history of  conservation in England

suggests that this philosophy will not be shaped by government or

government agencies. It will arise as all other successful environ-

mental movements have arisen, through free association of  the

citizens, working to restore the homeostatic systems that are

destroyed or disturbed by the wrong kind of  government.
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That this is so is suggested by recent history. Early in the

Second World War the Luftwaffe took aerial photographs of  the

entire island, in preparation for invasion. As Oliver Rackham has

shown, the fields, hedgerows, woods and copses captured on these

photographs correspond to those marked on the oldest maps in

our possession.329 Despite enclosures, transfers and changes in

agricultural practices, the countryside of  England remained

largely unchanged right up to the start of  the war, threatened by

roads, motor transport and ribbon development, but retaining its

traditional form as a habitat in which hedges and copses provided

cover for native species, and in which woods and fields were

harvested in sustainable ways. Although urban development

proceeded during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries at an

ever-increasing rate, it is generally agreed that the destruction of

nature did not begin in earnest until the arrival of  modern agri-

culture, and the state ’s determination to impose it by a regime of

subsidies and zero-tolerance controls.

The post-war transformation has been surveyed and deplored

by many authors, of  every political persuasion. To mention only

the most prominent among them: W. G. Hoskins, The Making of

the English Landscape, 1955; Richard Mabey, The Common Ground:

The Place for Nature in Britain’s Future, 1980; Marion Shoard, The

Theft of the Countryside, 1980; Sir Richard Body, Agriculture: The

Triumph and the Shame, 1982; Graham Harvey, The Killing of the

Countryside, 1998. Those authors all forcefully present the case
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that modern agriculture has been far more destructive of  the land

and its history – of  habitats, biodiversity, archaeology and native

species – than urban development. But it should not go unmen-

tioned that the destruction of  urban fabric in the immediate

post-war period was just as great as the destruction of  landscape.

These were the glory days of  oikophobia – of  government-

sponsored sneering at a repudiated past. City councils and central

government connived with the developers to desecrate our

ancient cities, and to place the working class on Bauhaus perches

above the ruins. Coventry, one of  the greatest medieval cities in

Europe, lost 30 per cent of  its timber-frame houses as a result of

bombing; the city council got rid of  the rest; and the example is

by no means untypical.330 Unfortunately, although the Town and

Country Planning Act of  1946 put a stop to urban sprawl, it could

not save the cities themselves, many of  which were in the hands

of  corrupt councillors and vengeful oikophobes.

The destruction of  agriculture had begun in the wake of  the

First World War, with the introduction of  large-scale mechanized

farming and the purchase of  the bankrupt holdings by absentee

investors. These changes had met even then with strong reactions

– leading to the movement for ‘bio-dynamic’ farming initiated in

the twenties by Rudolf  Steiner. But the destruction accelerated

after the Second World War, when the government subsidized
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practices judged to produce a more efficient agriculture, which

would make the best use of  the land as a food factory. The aim

was to ensure that the country would never again suffer the priva-

tions inflicted by the war; the result has been that the country now

imports 50 per cent of  its food requirements, and could not poss -

ibly survive a blockade.

Subsidies did not merely direct farmers to plant crops without

regard for proven ways of  soil management; they also rewarded

farmers for uprooting hedgerows and coverts and in general for

turning the farm from a shared habitat to an industrial precinct.

Moreover, they increased the value of  the land, so that the rents

paid by the small farmer ceased to be affordable and the large

agribusinesses were given an incentive to take over. The British

countryside began to be managed by absentees – people whose

oikophilia, however genuine, could not be relied upon to protect

an environment in which they did not live. Hand in hand with 

the regime of  subsidies came the new species of  ‘scientific’ food

production, using artificial fertilizers and pesticides. The cata-

strophic decline in the insect and bird population that immediately

ensued – made famous by Rachel Carson in the book (Silent

Spring, 1962) that launched the environmental movement as we

know it today – was only one consequence of  a style of  agricul-

ture that broke the long-standing connection between farming the

fields and dwelling in them.

The provisions of  the Agriculture Act 1947 removed self-

correcting devices from the path of  what was then seen as
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‘progress’, by ensuring that those who profited would not

encounter the adverse effects of  their pillaging. They would be

absentee agribusinesses, which would neither see the damage nor

be uprooted by it. Interestingly enough, however, civil associa-

tions expanded to meet the emergency and to restore homeostasis.

The most famous of  them – the Soil Association, founded by

Lady Eve Balfour and others in 1946 – was viewed by many

people at the time as a society of  nostalgic cranks. It now occu-

pies a position as adviser to governments, in their efforts to undo

the damage inflicted by their predecessors, and has the right

(conferred by national and European law) to authorize organic

producers. The example offers vivid proof  of  the rival merits of

civil associations and top-down edicts in securing environmental

goals.

Post-war governments have treated farming as a vast experi-

ment in land management, with laws prohibiting one thing, and

subsidies offered to another, in order to produce outcomes that

nobody could predict or guarantee. Equally damaging has been

the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of  the European Union,

which purportedly absorbs a budget of  €50 billion a year, in order

to achieve goals that seem to recede further, the more money that

is spent on them. The CAP was initially defended as a scheme

with two purposes: to make Europe self-sufficient in food, and to

support the small farmer, whose status as a symbol of  European

peace, stability and beneficence had been the constant theme of

wartime propaganda. Self-sufficiency was achieved, largely on
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account of  worldwide (though in all probability unsustainable)

changes in the methods of  farming; but the first victim of  this was

the small farmer, who has been more disadvantaged than helped

by the CAP.

As I remarked above, farm subsidies push up the price, and

therefore the rental value, of  land, so penalizing the small

producer who rents his fields, while favouring large landowners

and absentee agribusiness. Hence, while the EU makes payments

to over 100,000 different farms and agribusinesses, the top one

hundred recipients receive over 23 per cent of  the total, while the

bottom 50 per cent take only 2.6 per cent – which means that the

policy has served to marginalize small farmers and is rapidly

leading to their extinction. Furthermore, the CAP has maintained

food prices at an artificially high level throughout Europe, costing

the average family an extra €1,500 a year. It has also produced

surpluses which it has dumped on international markets, further

alienating food-producing countries elsewhere; and it has

destroyed local food economies across the Continent by imposing

finicky standards that only the supermarket chains and the agri -

businesses can easily comply with – for example, the requirements

for animal slaughter, for packaging, and for storage of  fruit and

vegetables that cannot be complied with by the small farmers of

Poland, Romania or Hungary, and which are therefore destroying

what have hitherto been environmentally friendly peasant life -

styles, conserved against the odds in the shadow of  the massively

damaging collective farms.
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Interestingly the policy of  regulating farming through subsi-

dizing production has been followed all over the world, even

though the environmental costs are now apparent to everyone: the

loss of  small farms and local food economies, the creation of

surpluses, dumping and waste, soil erosion and depletion, the

destruction of  habitats and wildlife corridors, the decline in biodi-

versity – in short the scraping away of  the earth’s living surface,

and its replacement by a chemical veneer.331 In addition to the

explicit subsidies that favour the big producer and the regulations

that only big producers can afford, there are the hidden subsidies

offered to the centralized distributors in terms of  free roads, plan-

ning exemptions and packaging requirements. The result is the

terminal decline of  the local food economy, and of  the arts of

stewardship that it promotes.

This decline has been so well documented by Mabey, Shoard,

Harvey and others that it is not necessary to review it here.

Briefly, an environment that had remained in homeostatic equilib-

rium over the two centuries of  population growth and industrial

expansion was all but destroyed in fifty years of  well-meaning

comprehensive plans. Nor is the example of  England unique. A

similar catastrophe has been documented in America by Wendell

Berry and others.332 In a striking article drawing on a technical

report of  Charles Ricq, Tony Curzon Price has compared the
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effect on the Alpine landscape of  two distinct forms of  manage-

ment in two adjacent valleys – that of  French top-down

administration and that of  Swiss participatory democracy, in

which the people are involved at every stage in planning their

environment.333 Curzon Price shows in detail how the tragedy of

the commons is enacted under the regime that operates in France,

while it is avoided for the most part in Switzerland, as people

come to agree among themselves on solutions that would benefit

them all.

In effect, beauty is treated by the Swiss community as a

commons, and administered under a regime close to those studied

by Elinor Ostrom. Beauty is treated in France as a resource to be

pillaged by those who can get their hands on it, and who can

secure the protection of  the political structures. While the Swiss

valley is still beautiful and popular with tourists, the French valley

is a rapidly decaying eyesore. The positive environmental effect

of  local initiatives and neighbourhood coalitions in Denmark 

is the subject of  a similar study by the late Paul Hirst.334 The

remarkable story of  the Quincy Library Group, as told by Mark

Sagoff, shows how an environmental problem made intractable by

lobbying for top-down policies was solved by a civic initiative

leading to a consensual solution.335
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Sagoff ’s example should be seen as one episode in another

long story of  oikophilia, and one that is rather different from the

story of  England. Nobody witnessing what Jefferson built at

Monticello would doubt that the third president of  the United

States was an oikophile, and one who left a permanent mark on

the landscape of  Virginia. However, the Jeffersonian landscape is

a European import, and far from what has been most distinctive

of  the American love of  nature. From the expedition of  Lewis

and Clark in 1805 to the founding of  the National Trails system

in 1968, nature has been associated in American feelings with the

frontier experience – the experience of  standing at a threshold,

civilization behind you, the wilderness before. ‘In wildness is the

preservation of  the world’ wrote Thoreau, and although Walden

describes a domesticated place, the writer sees it as a place that

dwarfs his humanity, returning him to his proper and subordinate

place in the scheme of  things. That is the sentiment taken up by

John Muir in his religious panegyric to the Yosemite Valley, and

which led to the foundation of  the Yellowstone National Park in

1872, the National Park Service in 1916 and the Wilderness

Society in 1935.

