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Summary

This thesis is composed of two distinct parts: a paper on the meaning of Adam Smith's
concept of “invisible hand” as used in the Wealth of Nations, and a series of papers on the issue
of sustainability entitled Towards a procedural theory of sustainability.

The two parts are by and large independent. They share, however, a common theme:
that because our knowledge about society, and in particular about the economy, shapes the
interaction between different spheres of society, the possibilities for social transformations are
greater then what is suggested by this knowledge, so that our capacity to take advantage of
these possibilities does not reside in our knowledge of socicty but in the political process. This
theme raises a methodological question with regard to the social function of economics: is the
function of economics to reveal “laws” inherent to a modem economy, as advocated by positive
economists? Or can economics be placed at the service of democratic deliberation by putting
forward alternative institutional arrangements that would overcome the existing economic
constraints?

The paper on Adam Smith provides a significant historical example of how economics
can fulfill this second function; the chapters on sustainability argue that it has become urgent to
adopt this alternative methodology in order to address environmental issues.

The prevailing cconomic theory at the time of Smith’s writing was merzantilism.
Mercantilism gave a central role to merchants in creating social wealth. Because of this,
merchants were able to hold strong political power that they used to coerce other classes of
socicty. There was thus a close association between the teachings of mercantilist theory, and
the corruption of the political process in favor of private interests. Smith recognized this
political association, and called upon the market to serve as a countervailing political force.

The value of an integrated conception of social sciences and the paolitical is also evident
in the contemporary discussion en environmental sustainability. For, as I argue in the second
part of the thesis, there is no place for environmental concerns within the cconomic and
political constraints as they are described by contemporary economic theory. Indeed, there is no
conception of politics available which could take into account environinental issues while being
compatible with mainstream economic theory. The purpose of the two first papers is to spell out
this deadlock, while the third paper illustrates a possible alternative approach with an
analysis of the discourses on the causes and consequences of population growth. The general
theme to which these papers on sustainability are related is presented in an introductory
chapter.
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PART 1

Knowledge, Economics, and Politics:

Re-Visiting Adam Smith's Invisible Hand

As coery individual ... endeavours as much as he can both to employ
his capital in the support of domestic industry, and so to dircct that
industry that its produce may be of the greatest value; cvery
individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the
socicty as great as he can. He gencrally, indecd, neither intends to
promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. By
preferring the support of domestic to that of forcign industry, he
intends only his own sccurity; and by directing that industry in such a
manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his
own gain, end he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible
hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it
always the worse for the socicty that it was no part of it. By pursuing
his own intercst he frequently promotes that of the socicty more
cffectually than when he really intends to promote it. 1 have ncver
known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public
good. It is an affection, indeed, not very common among merchants, and
very few words need be employed in dissuading them from it.

Adam Smith,Wealth of Nations, 1776, IV.ii, 456
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The expression “invisible hand” i3 used today in two different circumstances: in
reference to general equilibrium theory; and in reference to historical processes through which
some social phenomena come into being without having been the design nor intention of human
will.

As & theeretical statement, the ‘invisible hand’ refers implicitly to the first theorem of
welfare cconomics. The theorem states that, under particular conditions, the market
equilibrium reached by a set of individuals and firms maximizimg respectively their self-
interested utility and profits is optimal in the Pareto sense: no other allocation of resources
accross Lndividuals and firms could be made as to improve the welfare of one person without
deteriorating that of someone else. In a nutshell, the market mechanism functions well, and
leaving aside ethical considerations over the final allocation of resources, it works better than
(or at least as well as) any other system of allocation of finite resources to competing ends. In
retrospect, Smith's own use of the expression has been interpreted as the idea that “the general
(material) welfare is best served by letting cach member of society pursue his own (material)
self-interest’ (Hirschman 1977: 112), that ‘every individual in pursuing only his own sclfish
good, was led, as if by an invisible hand, to achicve the best good done for all’ (Samuclson
1973). The other meaning associated with the invisible hand is that of a historical process
through which social institutions “emerge” in society without having been intentionally
designed or willed by any one mind. It is in this sense that Nozick (1974, 1994) speaks about
‘invisible hand explanations’ (see also Ullmann-Margalit 1978). Law, language, moncy,
private property, the state are often cited as examples of such institutions. Naturally this
contemporary use of the expression “invisible hand” is also proposed as an interpretation of
Smith's concept.