This sentiment is readily explained when we remember that

the American landscape was being taken over by the settlers from

hunter-gatherers and subsistence croppers just when the new

industrial methods of  production were growing in the towns, and

spreading along the railroads to the remotest frontiers of  the

country. There were few settlements, and those that existed were
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not under threat from the communications on which they

depended – on the contrary, the goods and knowledge that came

to them along the railroad amplified the oikophilia of  their resi-

dents and overcame their sense of  isolation. The thing most under

threat was the ‘wilderness’, that partly mythical residue of  the

interaction between tribal man and hunted animal, into which 

the white man had come uninvited. This wilderness was lovingly

described by James Fenimore Cooper in The Last of the Mohicans,

and lovingly painted by the artists of  the Hudson River School. It

was invoked by Muir, Emerson and Thoreau as a sacred back-

ground to the American adventure, and their sentiments were

absorbed by educated Americans during the latter half  of  the

nineteenth century in the same way that Ruskin’s very different

sentiments about the Lakelands and the cities of  old Europe were

absorbed by their British contemporaries.

The Sierra Club was founded by John Muir and others in 1892,

and at first had a role comparable to that of  the English National

Trust, founded three years later. Today the Sierra Club has 1.3

million members. Unlike the National Trust, however, which has

remained a civil association without campaigning goals, the Sierra

Club has become an active campaigning NGO, devoting itself  to

the defence of  wild places and threatened landscapes. The

pastoral valleys and ancestral homes kept up in England by the

National Trust for the benefit of  its members have their likenesses

in America, and especially in Jefferson’s Virginia; but for the most

part they find private protectors and are seldom the subject matter

358

how to think seriously about the planet



of  campaigns. Rather than attend to those small-scale ecospheres,

the Sierra Club identifies with the large environmental ‘causes’.

The Club was the publisher of  Paul Ehrlich’s book, The

Population Bomb (1969), which initiated one of  the panics that 

I described in Chapter 2, and today is in the forefront of  the

battles over logging, ranching and urban sprawl. But it has a more

pacific aspect too, as educator of  the American public. The great

photographer Ansel Adams, whose images of  the American land-

scape have been every bit as influential as those of  the Hudson

River painters, served for thirty-five years on its board, and

through his work, and the work of  those associated with him, the

Club has played a major part in familiarizing ordinary Americans

with the astonishing treasures of  landscape and wildlife to which

they are heirs.

Given the difference in history and geography we should not

be surprised that American environmentalists rarely share the

English predilection for country houses and garden-like farms,

and devote themselves instead to the wilderness.336 Crucial in

defining the issues was George Perkins Marsh, whose Man and

Nature, published in 1864, spoke out for the forests against the

loggers. Marsh was active in promoting the movement for

national parks. He was also a highly learned man, whose book

The Earth, as Modified by Human Action (1874, revised ed. 
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1885) made a strong case for government intervention to 

protect the environment from the predators and to ensure the

renewal of  natural resources. Since then the issue of  logging and

deforestation has been a major preoccupation of  American envir -

onmentalists, with campaigning groups making extensive use of

the Endangered Species Act to protect areas of  forest that provide

unique forms of  habitat.

As in England, however, the US environmental movement has

been led by civil society, with the state stepping in only later, in

response to demands that had been shaped by groups of  volun-

teers. The Environmental Protection Agency was established

only in 1970, and although its regulatory regime has provided

guarantees against the worst forms of  pollution it has done as

much to confiscate as to support the oikophilia of  ordinary

Americans, by issuing regulations that leave little or no room for

compromises.337 Some of  the civic initiatives have had a decidedly

political bent, and in the seventies, Earth First!, the brainchild of

the mountaineer David Foreman, declared war on the established

order, and set out to remove the loggers and the cattle-ranchers

from the land that they were allegedly despoiling. Foreman was

strongly influenced by Edward Abbey’s novel The Monkey Wrench

Gang, in which Abbey exalted violent resistance on behalf  of  trees

and wilderness. In 1985 Foreman published Ecodefense: A Field

Guide to Monkeywrenching, containing advice of  a dubious and

barely legal kind for those who wished to make trouble for loggers
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and ranchers. Earth First! was also one of  several environmental

organizations that fed upon the beatnik and counter-cultural

sentiments that flourished in America in the wake of  the sixties.

Such activist movements should not mislead us, however.

They are the exception and not the rule. For the most part envir -

onmental protection in America has been the work of  peaceable

middle-class volunteers, animated by romantic ‘wilderness’ senti-

ments, but working tirelessly to clean and conserve, to plant and

maintain, and to open the landscape to sensitive wanderers in

search of  their souls. The Wilderness Society was founded in 1935

and today has 350,000 members, devoted to visiting and protect-

ing the unspoiled hinterlands and to defending wildlife from the

adverse effects of  civilization. Among the founders of  the Society

were Aldo Leopold, whose writings in defence of  ‘ecocentrism’

inspired a whole generation of  environmentalists after the Second

World War, and Benton MacKaye, originator of  the Appalachian

Trail in 1921, and the first dedicated campaigner against urban

sprawl.

This wilderness-obsessed approach to conservation is, on the

surface, contradictory. As Bernard Williams once put it, ‘a natural

park is not nature, but a park; a wilderness that is preserved is a

definite, delimited, wilderness. The paradox is that we have to use

our power to preserve a sense of  what is not in our power.’338
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Maybe we can live with that paradox, just as a man may live with

the image of  the innocent and unspoiled girl he married, and treat

his wife all the better because he sees her through a veil of  his own

devising. However, there are real downsides to the wilderness

obsession, other than its epistemological frailty. The old disease of

favouritism can give rise to ecological imbalance – as in the case

of  the northern spotted owl, protected under the Endangered

Species Act, whose occasional presence has made it impossible 

to carry out logging operations in large tracts of  the Pacific

Northwest, so preventing harvesting and replanting. The financial

cost of  this is enormous: the ecological cost hardly less so.339

Likewise the National Park Service suffers from all the negative

effects of  top-down control, and complaints are repeatedly made

that the Yellowstone National Park, for example, is no longer a

wilderness, but a man-made landscape, deprived of  necessary

predators such as wolves, one species of  which, the grey wolf, has

been driven to extinction, with woodlands protected from natural

fires and therefore unable to regenerate, and with invasive species

moving into every feebly defended ecological niche.340 On the

other hand, it is one consequence of  the volunteer-led approach

to public assets in America that these complaints, once made,

become the subject matter of  some new civil initiative. Hence, in

addition to the federal programme, there is now a private
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Yellowstone Park Foundation introducing new measures to

conserve the Park’s fragile ecosystem.

A more important downside to the wilderness obsession is the

comparative neglect of  the human habitat. The environment is

seen not as the place where we are, and where we settle, but as the

other place – the untamed place where we go, like Thoreau, in

search of  our soul. For wilderness lovers the true oikos is a place

of  solitude where they commune with a non-human nature. This

is the sentiment invoked by Leopold and affirmed in the comfort

of  the suburbs by the National Geographic culture that governs

the coffee table and the video screen. Yet real oikophilia, like

charity, begins at home, and it is precisely in this respect that

American environmentalism has been deficient. Urban sprawl is

only part of  the problem; far more serious, as I suggested, is the

collapse of  the inner city, under the impact of  zoning laws,

inhuman building styles and ghettoization.

Again, however, we should recognize that the problem is no

sooner brought into prominence than the civic initiatives begin

that promise to mitigate it. In reaction to the wilderness culture

there has arisen an agrarian culture represented by writers like

Wendell Berry and Allen Carlson, and by associations like the

National Family Farm Coalition and the Food Family Farming

Foundation.341 In reaction to the devastation of  the cities there has
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arisen the New Urbanism movement I discussed earlier, itself

anticipated by the seminal Country Club House development of

J. C. Nichols in Kansas City. In 1912, shortly after the skyscraper

idiom had established itself, Nichols gave a pivotal speech to the

National Association of  Realtors, of  which he was president,

advocating low-rise buildings with connected façades, walkable

streets, classical details, mouldings, cornices and decorated

skylines. He rightly described this as ‘planning for permanence ’,

anticipating that ordinary people would not want to demolish the

result (though he reckoned without his fellow realtors). Nichols’s

small-scale but enduring influence is one that depended neither on

government support nor legal authority, but on his position as an

upstanding member of  a more or less unregulated business.342

Small-scale civil initiatives continue to evolve in response to local

problems – some of  them described by William Shutkin in a book

devoted to the cause of  ‘civic environmentalism’.343 A brief  search

of  the internet delivered the details of  eighty-four American non-

profit institutions organized nationally for the study, protection

and enjoyment of  the environment – compared with thirty in

Britain, three in France, one (under government control) in

Germany and none in Russia. Of  course a quick internet search
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is no definitive guide to the reality: but it confirms what all impar-

tial observers know to be true of  America, which is that the ‘little

platoons’ still flourish, and tackle the problems that are often

amplified by governments and in any case seldom sensitively

solved by them.

But for how long? My argument inevitably abuts against that

question, which goes to the heart of  environmental politics not

only in America but also in those less fortunate places where the

volunteer culture has either failed to arise or been destroyed by

political oppression. In a much-admired book the sociologist

Robert Putnam – taking up the observations first put before us by

Burke and Tocqueville – argues that the social capital on which

we draw for the solution of  our collective problems is built 

up through the autonomous associations of  civil society.344 He

expressly excludes the politicized campaigning groups, which 

(he plausibly suggests) are as likely to waste social capital as 

to enhance it. The associations he has in mind are the ‘little

platoons’: clubs, societies, sports leagues, churches, reading

circles, pubs – places and groups that bring people together for no

other purpose than themselves. Documenting organizations like

the Red Cross, Lions, Elks, League of  Women Voters, Boy Scouts

and bowling leagues, Putnam finds that, despite steady increases

throughout the twentieth century, all such ‘secondary associa-

tions’ have recently experienced sudden and substantial declines
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in membership. He suggests various causes – such as women

entering the workforce, home entertainment, social and geo -

graphical mobility – but whatever the causes it is certain that

oikophilia is likely to be the first victim of  those institutions’

decline.

The value of  ‘little platoons’ is perhaps never better appreci-

ated than when visiting a place where they have been crushed.

One such place is Romania – a country that has enjoyed only

fitfully the experience of  nationhood, which has been combined

and disjoined according to the whims of  foreign powers, and

which suffered under the Communist Party for four decades,

pillaged by the ruling elite, and brutalized at last by the megalo-

maniac Nicolae Ceauşescu. As in other communist countries, civil

associations and private charities were forbidden in communist

Romania. The country’s environment was subject to ruthless

assault from collectivization, forced industrialization, and finally

Ceauşescu’s radical oikophobic plan to raze the villages to the

ground and tear out the heart of  Bucharest.

The destruction of  Bucharest was begun but never completed,

since Ceauşescu was toppled by the Securitate, and a kind of

democracy was built on the ruins. What is interesting to the

visitor today, however, is that the ecological catastrophe contin-

ues. Rubbish is not collected but thrown into rivers or piled up 

by the roads. Multinationals, exploiting the legal vacuum, have

covered the buildings of  Bucharest with animated digital adver-

tisements that fidget and flicker through day and night, entirely
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destroying the city’s character as a human habitat. The old factor -

ies lie abandoned on poisoned land, and new factories, roads and

infrastructure are being dumped in the countryside with only

perfunctory environmental controls and without regard for

aesthetic values. Resistance to this is slight or non-existent, since

the habit of  civic initiative and the identification of  the land as

home have been eradicated by the brutalities of  recent history.

True, there are one or two private initiatives that are doing 

what they can to protect and restore the rural economy. But the

principal such initiative, and the one that took the lead even before

the collapse of  communism, is the Mihai Eminescu Trust,

founded and led by an English woman (Jessica Douglas-Home),

and largely financed by the Packard Foundation in America.

Visiting this sparsely populated country, with its legacy of

wildlife and low-impact agriculture, and encountering the rivers

and streams clotted with rafts of  plastic bottles, the waste piled 

up in every field, the vast tracts of  poisoned land and the gush-

ing chimneys of  the factories, is a sobering proof  that, without

civil associations animated by oikophilia, no environment can

really be saved. For all this pollution and disorder is overseen by

the regulative structure of  the European Union, which offers no

motive to ordinary Romanians to do anything for their country,

but simply reminds them that the whole problem has been con -

fiscated by bureaucrats from elsewhere. Hence the regulations 

are systemat ically evaded. Those empowered to enforce them –

government officials, local politicians and the like – are easily
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bribed, and often have a commercial interest in evading the law.

The case of  Romania raises the question – raised also by many

other devastated regions of  the planet, not least Russia and China

– of  how oikophilia can be restored in a place where it has been

deliberately crushed. This, to my mind, is the most important of

all our environmental problems – namely, the extinction in large

parts of  the world of  the only motive that people have for solving

them. Without a concerted effort of  education and leadership I

doubt that a place that has lost the face of  home can easily regain

it. If  there is to be a coherent international politics of  the envir -

onment, however, it must address this question. What can settled

nations, with patriotic citizens and healthy little platoons, do to

encourage oikophilia in the places where it is most needed, like the

Amazon rainforest, the heartlands of  Russia, and the desert king-

doms of  Arabia and the Persian Gulf? And if  Putnam is right,

then the settled nations must also put their own houses in order,

by making the space in which the ‘little platoons’ can once again

grow and recruit their membership.

I return to the case of  England, so as to consider the impact of

internationalism on a locally managed environment in which

oikophiles have – on the whole – held their own against the

vandals. One instrument that greatly assisted the environmental

cause has been the Town and Country Planning Act of  1946.

Although it did not enable the oikophiles to save our cities, it

proved effective in the defence of  the smaller towns and villages,

and also in securing the boundary between town and country. The
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cause of  this is that the Act was not designed to control planning

decisions from the centre, but rather to place them in the hands of

local government. At the same time the Act conferred extensive

rights on citizens both to object to schemes that will impact on

their amenities, and to participate in the planning process. Recent

Labour governments have removed this particular corrective

device and invented regional planning bodies that have neither

democratic nor traditional legitimacy, while conferring on them

the right to control decisions affecting places that their members

will never visit.

Of  all the many resources that benefit the environment, the

most easily acquired and the most easily renewed is oikophilia, but

it is renewed only if  passed on by education that amplifies the love

for place, for community, for tradition and for country. The old

school curriculum was shaped with that in mind, and its deliber-

ate destruction by the advocates of  multiculturalism (which is

oikophobia of  a vociferous and self-righteous kind) has been the

most significant of  all the acts of  vandalism that occurred in the

late twentieth century. It is not possible to blame the Labour Party

for all that happened, but it is certainly possible to blame it for

rejoicing in the result.

Oikophobia threatens a national culture from within, but some

forms of  internationalism also threaten it from without, by striv-

ing to impose from an external vantage point decisions that would

never be adopted by the local community or its elected represen-

tatives. Thus, in addition to the threat posed to the Town and
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Country Planning Act by the Labour Party’s confiscation of  local

powers, a new threat has come from the Court of  Human Rights

in Strasbourg. The case is an interesting one, which illustrates

another way in which homeostatic systems are destroyed by 

external controls.

Whatever the faults of  legislative decisions to social conflicts,

they have one insuperable advantage over decisions taken in the

courts, which is that they can aim at a compromise. The Town and

Country Planning Act was an attempt to legislate on the basis of

an emerging consensus. The intention was to take many compet-

ing interests into consideration and to arrive at a solution broadly

acceptable to the nation as a whole. The Act provided a set of

rules that achieved the most reliable way of  reconciling the

conflicts generic to building: in this case the conflict between the

one who wishes to develop land, and the neighbor who will

thereby suffer a loss of  amenity, and a loss in the value of  his

property. All in all, it is one of  the reasons for preferring legisla-

tion to adjudication, as a source of  law, that a legislature can take

the widest possible view of  the many interests that need to be

addressed and if  possible reconciled. Human rights legislation,

however, returns conflicts of  interest to the courts, and enables

judges to override decisions of  the legislature on behalf  of  indi-

vidual plaintiffs.

The Town and Country Planning Act protected the country-

side from abuse through half  a century following its introduction.

Then, however, Irish travellers (that is to say, people who move
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from place to place, taking with them a mobile home) began to

take advantage of  the EU’s freedom of  movement provisions, so

as to settle in the English countryside, buying fields from farmers

at agricultural rates, and developing them as sites for mobile

homes. The farmer cannot sell these fields for agricultural use,

since agriculture is in a state of  crisis. Nor can he obtain planning

permission for any other use, and specifically for development as

houses. So the deal offered by the travellers is the best he can get.

Their practice is to scrape away the topsoil and replace it with

concrete, then install mobile homes, and gradually change the

mobile homes to stationary prefabs. Why, you ask, is this permit-

ted? Well, it is not. However, since the incorporation of  the

European Convention on Human Rights into UK law, the trav-

ellers have argued that they have a right to pursue their traditional

way of  life, a right on which they can sue in a court of  law, and

to which they are entitled as an ethnic minority. To deny this right

would be tantamount to ‘discrimination’ as forbidden by the

European Convention, and this right entitles them to move freely

about the country, settling where they will. Judgements of  this

kind, with their arbitrary invention of  ‘group rights’ that trample

on the individuals who cannot claim them lead one to sympathize

with Bentham’s original attack on the idea of  human rights, as

‘nonsense upon stilts’.345 For Bentham ‘human rights’, even if

introduced by legislation, involve a fatal transfer of  power from

371

begetting somewhere

345 Jeremy Bentham, ‘A Critical Examination of  the Declaration of  Rights’, in
Anarchical Fallacies, London, 1843.



the legislature to the courts. Rights are interests for which the

individual can sue, so obtaining a legally binding decision that has

not been debated by a legislature and which may be counter to the

interests of  everybody save the victorious party. Nevertheless, the

courts have upheld the argument of  the Irish travellers, and there-

fore granted a right that effectively nullifies one of  the most

carefully considered and expensive pieces of  UK legislation, and

one that represents an enormous investment on the part of  the

whole community.

Thus in the Wiltshire village of  Minety the development of

farming land as a travellers’ camp has led to the collapse of  prop-

erty values all around, causing enormous social tensions between

residents in the camp and those whose savings they have wiped

out. It has also led to anger among villagers who have had plan-

ning permission for this or that comparatively innocent addition

refused, and who now refuse to obey the law, causing huge 

problems of  enforcement. So far there have been no murders 

– which distinguishes the Minety case from a similar case in

Cambridgeshire – but there is also no sign that people are or ever

will be reconciled to the decision of  the court.