The co-existence of these two interpretations is somewhat puzzling, for it scems that
one logically excludes the other. The theoretical result suggests that there is some truth ‘out
there in the world’, to use Rorty’s (1989) phrase, and that the knowledge of this truth can be
used to shape the world. IHlustrations of this idea are to be found in the various expericnces
made in the South and more recently in Eastern Europe under the headings of development or
transition policies. On the other hand, such policies appear wrong-headed if we take the
stance that society cannot be arranged according to a pre-established plan: creating a market
cconomy is itself a plan if the starting point is a planified cconomy. The tension between these
two interpretations is present in Smith’s own work. His theory of free trade was considered
radical in late cighteenth century Britain. The question is, how could he put forward such a

theory without being held as some social engincer, as an ‘arrogant man of system’?

-2.
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A related debate is whether the theoretical interpretation of the invisible hand
should be understood as suggesting that economic incentives alone can account for the existence
of socicty. Interactions through the market form a web of relationships, referred to by a number
of ninceteenth century commentators as the “cash nexus™. An important debate then was whether
the cash nexus was sufficient to sustain society. In fact many commentators believed that it was
not, and tried to investigate what other form of interaction held society together. This
investigation, originally led by poets and writers, would cventually have given rise to
sociology, that is to the science of society (Mazlish 19589). A similar view is still held by a
number of contemporary cconomists. For instance Buchanan (1975) argued that the existence of a
‘social capital’, by which he meant a number of shared informal beliefs, values, and rules of
behavior, was a necessary condition for the proper functioning of a market economy. In a similar
vein, Hirsch (1976) argued that Smith took the existence of this social capital for given when
he devised his idea of the invisible hand, and furthermore that the expansion of the cash
nexus was slowly croding this capital.

The purpose of this paper is to propose an interpretation of Smith's concept of the
‘invisible hand’ as put forward in the Wealth of Nations (WN) that would somewhat
reconcile these different debates. I show that Smith's concept of invisible hand should be
considered from the standpoint of a conflict between merchants and politics. The conflict is not
about classes or interest, but about behaviors and knowledge. To put it shortly, the conduct of
public affairs requires Prudence, something which is vulnerable to economic power and must
therefore be protected. The ‘invisible hand’ would epitomize the idea that legislators need not
let themselves be influenced by merchants while conducting public affairs. Thus Smith would
not have devised the idea of the invisible hand while taking the existence of a social capital
for granted, as believed by Hirsch, but, on the contrary, would have envisioned it as a way to
respond to the social threats raised by the merchants’ increasing political power. As so many
thinkers after him thinkers, Smith did not believe that society could rest entirely on the cash
nexus. He clearly stated in the Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS) the need for sympathy and
justice. But unlike Buchanan's or Hirsch's, Smith's social philosophy does not rely on the
existence of a social capital. Rather it emphasizes the existence of processes by which the
cohesion of society is reproduced. To put it simply, social cohesion would be a matter of politics.
Politics is to be understood here not as a set of constitutional rules, nor as an arena in which
conflicting interests are played out, but as a sphere within which certain values like virtue and
benevolence can be expressed. To put it differently, the preservation of a sphere within which
considerations of justice can be expressed would be necessary to avoid that commercial

relationships degenerate into a war of all against all.

-3-
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This essay could have been organized starting with Smith's conception of politics,
pursue with his view of how merchants came to challenge it, and conclude with the analysis of
the passage of the WN in which he refers to the invisible hand. Instead I chose to present the
argument in an order that highlights the logical consistency of my interpretation of the
invisible hand. The first section presents this interpretation, while assuming that the main
issuc Smith was addressing is the conflict between merchants and politics, and contrasts it with
other interpretations. The assumption is then defended in the subsequent two sections: section 2
shows how Smith's conception of politics can be understood as a sphere within which certain
values are expressed; section 3 shows how, according to Smith, this sphere is undermined by
merchants’ political power. Section 4 explains why the idea of the invisible hand could be

sufficient to undermine the merchants’ power. Section 5 draws some lessons for today.
1. The invisible hand

Smith refers to the ‘invisible hand’ only once in the whole of the WN, in the second
chapter of book IV. This book deals with different systems of political economy, namely
mercantilism, to which Smith gives most of his attention, and the agricultural system of the
physiocrats. As part of the discussion on mercantilism, chapter 2 deals with the effects of
restraints on importation as they existed in England at the time.