The case illustrates four very important matters. The first is

that, as Ronald Dworkin puts it, ‘rights are trumps’.346 That is, in

a court of  law, if  you can show that your interest in the matter is

also protected as a right, then you win the case against anyone
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whose interests, however great, are not so protected. (Rights

provide ‘exclusionary reasons’, in Raz’s plausible way of  putting

it.)347 The huge interest of  the Minety residents in retaining the

value and amenity of  their properties (which represent, for most

of  them, their life ’s savings) counted for nothing in the case I am

considering, since – although protected by planning law – that

interest was not protected as a right, but only as an interest.

The second important point is that, unlike the solutions issued

by a legislature, those issued by a court are not compromises: they

are not attempts to reconcile the many interests involved in a situ-

ation, and the court does not see itself  as formulating a policy for

the good government of  a community – that is the task of  a legis-

lature, not a court. The court sees itself  as resolving a conflict in

favour of  one or other of  the parties. In normal circumstances, a

case before a civil court is a zero-sum game, in which one party

wins everything, and the other loses everything. There are no

consolation prizes. Moreover, the doctrine of  precedent ensures

that the court’s decision will punch a hole in any legislation

designed to solve issues of  the kind that come before it. The deci-

sion could do irreparable damage to a delicate piece of  legislation.

And it is a very good illustration of  the dangers inherent in

‘human rights’ legislation – namely, that it places in the hands of

the ordinary citizen a tool with which even the most vital piece of

public policy can be overturned, and overturned in favour of  the

individual, regardless of  the common interest and the common
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good. The fulcrum on which our law has been overturned is situ-

ated outside the country, in a court dominated by judges who have

no real interest in preserving what our ancestors fought to save.

Increasingly, in Europe, the idea of  human rights is being used in

this way to cancel national traditions and undermine managed

environments, in the interest of  internationalist ideals that are

imposed without counting the cost to those who must conform 

to them.

That returns me, in conclusion, to the subject of  climate

change, which appeals partly because it seems to internationalize

the environmental question. It neutralizes the kind of  argument

that I have been presenting in this chapter, by presenting a

calamity so great that none of  our ordinary devices can be

adapted to cope with it. In my view this is the most poisonous

aspect of  the campaign to put global warming at the top of  the

environmental agenda. For it removes attention from the fact that

good stewardship begins at home, and can never be guaranteed by

treaty. The only feasible response to the threat of  global warming

is to devote our resources to discovering how we might produce

energy cheaply and renewably, and then making those discoveries

available around the world. Local initiatives, under a regime of

private property, in which the incentives of  the market are

amplified by those of  oikophilia, will guide research and develop-

ment towards our goal – first locally, by way of  protecting our

home, and then globally, when others make use of  our discover-

ies. No other solution is, in my view, remotely possible. If  there
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is a role for the state in all this it is in stimulating and funding the

much-needed research.

Those who believe that the feeling for home and habitat that I

have praised in this chapter is a form of  meanness or xenophobia

should reflect on the argument of  that paragraph. Just as children

brought up through attachment become better and more respon-

sible adults than those from broken homes and randomized

relationships, so do nations that conduct their affairs in a spirit of

stewardship, cherishing their identity as a home, and encouraging

the Heimatgefühl of  their citizens, become better and more

responsible members of  the international community. It is they

who will make the useful discoveries, take the necessary risks,

share their advances and – when necessary – submit to inter -

national jurisdiction. And it is they who will promote the free

discussion of  the threats, and of  the ways and means to counter

them, of  which we are now so much in need. The solution to our

environmental problems lies here or nowhere: either we turn for

home, and learn to care for it, or we drift on the tumultuous sea

of  causes, agendas and panics, pursuing vast goals with meagre

means, and never knowing whether we are fulfilling or frustrating

our purpose. That, it seems to me, is why Greens should be

conservatives.
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eleven

Modest Proposals

A conservative environmental policy does not aim at a healthy

environment but at other things, which have a healthy environ-

ment as their effect. It is addressed to the oikophilia of  the citizen,

and its products include all of  the following: human resilience,

autonomous associations, market solutions, effective tort law,

aesthetic side-constraints emerging from open discussions among

the citizens, biodiversity, natural beauty, local autonomy, serious

research, and a regime of  pricing and feedback loops that return

environmental costs to those who create them. The aim is to

establish the conditions under which people manage their own

environment in a spirit of  stewardship, and in such a way as to

facilitate the political actions that may be necessary to accomplish

what the ‘little platoons’ cannot embark on. What I have written

so far concerns the raw material for such a policy and the philo -

sophy behind it. It is no easy matter to translate philosophy into

policy, and the suggestions I make in this chapter are only 
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pro visional and subject to discussion and refinement. But I am

encouraged by the appearance of  Zac Goldsmith’s The Constant

Economy, an explicitly Burkean account of  policies that address

the major environmental needs of  our society.348 Over-optimistic

though Goldsmith certainly is, and not a little blind to the oiko-

phobia that has gripped our communities, he nevertheless gives a

clear and upbeat account of  what can be done by you and me to

put the earth back into its orbit.

The first principle of  any conservative policy must be to

prevent the state from undertaking tasks that can be better

performed by the citizens. The policy must be one of  permitting

and freeing private initiatives, enabling and encouraging volun-

teers, deferring to local solutions and deregulating whenever

regulation is part of  the problem. This does not mean laissez-

faire, but rather the informed division of  labour. There are

environmental problems so great that only the state can success-

fully address them, and it is one aspect of  a conservative policy to

identify those problems and to leave civil society to look after the

rest. I begin by addressing the large problems, and then say some-

thing about the small ones.

In 1972 the Club of  Rome commissioned a celebrated book,

The Limits to Growth, which revived the thesis for which the

Reverend Thomas Robert Malthus is so well known, namely that

human demand constantly rises while resources diminish as they
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are used, so that eventually resources must fail.349 The book has

been profoundly controversial, and its worst predictions have

allegedly been refuted.350 International negotiations today –

notably those concerning climate change – do not propose any

cessation of  growth, but assume that current growth rates are

desirable or at least inevitable.351 It is often pointed out that it is

the absence of  growth that leads to depletion, as people fail to find

substitutes for dwindling resources. Growth in the Western coun-

tries and Japan, for example, has been accompanied by a per

capita fall in energy consumption, and a rise in the efficient use of

scarce resources.352

The ‘limits to growth’ thesis nevertheless keeps returning in

altered form. In a study published in 1976, Fred Hirsch argued

that, as wealth increases and markets expand, intimacy and
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commitment decline; affluence breeds alienation, which in turn

sets ‘social limits to growth’.353 In an influential article published

in 1986, Peter Vitousek, Paul and Anne Ehrlich and Pamela

Matson introduced the idea of  the ‘net primary production’ of

terrestrial ecosystems, to suggest that the photosynthetic capacity

of  the planet sets limits to the production of  economic value.354

The argument overlooks the fact that human beings augment the

photosynthetic capacity of  the land they occupy, and constantly

find new ways of  doing so. But, even if  it fails, the argument

serves to illustrate the variety of  the finite resources that sustain

us: the proof  that we will not run out of  one vital thing will never

show that we won’t run out of  another.

The point is often made that GDP – the economist’s measure

of  growth – says nothing about the real wellbeing of  a society.355

An oil spill from a tanker at sea is part of  the economy, so is the

attempt to clean up the mess: oil spills are a boost to GDP. But

they destroy what we value.356 Growth is good only if  it does not

fill the sinks. In this sense much of  the growth that we have seen

since the Second World War has been not a gain but a loss – a vast

appropriation from the future of  assets that are being used up and

not replaced. Hence, although growth, as measured by GDP, will
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continue, the argument of  The Limits to Growth seems self-

evidently true. Demand grows, activity increases, and the sinks fill

up. Then, in the words of  William Empson, ‘slowly the poison the

whole bloodstream fills: It is the waste, the waste remains and

kills.’

Malthus was not alone among the great pioneers of  social

thought in believing that humans will surpass the capacity of  

the earth to maintain them. John Stuart Mill also recognized the

danger, and introduced the idea of  a ‘steady-state economy’ as 

a response to it.357 Only if  we can achieve a constant rate of

consumption, Mill believed, can we ensure a constant supply of

goods. Without this ‘stationary state ’ we will be subject to contin-

ual emergencies, and our panic-stricken raids upon the stock of

natural resources will leave them irreparably depleted. Mill’s

thought has been developed in our time by Herman Daly, who has

argued that true environmental protection requires an economy

maintained at ‘the lowest feasible flows of  matter and energy from

the first stage of  production to the last stage of  consumption’.358

The cause of  Mill and Daly has been taken up by environmental-

ists, and there is today a Center for the Advancement of  the

Steady State Economy, a non-profit organization based in

Arlington, Virginia. Daly continues to argue that economic life

must be seen as occurring within the wider ecosystem, and as
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subordinate to its broader needs. Pursued as an end in itself,

growth is bound to be a threat to the resources on which it feeds.

Not everyone is persuaded by the ‘steady state ’ idea.359 In 1987

the World Commission on Environment and Development, under

the chairmanship of  Norwegian prime minister Gro Harlem

Bruntland, issued its report entitled Our Common Future. This

report was a response to the ‘limits to growth’ debate, and argued

that growth is necessary – especially in developing countries – if

environmental problems are to be addressed. The report intro-

duced the rival concept of  ‘sustainable development’, which

instantly became the rallying cry of  another school of  environ-

mentalists. Not growth, but development – in other words, the

proper use of  resources to improve the quality of  human life. Not

exploitation but sustainability – using resources in a way that

leaves ‘enough and as good’ for future generations.