There is little doubt, according to Smith, that the monopoly of the home market
benefits to the branch of industry which enjoys it. The question, however, is whether society as
a whole also benefits from it. According to mercantilist theory it does indeed, since restraints on
imports are restraints on the amount of money that flews out of the country. But Smith's
economic theory is not that simple: the wealth of a nation is not measured by the amount of
moncey it possesses, but by the total amount of goods and services it produces. The effect of
restraints on imports must therefore be analyzed by looking at how they affect production, and
since total production is determined by the stock of capital, at how they affect investment.

Regulations of commerce will divert some of the capital available toward a direction
that it might not have followed otherwise. But, Smith conjectured, ‘it is by no means certain
that this artificial dircection is likely to be more advantageous to the socicty than that into
which it would have gone in its own accord’ (IV.ii, 453)1, Indeed the metaphor of the ‘invisible
hand’ illustrates the view that distortions are unnccessary and incfficient. It is a purely

rhetorical device which closes of a two-step argument. First, Smith shows that merchants will

1 References are made to the bicentinary edition by Campbell, Skinner and Todd. Books are denoted by the
roman numbers (c.g, IV), chapters by "i's (e.g,, ii), sub-chapters by roman letters (e.g., ¢).

-4-
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naturally choose to invest in their own country, and second, that people who employ capital in
support of the domestic industry necessarily contribute as much as possible to the generai good.
(‘By preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own
security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest
value, he intends only his own gain... (156)') Now this second step is trivial within Smith's
economic framework. It is merely a matter of incentives: the wealth of society depends upon the
amount of capital and on the way this capital is used. Since merchants have a direct stake in
the way they use their capital, they will manage it as best as they can and will thereby,
unintentionally, benefit society as a whole more than anybody else could with the same
capital. In fact the relationship between the stock of capital and the wealth of the nation is a
very mechanic one according to Smith. So that, in the context of a closed economy, there would
have been no need - not even a rhetorical one - to refer to an ‘invisible hand*2.

The first step, by contrast, raises a much more serious challenge, and it is to that step
that Smith devotes most of his attention. The matter is the allocation of capital across
different countries. Let us recall that, according to mercantilism as well as to Smith's own
cconomic theory, any distortion of the capital market at home would be more advantageous to
society than to sce capital flowing abroad. Contemporary economic theories interpret restraints
on imports either ac taxes, as 3 way to protect national industries, or as a way to grant some
advantage to a particular group of society. With respect to Smith’s theory, they can be
interpreted quite differently: as an incentive given to holders of capital to invest within the
country rather than abroad, as a way to attract and keep capital at home.

In this perspective, economic power appears to have some leverage on political power.
This is indeed the central hypothesis of this paper: that merchants were implicitly
threatening the government to take away their capital and invest it abroad; and that in
response, the government adopted the economic policies merchants were advocating - namely
mercantilism. In this view, the relationship between political and cconomic power is the
reverse of the one to which contemporary economics gives attention. It is not that economic
advantages follow from political power (c.g., Krueger 1974); but rather that economic power
provides political power which then leads to additional economic advantages.3

In the second part of the paper I shall defend this hypothesis with an analysis of
Smith’s own writings and indirect historical evidence. In this section, 1 present the

interpretation of the ‘invisible hand’ yiclded by this hypothesis. In a nutshell, Smith would

2 By contrast, there is no automatic or mechanic relationship between an individual's interest and that of
society according to contemporary economic theory.

3 Fora presentation of this idea in a contemporary setting, see Lindblom (1977).
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Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



have argued that the merchants’ threat is an empty one. That is, that even if no economic
advantages is given to them, for instance under the form of restraints on imports, merchants will
still invest in their home country because it is in their ‘natural interest’ to do so.

Throughout the WN Smith had repeatedly argued that merchants were only acting
with respect to their own interest, so he could not possibly suggest that merchants would invest
their wealth within their own country under patriotic motives¥. What he had to show is that
merchants have a natural interest to invest in their own country, that they naturally prefer the
home trade to the foreign trade:

the study of his own advantage naturally, or rather necessarily, leads him to prefer

that employment which is most advantageous to socicty.

First, every individual endeavours to employ his capital as near home as he
can, and consequently as much as he can in the support of domestic industry; provided

always that he can thereby obtain, or not a great deal less than the ordinary profits of
stock. (IV.ii, 454).