All sides to the ‘limits to growth’ controversy accept that

economic activity must be exercised in a sustainable way; but

there is considerable controversy as to what the word ‘sustainable ’

means. Some radicals have built as much as they can of  the old

leftist agenda into the new slogan, arguing with David Orr that

hedonism, individualism and conspicuous consumption must now

be discarded, along with financial and technological complexity,

exclusive allegiances, whether ideological or ethnic, and the
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ongoing militarization of  the planet.360 Whether or not those

causes are good, one can at least anticipate that to wrap them 

up in the goal of  environmental protection is to jeopardize the

consensus on which any successful policy will depend. Things are

not helped by the proliferation of  definitions in the wake of  the

Bruntland report, with distinctions between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’,

‘deep’ and ‘shallow’ sustainability that threaten to open again all

those internecine quarrels among environmentalists that hold up

the business of  action.361 Without entering those controversies I

shall simply assume that a process is ‘sustainable ’ if  it can go on

for the foreseeable future without irreversible harm. I don’t know

whether a steady-state economy is achievable or desirable, but I

can make good guesses as to what is or is not sustainable. For

example, it is not sustainable to treat waste and spoliation as cost-

free externalities. The first step in any environmental policy,

therefore, must be to devise a scheme for pricing pollution and

waste, so that consumers and producers have an incentive to avoid

or contain them. This lies at the root of  the ‘Polluter Pays

Principle ’ formulated and recommended by the OECD in 1975.362

Development is not sustainable if  it relies on unclean energy,
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and as yet there are no proposals for the worldwide provision of

clean energy that have the remotest chance of  being adopted.

Whatever we think about climate change, it is surely common

sense to suggest that clean energy means energy that can be

obtained without adding greenhouse gases to the atmosphere.

Advocates of  nuclear power are right to emphasize its virtues.

However, the energy needed to extract uranium imposes an 

environmental cost that is not always taken into account by its

advocates. Besides, anxieties over accidents and terrorist attacks

have made nuclear power controversial in a way that militates

against its widespread deployment.

Wind power likewise is at best a partial solution, since it can

produce only a small fraction of  the energy needed. The variable

speed of  the wind means that energy supplies fluctuate danger-

ously, so that windmills must always be backed up by some other

and generally more polluting source, while surges threaten to

overload the grid.363 Even in Denmark, therefore, which has

expanded its wind farms to the maximum possible, only 20 per

cent of  energy derives from wind. There are other environmen-

tal costs too. The arms of  the turbines seem to us to move fairly

slowly; at the tip, however, they approach the speed of  sound.

Birds and bats are unable to take avoiding action and are

frequently killed. Wind farms require a vast acreage if  they are to
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produce a significant contribution to the grid, and the tangle of

cables and pylons needed to gather their meagre product hugely

increases the territorial outlay. On these and other grounds the

case against land-based wind farms has been argued to consider-

able effect by John Etherington and Matt Ridley.364

Moreover, unless situated offshore, the aesthetic cost of  wind

farms counters their marginal ecological benefit. The turbines

intrude on the horizon like an army of  visiting insects, their sails

agitating the skyline, their raw structures negating the contours of

the land. Wherever these eerie visitors settle, people are unsettled,

and the motive of  stewardship receives a damaging blow. There

are people who claim to like the look of  them. Thus Yes2Wind, a

campaigning group that has the support of  WWF, Friends of  the

Earth and Greenpeace, argues on its website that ‘while some

people express concern about the effect wind turbines have on the

beauty of  our landscape, others see them as elegant and beautiful’.

But one can confidently say that the authors of  that statement do

not live within sight of  a wind farm.

Aesthetic pollution is not a cost that all environmental activists

are in the habit of  counting. Many of  those who advocate these

visually intrusive devices rejoice in the blow struck against the

nostalgic ‘nimbys’ who had invested so much in their viewshed.

Wind turbines, for many of  their advocates, are symbols of

progress and the redistribution of  resources. They are the
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vanguard of  social justice, claiming all beneath them for a more

equal future. The turbines recall Lenin’s definition of  communism

as ‘soviet power plus electrification’. And the giant pylons that

gather the product and march with it across the moors give rise to

just as much protest as the turbines themselves. The British

government’s latest plan to erect a line of  giant pylons across the

Highlands of  Scotland has led to a rash of  civic initiatives equal

to those that sprang up in defence of  the Lakelands in the nine-

teenth century. The National Trust of  Scotland has now joined

the volunteer groups such as Highlands before Pylons and

Cairngorms Revolt Against Pylons in an attempt to stop what is

widely regarded as an impious violation.

The search for clean energy is discredited by such controver-

sial solutions. What is needed is a costing of  alternatives, together

with serious research into the harnessing of  solar energy and into

the ways whereby carbon emissions can be recaptured. Any solu-

tions proposed must be such that ordinary people willingly accept

them and do not, as with wind farms, campaign actively to

prevent their use. The issue has been explored by David MacKay

in a book to which I have referred several times, and which care-

fully costs all the current solutions while pointing to the areas

where research is likely to be most fruitful.365 MacKay’s plausible

conclusion is that the energy needs of  Britain (the only country

he considers in detail) cannot be met from renewables, such as

wind power and solar-thermal heating, and that the British people
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must reduce their demand, electrify their transport system (cars

included), and explore the options of  nuclear power and ‘clean

coal’ (that is, coal burning combined with the capture and seques-

tration of  the resulting carbon dioxide). The alternative is to

continue emitting greenhouse gases at an unacceptable rate. One

important point that emerges from MacKay’s detailed and erudite

discussion is that it is already within the power of  ordinary people

to reduce their energy consumption, and that this can be done

with only a small outlay, through lowering thermostats, deploy-

ing solar panels, using efficient stand-by systems and low energy

light bulbs.

There is a financial incentive to take these steps, since they

reduce household energy bills. There is also an incentive to those

who manufacture solar panels, geo-thermal heating systems and

low energy devices to reduce the cost of  them, to the point where

they represent a genuine saving for ordinary people. In this area

the market is working, since nobody has an easy way to external-

ize the trading cost of  domestic energy.

But what about those who produce energy? The cost of  what

they do, in terms of  global warming, is almost impossible to esti-

mate, and is in any case transferred to future generations. How

can such a cost be internalized? Surely only some top-down 

solution can make any difference to what such people do. Yet top-

down solutions have a nasty habit of  making things worse. We

must take the arguments of  Peltzman and others seriously,366 and
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recognize the danger of  trying to guarantee environmental

outcomes by regulations that interfere with the incentives that we

might already have for producing them.

One step in a cogent energy policy might, therefore, be to

follow the Danish example and decentralize the production of

energy. The result would be a pylon-less landscape, with indus-

tries producing their own energy from local sources, such as solar

panels or geo-thermal processors. This makes economic sense –

the maintenance of  the national grid is costly, and one third of  all

electricity flows away as leakage from the power lines. Moreover,

such a policy will create incentives to produce energy economic -

ally and with minimum emissions, since the most polluting forms

of  energy production will not be tolerated by neighbours.

The production of  energy should be subject to regulations that

conform to the general requirements suggested by Chapters 4

and 5. We should not set legal limits to the emissions of  new cars

or factories, since that will simply encourage people to keep using

their old cars or factories. We should not allocate rights to emit

greenhouse gases industry by industry, and in response to special

interests and lobbying from environmental groups and industries

– since this will destroy the incentives for research and develop-

ment that might lead to emission-free production. Instead of  all

such regulatory initiatives, we should introduce a flat-rate carbon

tax. The more you emit, the more you pay. Moreover, this tax

should be imposed on products regardless of  their origin.

Carbon-intensive products should be taxed at a rate that reflects
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the amount of  carbon exhaled in their production, regardless of

whether they are made in Britain, America or China, and the

government should use the tax to finance research. This way some

of  the cost of  climate change will be internalized by those who

contribute most to producing it – and that means everyone, since

the cost is passed on at the end to the consumer, who is the one

ultimately responsible. The feedback loop will finally be in place.

That Pigovian solution is not the only one.367 Instead of  taxing

pollution it is possible to control it by setting a limit to the permit-

ted amount and then issuing tradeable permits – so adopting a

more Coasean approach (see the argument of  Chapter 5). This

solution has been actively promoted in the United States, both by

government and by the Environmental Protection Agency. The

1990 Clean Air Act, devoted to the control of  acid rain, estab-

lishes a regime for trading sulphur dioxide emissions. And cap and

trade, as it is commonly known, forms the basis of  carbon trading

regimes, such as those established by the Kyoto Treaty and the

European Union’s Emissions Trading Scheme. Such schemes are

attempts to create a market that will assign a price to emissions by

the logic of  supply and demand. A properly functioning cap and

trade scheme would have the advantage that it works as a market

works, towards the optimal distribution of  a scarce resource.368

However, as the European experience illustrates, cap and trade
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schemes are expensive to operate, not very transparent, and wide

open to corruption. Moreover, because they target the producers

of  energy rather than the consumers, they misrepresent the

burden of  responsibility. It is the consumers who are ultimately

responsible for greenhouse gas emissions, and who have hitherto

escaped having to pay the cost of  their habits, so by taxing

consumption we create the best incentive to reduce production.

Since consumption is greatest in the rich countries of  the West,

where taxes are relatively transparent and people disposed to pay

them, this would have an immediate effect.