Merchants prefer to invest at home rather than abroad because thereby they control better
their capital. Their investments are less subject to external contingencies. Smith speaks of ‘the
uncasiness {a merchant] feels at being separated so far from his capital’ (154). As a consequence
merchants will try to bring as much of their capital as possible within their home country. But,
as such, the argument is incomplete for it does tell us why a merchant decides to take msidence
in a particular country. Let us recall here some of the concluding remarks of Book 11
A merchant, it has been said very properly, is not necessarily the citizen of any
particular country. It is in a great measure indifferent to him from what place he
carries on his trade; and a very trifling disgust will make him remove his capital, and
together with it all the industry which it supports, from one country to another. No
part of it can be said to belong to any particular country, till it has been spread as it

were over the face of that country, cither in buildings or in the lasting improvement of
lands (WN, IlLiv, 426).

The two views are not contradictory. According to the latter, merchants are not attached to a
particular country; and at the same time, they want to invest their capital where they reside.
In short, a merchant prefers to invest in his home country, but no country can properly be called
his home. The point is that both merchants and capital possess a fleeting nature. Unlike a
land-owner who is citizen because she is attached to the land itself attached to the country,
the merchant is attached to his capital but necither merchant nor capital is necessarily

attached to a particular country, Merchants invest in a particular country just because they live

4 The view seems obvious today. It was not at the time, for under mercantilist doctrine, it was argued that the
‘merchant’s ultimate guide ... was not the politically impartial logic of the market place but rather his
identincation with the power and prestige of his nation® (Teichgracber 1986, 19).

-6-
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there. We have reached the point where the remark made above about Smith's particular
explanation for merchants® involvement in politics is important. It could have been argued that
merchants live in countries where they can corrupt politics. Rather, Smith argued that
merchants try to corrupt the politics of the country in which they live. And the reason they
live in a particular country rather than in another one is a matter of Providence. But once they
start investing in that country, which is in their natural interest to do, they will find a natural
interest to remain in it.

The argument that merchants prefer to invest their capital close to where they live
may not be very convincing. What matters for us is that shed light on Smith’s use of the
metaphor of the ‘invisible hand’. Let me now compare the above interpretation with the more
commonly held ones. The theoretical interpretation illustrated above with quotes from
Samuclson and Hirschman, states that every individual contributes to the general welfare by
pursuing his or her own self interest. By contrast, my interpretation emphasizes the fact that,
in that particular passage of the WN, Smith was not referring to any individual, but to a very
particular class of socicty, that of merchants®. It could be argued that the generalization of the
theoretical interpretation would scem justified in the light of Smith’s statement that in a
commercial society every individual eventually becomes a merchant. Doing so however would
disregard other and more significant evidence which shows that Smith did single out the class
of merchants from other classes of socicty. We shall have the occasion to come back to this
evidence later in the course of this paper, but as an example consider the concluding remarks of
Book I in which Smith stress that, unlike other individuals in socicty, the merchants’ interests
are ‘always in some respects different from, and even opposite to, that of the public’. And that,
as a consequence, merchants should be prevented from influencing the political process:

The proposal of any new law or regulation of commcree which come from this order ought
always to be listened to with great precaution... It comes from an order of men whose
interest is never ex:zctly the same with that of the public, who have generally an interest

to deceive and even oppress the public, and who accordingly have, upon many occasions,
both deceived and oppressed them’ (L.vi.p, 267)

This view supports of course the hypothesis that drives the interpretation of the ‘invisible
hand’ defended here. The point is that the genceralization of the principle of the ‘invisible
hand’ to any individual of society leaves out a central clement of Smith’s argument: that
merchants werc in a significant way different from other individuals. First, because their

interest did not automatically coincide with that of socicty at large, unlike workers and

5 In the passage of the invisible hand, Smith refers explicitly to individuals who invest and live by profits:
thcy are merchants, not wage-carners or rentiers.

-7-
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landowners whose interests are “strictly and inseparably connected with the general interest of
the society’ (L.vi.p, 265). And second because they had gained political influence at the expense
of other classes, in particular that of land-owners.