Such a policy would, I believe, have the intuitive support of

ordinary people, and by raising the cost of  energy it would

provide them with an incentive to economize in the use of  it. It

does not directly internalize the cost of  energy production – since

that is not a cost that can be calculated and in any case the people

to be compensated do not yet exist. But it gives a role to the state

of  a kind that people are schooled to accept. Taxes may be

burdensome; but people are willing to pay them, provided they

are not misused (as in eighteenth-century France, or in twenty-

first-century Greece) to maintain a parasite class.

This last point raises a question that is often put out of  mind

by the defenders of  market solutions, which is the question of

research. In certain circumstances competition in a market will

stimulate research – provided discoveries are protected by patents

that will justify the research expenditure. But there is a downside

to this. It must be possible to translate the discoveries into profit,
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and that means into something for which consumers are currently

prepared to pay. In the case of  clean energy the benefits are

conferred not on present consumers but on their descendants. So

the market will not generate the incentive to carry out the very

expensive research that is required.

As Paul David has argued, the scientific revolution of  the

seventeenth century occurred largely because knowledge had

ceased to be hermetic, hidden like a spell and used to gain power

over adversaries, and instead had become a public asset, which

conferred honour and status on those who acquired it and also on

the patrons who supported them.369 The open science regime

encouraged the publication and sharing of  results, and the

exploitation of  each new discovery by those best able to make use

of  it. The result was the scientific revolution.

I doubt that an open science regime can endure without

substantial public funding. Already universities are attempting to

earn extra money by patenting their scientific results, a move that

threatens the collegiate nature of  scientific enquiry. Without

publicly funded research projects this practice will increase. The
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research needed to overcome the clean energy problem will be

extensive, will involve scientists around the world, and will

assuredly not be sufficiently funded by private companies.370 Nor

will it be funded by states governed by tightly knit and self-

interested elites, like those that govern China. A sensible 

environmental policy must, therefore, concede an important role

to the state: taxing carbon emissions, and funding the research

needed to reduce them. But if  the funding is supplied by the

taxing, the research will be jeopardized by its own success.

Here is one of  those policy knots that are difficult to untie –

like the knot made by tobacco taxes, which fund government

campaigns against the habit that funds them. Indeed, Pigovian

solutions are subject to a general criticism. By lifting tax from

good things (such as employment) and imposing it on bad things

(such as gambling or pollution) Pigovian solutions make the

solvency of  government depend on the bad behaviour of  the

governed. Their success as policy is their failure as taxation, and

vice versa; and an insolvent government cannot succeed in carry-

ing out its policies. Pigovian solutions are therefore at best

stopgaps, designed to hold things steady while civil society adjusts

to take charge of  the problem.

The aim of  a conservative policy must, therefore, be to

achieve a managed environment, in which good results arise 
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spontaneously from what ordinary people do. This means main-

taining or creating the feedback loops that cause people to bear

the cost of  their own activities, and to prevent them from passing

that cost to future generations. As I have argued, this will involve

reforming the law of  tort so that it penalizes the one who causes

the environmental problem, rather than the one who is able to pay

for it. It will involve a regime of  regulation designed to rectify

externalities – though not the kind of  zero-tolerance regulation

that we are used to in Europe, where unaccountable bureaucrats

have a free hand to disaggregate our problems and to attempt to

solve them one by one. Regulations should be imposed by elected

politicians, in consultation with experts, and in a manner subject

to constant revision at the political level in the light of  conse-

quences. Where feasible it should be possible for regulation to be

replaced by warning notices, so as to return risks to the consumer.

This policy is a necessary part of  putting resilience before inter-

ception, and responsibility before dependence, in the management

of  risk.

Population increases do not, of  themselves, disrupt the ability

of  ordinary people to manage their environments: witness the

largely successful urbanization of  the ‘Five Towns’ during the

nineteenth century, and the rapid growth of  public-spirited local

communities in America. However, there is a great difference

between population growth by natural increase and internal trans-

fer, and population growth by immigration. It is surely evident

that ordinary people are less liable to accept sacrifices for the sake
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of  their environment when the attachment to locality is being

replaced by competition between self-identifying tribes, families

and religions. It is difficult to write of  these matters, so great has

been the intimidation of  those who have defended immigration

controls or who have warned against the fragmenting effect of

multiculturalism. Nevertheless, it is surely evident that a conser-

vative environmental policy that did not set limits to immigration,

and which did not work to assimilate newcomers into the

oikophilia on which the nation state depends, would have no

chance of  success.

Clearly Europe and America have different policy constraints

when it comes to immigration. In America second-generation

immigrants settle down, to become American oikophiles, with

their eyes on the ‘little house in Alabama’ of  which Brecht writes

so sneeringly in The Seven Deadly Sins. This does not happen

automatically in Europe; and recent events have made it clear that

the ‘multicultural society’ is not a solution but a problem to be

solved. It should be part of  the work of  schools, universities and

community initiatives to integrate minorities into the national

culture, and not to foster a spirit of  apartness.

There is a growing weight of  evidence that population growth

slows down or goes into reverse when people reach a certain level

of  comfort, and when the loss is not made up by immigration.

The environmental benefit of  this is offset by the enormous social

cost of  maintaining an ageing population on the labour and 

the taxes of  a declining workforce. To make the most of  this 
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environmental gain, therefore, policy should be directed to raising

the retirement age, privatizing pensions and generally encourag-

ing older people to keep working and to refrain from transferring

the cost of  their lives to the young. An environmental policy that

did not see ageing as part of  the problem would in my view fail

to make contact with realities.

Population growth is one problem: mobility growth another.

Fossil fuels have permitted people to amplify the distances 

travelled to such an extent that traditional settlement patterns

have been blown apart. Some countries (notably Britain and

Switzerland) have adopted planning regulations that strive to

contain settlements within traditional boundaries and to protect

downtown areas from destruction. Other countries – notably

America and Canada – have allowed settlements to expand to the

furthest reach of  the motorists who reside in them, as well as

enforcing out-of-town shopping malls and industrial precincts

through zoning laws that amplify the need for transportation.

Even in Britain the subsidized expansion of  roads and out-

of-town developments, together with regulations governing 

the packaging of  food, have enabled supermarkets to achieve

economies of  scale by passing on fossil-fuel by-products, 

non-degradable packaging, and aesthetic pollution to future

generations.

The cost of  the energy consumed in transport does not, at

present, fall on the consumer. By explicit and hidden subsidies, it

is dispersed across the whole of  society, the unborn included.
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Returning the cost to the consumer should be the first priority of

any government. To some extent this can be achieved through

mileage taxes on the use of  roads, and the carbon tax on fossil

fuels. In the end, however, nothing will solve the problem of

transport that does not redress the balance in favour of  the local

economy, not least the local food economy, which has been

damaged by the hidden subsidies enjoyed by the supermarket

chains and by the heavy hand of  the state on the practice of  

agriculture.

The global food economy brings benefits to Third World

farmers, and is not necessarily as destructive as its opponents

argue. However, it is distorted by farm subsidies, and especially

by those granted to large producers in Europe and the USA. It is

distorted by lobbying of  the WTO from global producers like

Monsanto, and by the unscrupulous use of  Trade-Related

Intellectual Property Rights to confiscate the social capital of

peasant economies.371 It reflects central regulations and subsidies,

rather than the free trade of  goods whose cost has been assumed

by the producer. It is of  course true that, thanks to global trade,

popular tastes have changed; tandoori chicken is now the

favourite dish of  the British, and hamburgers are gaining ground

even in France. But cosmopolitan tastes are compatible with a

local food economy. For nearly two centuries the British have
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made chutney, a relish brought from India, with local apples and

pears, while the North African cuisine enjoyed in Marseilles is

supplied with couscous and peppers grown locally and merguez

made from local lamb.

There is no social reason, therefore, why small farmers and

their products should not occupy the place in the economy that

once they occupied. To achieve this would require the steady

elimination of  those zero-tolerance regulations that only the big

producers can comply with. It should be permissible to sell food

at the farm gate or in the local market without packaging, just as

it is sold all over Africa. It should be permissible to sell products

like unpasteurized milk and cheese, properly labelled, but never-

theless with the risk passed to the purchaser. It should be

permissible to slaughter animals on the farm, provided humane

methods are used. Get rid of  the raft of  regulations that impede

those healthy practices and the small farmer and the farmers’

market will be able to compete with the large producer and the

supermarket. Impose on supermarkets the planning controls that

are appropriate to town centres, so that building on the edge of

town ceases to be an option preferable to slotting into the centre.

Begin the process of  charging proper tolls for roads, so that trans-

port is to be priced according to its real cost. Do all those things

and the local food economy will again be competitive, and some

part of  the mad motion that currently fills the globe will be

quietened.

In the short term it will be impossible to remove all subsidies
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from the agricultural sector. But it is possible – and both the

European Union and the United States government have recog-

nized and acted on the possibility – to turn subsidies in another

direction, away from crops towards biodiversity, habitats and

natural beauty. These were by-products of  the old way of  farming.