Another tack of the theoretical interpretation of the “invisible hand’ is the view that
‘private vices' can lead to ‘public goods’; that people are virtuous even when they only think
about their own interest. What Mandeville had stated in a provocative way, Smith would
have proved in a broad theoretical framework, thereby lcading to the emancipation of
economics from politics (Cropsey 1957; Dumont 1977; Minowitz 1993). But the existence of such a
relationship is certainly not specific to the economic realm. Smith’s entire philosophy revolves
around the view that some providential hand connects the parts with the whole although such
a connection is not necessarily intended by the parts. This organic view is in no way specific to
the particular passages in which he refers to the invisible hand. It is in fact a central feature of
Smith’s theory of society in both the TMS and the WN, and more generally a characteristic of
cighteenth century thought. Similar ideas can be found, for instance, in Montesquicu’s Spirit of
Laws or Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality. Furthermore, the idea of balance or harmony
conveyed extends well beyond the scope of politics. Nature and socicty were regarded as
harmonious systems, in which competing forces generate order and harmony. In his sociological
account of cighteenth-century city life, Sennett (1977) compares socicty to a molecule whose
constitution depends on the balance between different atoms. Smith's definition of the word
constitution is very organic. He viewed society as an ‘immense fabric’, raised and supported by
the ‘peculiar and darling care of nature’, and which can, at any moment, ‘crumble into atoms’
(TMS, 11, ii, 3, 125). Private and public spheres are not opposed, but rather respond to one
another and are harmoniously integrated within a larger whole. Similarly for nature and
culture, freedom and authority, civil socicty and the State, needs and means.® Smith's work is
replete of references to Providence, the ‘wisdom of Nature’, the ‘wisdom of God'. In general he
refers to wisdom as the art of bringing together the different clements of a system into a
harmonious whole. The wise watch-maker adjusts admirably the wheels of the watch; the
wise statesman adjusts the different interests of socicty; and Nature or God puts together those

things that are beyond human understanding.

6 For example, Rousscau: ‘It is thanks to a very wise Providence that the faculties which were potential in
[the savage man] should have become actual only with the opportunity of using them, so that they were neither
superfluous nor onerous before their time, nor late in appearing and uscless when the need arose.’ ‘Rousscau
1754: 97) Consider also the following passage from Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Law: ‘Honor sets all the parts
of the bedy politic in motion, and by its very action connects them; thus cach individual advances the public

ood, while he only thinks of promoting his own interest’ (I, vii, 25). (Montesquicu was dealing here with
the functioning of monarchicsf
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We should therefore consider the idea that a part contributes unintentionally to the
good functioning of the whole as the general rule which prevailed at the time - we could almost
say the natural rule - rather than as the exception?. From this standpoint merchants are an
exception, not because they unintentionally contribute to the general welfare by pursuing their
own interest, but because, in the political sphere, their interests diverge from that of the
public. In short, merchants are a part which do not fit with the whole. As noted by Rothschild
(1994) Smith seems to use the expression ‘invisible hand’ (three times in his entire work) with
irony. In the WN, the irony would be, according to our interpretation, that coen merchants can
contribute unintentionally to the public good if they are restricted to the economic sphere.
Smith would thereby create new “connectinns® between the nation and merchants, even when
these latter cannot be said to be the 'citizens of any particular country'8, Let us remark that to
create connections corresponds precisely to Smith's conception of science, as expressed in his
‘History Of Astronomy’ (ca. 1746-8):'Philosophy is the science of the connecting principles of
nature’; it secks to ‘introduce order into this chaos of jarring and discordant appearances, to
allay this tumult of the imagination, and to restore it, when it surveys the great revolutions of
the universe, to that tone of tranquility aind composure, which is... most suitable to its nature™.
The chaos, to come back to our topic, would have been the destabilization of the political
process by the merchants’ increasing power. To restore order required to find a new place for
merchants in society, one conceptually free from the illusion that merchants were acting for the
interest of society?®. Behind the ironical metaphor the goal was then to undermine the
merchants’ political power. The intention was not merely to liberate the economy from politics;
it was also to preserve the independence of politics from merchants' economic power. Politics,
rather than commerce, needed protection.

So much for the comparison with the theoretical interpretation. At this point we cannot
compare this interpretation with the historical one, for to do so demands a prior discussion of
Smith's conception of politics. To this we now turn, and we shall come back to the historical

interpretation in section 4.

7 This vision of the world, known as the ‘Great Chain of Being', originated in ancient Greece and would have
culminated in the Eighteenth century. See Lovejoy (1954).