But that way was destroyed. Hence they must become products of

a new way of  farming that should take seriously the economic

costs of  the regime of  fertilizer- and pesticide-governed agribusi-

ness. Research carried out by Jules Pretty and others has been

taken to suggest that the annual external costs of  the current

British food and farming economy are well over £1 billion greater

than the costs of  the properly localized and organically managed

alternative.372

Growing public awareness of  the damage done to ecosystems

by modern farming techniques has sparked off  a large number of

civic initiatives, the first influential one – Rudolf  Steiner’s move-

ment for ‘biodynamics’ – having set the pattern nearly a century

ago. Already in Britain the Countryside Restoration Trust and the

Family Farmers Association are advocating a subsidy-free agri-

culture, which will remove the advantages enjoyed by the big

polluters and the agribusinesses. Small farms run by hobby

farmers and organic producers as yet account for only 3 per cent
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of  farm produce in the USA, but the proportion is growing; 

journals and clubs catering for hobby farmers are springing up

across the country, and the local food movement is gathering

momentum.373 There is a new interest in ‘permaculture ’, with a

Permaculture Association providing courses and a Permaculture

Magazine with an increasing number of  subscribers. It is of

course unrealistic to expect to feed the entire population without

the large farms that currently provide such staples as potatoes and

corn, but the rebirth of  local markets will change the ways that

those farms produce and distribute what they grow.

The pastures, hedgerows, copses, coverts and streams of

England were not preserved simply because people loved them.

They were created and preserved by the self-interest of  those who

farmed and owned the land. They arose by an invisible hand from

pasture farming, from historic rights of  way and the maintenance

of  boundaries, from field sports, and from the local food economy

in which milk and cheese were sold in the markets. This local food

economy survived intact until recent years, as did the other

economic interests that maintained the landscape. The replace-

ment of  local food economies by the global supermarket is not 

the result of  free and fair competition. It is the result of  hidden

subsidies and intrusive regulations – in particular regulations

concerning ‘health and safety’ – with which only centralized busi-

nesses can comply. It is government, not civil society, that has
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destroyed the local economy; and if  we see the local food

economy as part of  sustainability we must do what we can to

counter the regulative machine, and to remove or redirect the

regime of  subsidies.

Localization is not merely the best hope for a sustainable agri-

culture and food economy. It also creates a strong disincentive to

the externalization of  costs. In a local environment, in which

people know each other and observe each other’s delinquencies,

social pressures internalize costs. At this local level a conservative

environmental policy is not one in which the government strives

to secure environmental benefits; it is one in which the govern-

ment enables people to secure those benefits for themselves. The

decline of  civil associations documented by Robert Putnam has

many causes, by no means the least important of  which has been

the confiscation of  the citizen’s powers by the state. Many farmers

would like to sell their food at local markets: health and safety

regulations prevent them. Many communities would combine

successfully against government plans to dump airports on top of

them or drive motorways through them if  these matters were – as

in Switzerland – put to a local vote. Planning decisions would

accord with the requirements of  beauty and adaptability if  they

were in the hands of  neighbours, and not imposed by a central

machine. In general a conservative policy returns decisions and

risks to the people who are most affected by them. It sees the state

as the friend of  civil society, and civil society as a self-regulating

organism, in which resilience and inventiveness, rather than 
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regulation and dependence, are the instruments of  survival.

Is it utopian to demand a return to such conservative ways of

thinking? I do not think so. Indeed, people are moving of  their

own accord in this direction. In Britain there is now a movement

towards Transition Towns – places in which the citizens are

combining in order to live in a more sustainable way. Simon

Fairlie ’s prescriptions for ‘low impact development’ are begin-

ning to be listened to,374 while advocates of  carbon-neutral

lifestyles and farmers’ markets are gaining recognition. Although

the regulative machine continues to expand, and the externalities

continue to multiply, we see people increasingly hostile to intru-

sive regulations, and looking for ways to circumvent them. This

is happening in rural areas already. It is beginning to be obvious

to all decent people that we must repossess ourselves of  the risks

that are ours: that it is up to us to make headway in cleaning the

earth. And if  oikophilia remains, that is what we shall do, through

the civic initiatives that are the natural resource of  all people who

are settled and who love the place where they are. The greatest

danger to the environment, it seems to me, comes from the

growing tendency of  governments to confiscate the powers and

freedoms of  autonomous associations, and to centralize all powers

in their own hands. If  the people can combine, they can win.

One last word about global warming. The question in every-
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one’s mind is, what do we do if  the worst-case scenarios are true?

The activists’ answer is simple: we get together at international

conferences and forge a treaty that will bring our bad behaviour

to an end. That answer is based on a misconception of  inter -

national politics, and a failure to observe the difference between

states that can bind themselves by treaties and states that cannot.

Of  course, if  we are threatened, we must do something. But who

are we? There is only one answer: we are those who are capable

of  collective action, who have the resources, the will and the

mutual concern to act as one. In other words, we are communities

with the capacity for corporate action, who can take collective

responsibility for what we do. In the context of  international pol -

itics this means that we are the nation – the law-governed body of

people whose destinies are linked by a shared political process.

The only answer to global warming is action by individual nation

states – those rich enough to conduct research and to act on the

scale required, responsible enough to answer to the need to do so,

and with a public opinion shaped by open discussion. In the

circumstances that means first the United States of  America, and

secondly all those nation states in which law, democracy and 

free opinion serve to arouse in the citizen a sense of  collective

responsibility. It does not mean China, Russia, or any of  the 

kleptocracies of  Africa and the Middle East.

When such a ‘we’ takes action it can do two things: it can set

an example, as the Scandinavians have done. And it can take an

initiative that will tackle the global problem directly, through
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research into clean energy, carbon sequestration and the benefits

and costs of  geo-engineering. It could be that all those actions are

required. But one thing is certain: none can be achieved through

international conferences and treaties alone, and all depend on the

sense that each of  us has, of  being responsible for his home. The

only conceivable solutions to the global problem emerge from the

motive that I have outlined in this book.

To emphasize this motive is not to advocate anarchy or to deny

the need for legislation. It is to set the goal at which legislation

must aim. There are many environmental problems that require

the power of  the state if  they are to be addressed, but they must

be addressed in such a way that oikophilia is amplified and not

extinguished by the attempt to solve them. A regime to price

roads, waste and packaging so that the cost falls on the user will

hurt everyone, and will be useless if  not imposed uniformly by 

the state. But such a regime will encourage ways of  living that

amplify the feelings of  neighbourhood, and the state will gain in

legitimacy as a result, since it will be seen as the expression of  a

vital civil society, able to take action on behalf  of  the nation as a

whole. By acting always to enhance oikophilia and not to confis-

cate its sphere of  legitimate action, the state will prepare the

people for the sacrifices that are now unavoidable, if  the earth is

to be a home to us, and not a place of  exile.
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appendix i

Global Justice

The average emission of  carbon dioxide into the atmosphere is

around five tonnes per capita per annum. For Americans it is

twenty tonnes, for sub-Saharan Africans one tonne or less.375

Moreover, the Western world generally, and the industrial parts of

it in particular, have a head start over all the others, since Western

countries have been emitting greenhouse gases for two centuries.

In justice, therefore, not only should Western countries reduce

their emissions substantially now, they should also compensate

less developed countries for having taken advantage of  an oppor-

tunity that their conduct has destroyed – the opportunity to pour

out greenhouse gases into the atmosphere without counting the

cost. In this, as in so many other things, the West has taken more

than its share of  the commons.
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That argument crops up repeatedly at international negotia-

tions on climate change. You also find it in the more influential

attempts to cost the targets set by the Kyoto Protocol or by the

IPCC.376 What should we make of  it? First, terms like ‘country’,

‘Western countries’ and ‘developing countries’ are vague.

Questions of  justice do not arise between geographical entities

but between agents, with rights that they may claim and duties that

they must fulfil. Justice and injustice are qualities of  acts, and of

the agents who perform them. And while there can be collective

agents that inflict and suffer injustice, ‘countries’ are not among

them. Only a collective that can identify itself  in the first-person

plural can act and be accountable. Talk of  global justice, there-

fore, presupposes the ‘we’ of  collective action – the very ‘we’ that

has been the subject of  this book. No government can conceivably

respond to demands of  global justice if  it does not regard itself  as

representative of  a nation, liable for the bad, and taking credit for

the good that ‘we ’, as a nation, have done.

Hence the demand for global justice requires us to acknow -

ledge the nation state as the primary vehicle of  political

responsibility. Moreover, demands for justice are founded not on

states of  affairs but on the liabilities that they crystallize. Proof  of

liability requires us to determine how present generations inherit

the faults of  their predecessors, when bound to those predecessors
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in the first-person plural of  a nation state. Vague terms like

‘country’ may be used to make emotionally satisfying accusations

of  collective guilt, but the accusations can be turned into definite

demands only if  we settle questions of  agency, personality and

transgenerational accountability.

The problem here is partly philosophical, partly political.

Contractarian theories of  justice, such as that famously developed

by John Rawls, assign benefits and costs to the members of  a

‘society’, which is the subject matter of  the contract. They are not

global theories, since those outside the contract are not consid-

ered. Hence such theories do not yield a clear answer, either to

questions of  intergenerational justice, or to questions of  the just

distribution across the world of  the benefits and costs of

economic growth. In an effort to rectify this deficiency Amartya

Sen has proposed an idea of  justice as ‘impartiality’, in the spirit

of  Adam Smith’s discussion of  the impartial spectator.377 I ‘do

justice ’ to others when I look on them with impartial concern,

according to them the same consideration as I would expect to be

accorded in turn. I must discount differences of  nationality, and

the web of  contractual and historical contingencies that bind the

other but don’t bind me. It is this attitude – which, Sen insists, is

directed towards raising questions rather than giving formulaic

answers – that should be adopted when considering global justice.

The power of  Adam Smith’s heuristic device is undeniable.