8 On the theme of connections, see Mazlish (1989).
9 Cited in Mazlish (1989, 35).

10yt as, according to Appleby (1976, 502), mercantilism 'provided symbolic cohesion to a society being
atomized by the market. Merchants and indusirialists were able to establish there place in the social order in
reference to this model’. Thus a criticism of mercantilism required to define anew the place of merchants in
society.
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2. Smith’s conception of politics

The interpretation of the ‘invisible hand’ put forward in the precedent section relied on
the hypothesis that merchants were implicitly threatening the government to invest their
capital abroad; and that in response, the government adopted the economic policies merchants
were advocating, namely mercantilism. The purpose of this section is to give support to this
double hypothesis. The appropriate starting point is to look at the political situation that
prevailed in cighteenth century Britain and at how it was (perceived to be) affected by the
development of commerce (2.1). With the running of an important debt, merchants were able to
gain political influence for a number of different reasons (section 3.1). The challenge was to find
a solution to this problem which would not have negative side-effects. For some of the
conditions which gave merchants the opportunity to scize political power were inherent to the
emergence of a commercial society and could not therefore be tackled while preserving the more
desirable effects of commerce (section 3.2). Remained the threat linked to merchants’” mobility
and which gave them political leverage, and to which, according to the interpretation

presented above, the ‘invisible hand’ would have responded.
2.1 The Political Setting in Historical Perspeclive

An immediate condition of national prosperity is political stability and the avoidance
of civil wars. One would not speculate about the ‘origins of the wealth of nations’ in the midst
of a revolution. The point, obvious as it is, needs to be made because the fear of social
uphcavals, revolution, and war was very vivid in Britain throughout the cighteenth century.
According to Hirschman (1977), the development of commercial activities in the cighteenth
century was indeed praised for its political implications. Montesquicu in France, and Steuart in
Scotland, among others, argued that commerce would render people more civilized and more
peaceful, while at the same time holding back the passionate impulses of the Prince. But
Hirschman identifies the publication of the WN as marking the end of this view. Smith would
have justified commerce on its own terms, rather than for political reasons. The interpretation
of the invisible just presented contradicts this view.

There is no question that Smith justified the expansion of commerce on economic grounds.
But this does not imply that he did not consider the positive political consequences as at lcast

cqually important. Nor is it necessary to presuppose a hierarchy between these two goals. More
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accurate is to hold the view that commerce was seen as beneficial because, to use the common
expression, it could kill two birds with one stone. This was in part Hume’s position, as
illustrated by the following passage from his essay ‘Of commerce”: “Trade and commerce are
really nothing but a stock of labor, which in the times of peace and tranquillity is employed for
the case and satisfaction of individuals; but in the emergencies of the state, may, in part, be
tumned to public advantage’ (Hume 1817, 281).

In order to understand the political challenge raised by the growth of commerce, we
must pay due attention to the particular political setting that had emerged in England (and
after 1707, Britain) in the aftermath of the Glorious Revolution (1688)!1. The revolution
settlement, as it is often called, instituted a subtle balance of power between the Commons (or
Parliament) and the Crown which lasted until 1830, The sovereign was head of the Executive;
she or he chose ministers and was directly concerned with policy-making. Some ministers such
as Walpole were however clearly able to pursue policies of their own. Furthermore, the
Commons could make it almost impossible for the Crown to keep a minister they did not want.
In historical perspective, this mixed constitution!2 was portrayed as the only possible defense
against the two threats to social peace which had been embodiced in the revolutions. The 1649
Revolution made people weary of any move towards democracy. While the Glorious
Revolution, ignited by James II's alleged attempts to impose Catholicism in England, had
shown the drawbacks of absolute monarchy, although monarchy as an institution was never
under attack. Not surprisingly then commentators of the time believed that only a balance of
power between Parliament and the Crown could guarantee political stability. The power of the
Prince had to be contained and protected at the same time as the only bulwark against anarchy.

Evidence of Smith's allegiance to this mixed structure of power is scattered throughout
his work. We find it, for instance, in his stress of authority as a necessary principle of
govemnment!3, in addition to that of utility, thereby departing from Locke's views and showing

his attachment to a vertical vision of socicty.!¥ In book V of the Wealth of Nations he presents

N onei shicenth-century Britain, I have made use of the following works: Dickinson (1977); Black (1993);
Harris (1963); Willcox and Arnstein (1966).

121 shall henceforth use the word “constitution” in the sense used by Smith: as consisting of ‘the manner in
which any state is divided into the different orders and societies which compose it, and upon the particular
distribution which has been made of their respective powers, privileges, and immunities’ (TMS, VI, ii, b, 338)
It thus refers to a make-up of society and structure of power rather than to a legal document.