Impartiality and justice sit together in the human mind, and form

405

appendix i :  global justice

377 Amartya Sen, The Idea of  Justice, London, 2009.



the necessary balance to the relations of  interpersonal account -

ability that I discussed in Chapter 6. Impartiality tells me not to

discount the situation of  the impoverished Indian just because he

lives in India, or of  the Sudanese mother just because her strug-

gle to survive occurs in distant Sudan. However, it also tells me

not to discount their local attachments just because they are exclu-

sive, or to pay no respect to their tribal, national and religious

loyalties just because they are at odds with mine. Although Sen

wishes to advance from impartiality to a kind of  Enlightenment

universalism, maybe even to a consistently global view of  polit -

ical decision-making, this step does not follow. An impartial 

view of  the human condition must surely recognize that, while

oikophilia is a human universal, its manifestation is essentially

particular, local, national and territorial. And it is in this way that

transgenerational loyalty must be understood. I can do justice to

my antecedents by respecting their endowments and carrying out

their wills. I can do justice to my descendants by good steward-

ship of  the assets that I hold in trust for them. And we can do

justice to ancestors and descendants as a group. But no human

being is able to globalize this natural sentiment, and the attempt

to do so will always spill over into those exultant acts of  repudia-

tion after which no obligations survive.

Undeniably the British have benefited from the prosperity

brought to them by 200 years of  greenhouse gas emissions, and in

this may have narrowed the options now available to the people

of  Africa. Morally speaking we have inherited a benefit that we
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should do our best to pay for. But what are the political conse-

quences? Should the British people, or the United Kingdom as

their representative, be held strictly liable for the damage that this

has inflicted on sub-Saharan Africa, as Mr Rylands was held

strictly liable for the flooding of  Mr Fletcher’s mines? Just where

would such reasoning end? How can we conceivably count the

cost to Africa? And what about the benefits? The energy con -

sumed by the British enabled them to spread the rule of  law and

a plethora of  technical accomplishments all over Africa. Should

that benefit be entered into the final account? Or should it be

discounted, because it has been squandered by the kleptocrats

who subsequently acquired it? Maybe the twenty tonnes per

capita enjoyed by Americans today are part of  the cost of  the pax

Americana, without which the world would (in John’s view, but

not in Mary’s) be far more dangerous than it is.

Clearly we don’t know where the argument is going. Rather

than indulge in speculations that have no end and upon which no

politician could conceivably act, we should look for a clear prin-

ciple that will enable self-defining nations to assess their liabilities

and compensate the victims, without undermining their freedom

to act. The massive transfers of  resources from the West to the

rest that are often advocated by the radical Greens would destroy

the capacity of  the Western powers to take the measures that we

all need, and which the Western powers alone can encompass.

Such self-destructive behaviour would be of  no benefit to anyone,

and is surely not what global justice requires.
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Global justice can only mean allocating sacrifices fairly among

all the agents who must make them. A fair allocation is not an

equal one. It is an allocation that acknowledges the unequal

responsibility for the damage, and the unequal power to repair 

it. Those to be assessed include nation states like Britain, France

and the United States. But they also include corporations, both

national and multinational, as well as entities like Gazprom, which

are corporate masks worn by political forces and partly criminal

elites. Fairness requires that the bigger polluters should commit

more of  the resources needed. These resources should be devoted

to subsidizing research into clean energy, and subsidizing the

transfer of  this energy to the ‘developing countries’. That in turn

means providing clean energy to the people in developing parts of

the world, whether or not they have the benefit of  a government

that can say ‘we’ on their behalf. This forward-looking approach

to the compensation problem presupposes the concepts that I have

been defending in this book: national identity, transgenerational

responsibility and a preference for decentralized initiatives over

radical goals. How easy it will be to take such a forward-looking

approach is a moot point. But the alternative – Western breast-

beating, followed by yet more transfers to the kleptocrats of

Africa – will leave the earth in the same parlous condition as it 

is today.
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appendix ii

How Should We Live?

Our tradition of  moral philosophy is the product of  thinkers who

lived in conditions of  scarcity, without the awareness that they

were using up the finite resources on which their successors would

depend. In so far as their writings signal any tensions in the prac-

tice of  moral judgement, they are tensions between the pursuit of

happiness and the sense of  duty. For the Kantian, duty is all-

encompassing, and the pursuit of  happiness subordinate to it. For

the Aristotelian, happiness is the ultimate good, and virtue the

means to it: conduct towards others should be governed by the

circumstantial requirements of  friendship and justice. No clear

rules are likely to emerge from an Aristotelian morality, just as

only a cold and forbidding account of  human virtue is likely to

emerge from the followers of  Kant. Hence, even before the envir -

onmental crisis through which we are living, philosophers did not

speak with one voice as to how we should live. The hope was

nevertheless that the life of  virtue and the life of  duty would, in
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normal circumstances, coincide, and that both would receive the

support of  our pious sentiments.

During the times of  those philosophers the uneasy equilibrium

between man and nature was kept in being by conflict and disease.

The equilibrium has been fatally disturbed by medical science,

and the usual way back to it, through some devastating epidemic,

is not one that we should aim at or hope for. It was then consid-

ered a part of  virtue to sacrifice oneself  for one ’s children. Family

life, respect for parents and the love of  offspring were considered

the fertile ground of  the moral life, and to avoid them was some-

thing shameful. Overpopulation was not on the agenda, and the

finitude of  resources was understood only as a parable of  human

mortality, and not as a near and pressing disaster. But one way 

of  understanding that first bleak cry of  the modern era –

Zarathustra’s announcement of  the Übermensch who is both artist

and acrobat, but neither father nor king – is as a call to remake

humanity. We are to be the species that turns its back on repro-

duction, the species that brings itself  to an end.378

Charity asks us to help the poor and the sick, so increasing the

earth’s burden. Our duties to both intimates and strangers require

the use of  modern medicine, which invites us to consume

resources that we are powerless to replenish. The cardinal virtue

of  temperance has a positive ecological spin-off. But the virtue of

justice forbids us to impose temperance on populations that have

only recently begun to enjoy the wealth and freedom that we and
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our forebears have known for a century or more. Compassion for

the needs of  those living now can prompt us to develop, exploit,

and even destroy natural resources, while piety points in the

opposite direction, forbidding us to touch beloved landscapes or

to disturb delicate ecosystems however much we damage existing

interests and needs. In the wake of  Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,

there was a campaign against DDT, which had killed insects and

with them the whole food chain of  which they were a part. The

campaign was successful; as a result the mosquito population in

Africa has soared and many millions of  children who might other-

wise have survived have died of  malaria.379

In the light of  those and other conflicts, actual or incipient, it

might be supposed that morality has to be entirely rethought, so

as to reconcile, if  we can, personal duty and ecological piety.

Does not the earth have a claim on us?380 Should we not strive to

leave the smallest possible carbon footprint; to treat the earth as a

vulnerable mother to whom gratitude and love are owed; to

respect the works of  nature, and to eat only those things that have

been properly sown and harvested – maybe not to eat animals at

all, and meanwhile to live frugally and quietly like a Tibetan

monk?

When I read the ‘wholier than thou’ moralizing of  the eco-

crusaders I confess that the spirit of  the hunter rises within me. 

411

appendix i i :  how should we live?

379 Donald Roberts et al., The Excellent Powder: DDT’s Political and Scientific
History, Indianapolis, 2010, chs. 4 and 5.

380 Stephen Clark, ‘Gaia and the Forms of  Life ’, in R. Elliot and A. Gare, eds.,
Environmental Philosophy, New York, 1983; Meyer-Abich, op. cit.; etc.



I hear the voice of  Aristotle, extolling the virtues of  liberality and

magnanimity, reminding me that justice without friendship is only

half  a virtue, and that friendship means the shared pursuit of  the

good, in which giving and taking, courage and danger are all part

of  the deal. Eco-puritans fit uncomfortably into that picture, and

are apt to cast a pall over convivial company, conscious as they are

of  the comet-tail of  waste that follows all our festivals. I would

like to think that environmental rectitude does not require me to

renounce the joys of  life, and especially not the joy that comes

from membership of  a privileged species, able to eat any other

that stands in its way.

The solution, it seems to me, is to care for one ’s home, mean-

while living not frugally but temperately, not stingily but with a

prudent generosity, so as to embellish and renew the plot of  earth,

and the community, to which one is attached. Of  course it matters

what we eat – we should be careful not to buy products that have

reached us by the route of  destruction. Hence we should not shop

in the supermarket; we should eat meat only from animals that

have been cared for or hunted in humane and sustainable ways;

we should avoid packaged products and seek out local food. And

maybe we should take our holidays at home, or at any rate in

some familiar and constantly revisited place that we can reach

without burning up the planet. We should not keep environmen-

tally destructive and carnivorous pets like cats and dogs. And we

should live in families, sharing resources, not in order to make use

of  each other’s body heat (though that too is good) but in order
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to generate the spiritual resource on which the earth depends,

which is home and our attachment to it.

Those precepts are predicated upon wealth and freedom that

we could renounce only at a cost that most of  us are not willing

to pay. They are small adjustments – good for the soul, and 

reinforcing the best of  our motives. But they are essentially

conscience-soothing devices: they require little of  us, and nothing

that we find hard to bear, except perhaps the injunction to live in

families. The difficult part is that of  putting oikophilia into prac-

tice. For it means combining with others in order to live the civic

life; it means resisting entropy, whether it comes from below in

the form of  social nihilism, or from above in the form of  oiko-

phobic edicts; it means creating and sustaining neighbourhoods. It

means actively handing on to the next generation all that we have

by way of  knowledge and competence, and imbuing our succes-

sors with a spirit of  stewardship that we also, in our own actions,

display. This is hard work, requiring patience and sacrifice. But

‘better a dish of  herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred

withal’.
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