13The rinciple of government is that sentiment from which allegiance to and respect of the government
derive. In the wake of Montesquicu's Spirit of Laws, it was widely believed that cach form of government rests
on a particular principle: democracy on political virtue or utility; monarchy on honour and authority;
despotismon fear.

14 Recent historiographic work has shown that Locke's social contract theory was resisted throughout the
century because it was scen as jeopardizing the hierarchical structure of society (Dunn 1969).
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an account of the sources of authority (V, i, b), based on qualifications, age, fortune, and birth,
and spends a section - although a short one - on the ‘Expence of supporting the Dignity of the
Sovereignty’ (V, i, h).

Additional evidence to his allegiance to the mixed structure of government is the order
in which he classified different forms of government. Unlike Montesquicu, Smith integrates in
his own view of society an idea of progress (Forbes 1954). Different constitutions are not just
specific to different states; rather they evolve according to a discernible pattemn as society
advances through different stages. Forbes even argues that Smith discovered a ‘law of
progress’, a ‘science of history’. What can scarcely be disputed is that Smith saw the British
mixed constitution as superior to any other constitution, and notably to democracy and absolute
monarchy. In his historical sketch of the different stages of society, democracy is depicted as
fragile and cventually to be replaced by monarchy (L], I, 4). And by acknowledging the right to
resistance he clearly denied absolute monarchy as a working system.!5 16 There is nothing
original in these positions; they were the ones prevailing in ecighteenth century Britain once
the revolution scttlement had been secured. In an essay entitled ‘Whether the British
government inclines more to absolute monarchy, or to a republic’, Hume speculated the former to
be correct. More significant is that he thought it was the more desirable direction of change: ‘1
shall rather wish to see an absolute monarchy than a republic in this island’ (1817, 79). For like
Smith he associated a republic with social unrest and upheavals to be eventually overcome by
the rule of one man. (Hume refers of course to Cromwell). We must keep in mind that political
instability was a very vivid threat throughout the period. As Black puts it, ‘continuity was
sought for, not because of any casy complacency, but rather as a result of the realization of
social fragility’ (1993:17)17.

A precision is called for with regard to the role of the Parliament. Members of
Parliament are today supposed to represent the interest of their constituency. The Parliament
acts as the representation of the people. By contrast in the cighteenth century, and in

opposition to Locke's theories, it was argued that members of parliament should not be held

15 These views are more clearly expressed in the Lectures in the chapters ‘Of the Rights of the Sovereign' (1,
14) ard "Of the Rights of Subjects’ (1, 16).

16 And also: “That kings are servants of the people, to be obeyed, resisted, deposed, or punished, as the public
conveniency may require, is the doctrine of reason and philosophy; but it is not the doctrine of nature’ (TMS:
1,1, €). And as is well known, Smith believed that socicty should be organized around principles of nature. For
a discussion, sce Cropsey (1957).

17 The instability was partly related to the Jacobites' claim over the Crown (restauration of James 11, and
after his death of his subsequent heirs) a claim supported by some continental nations: France in 1692, 1696,
1708, 1744-6, 1759, and Spain in 1719 prepared to invade England on behalf of the Jacobites; partly to the
many wars Britain had to fight on the Continent and later in America as well as at home in 1715 and 1745;
and to the increase in commercial activities which was believed to corrupt politics.
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accountable to a constituency, for creating such a link would render politics the subject of
people’s passions (Dickinson 1977). Formal parties were only to be created towards the end of
the century, and were long opposed on the ground that it would implicitly mean that
politicians defend particular interests. Burke, for instance, told the constituents of Bristol who
had clected him to Parliament in 1774 that a Member of Parliament should be guided by ‘the
general good... He owes you, not his industry only, but his judgment; and he betrays you, not
serves you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion’ (in Black 1993, 68). The Renaissance had
portrayed the politician or member of Parliament as a humanist, counsclor of the Prince, and
this tradition was still very much alive in cighteenth-century Britain (Pocock 1975). A
necessary condition to be a member of Parliament was to be free, in the ancient sense of the term
meaning freedom from having to engage in work.18 Parlisment, in short, was itself seen as

above society, rather than as emanating from it. This was the ‘age of aristocracy’.
2.2 Politics and Justice

Again Smith shows allegiance to this view. He was certainly no revolutionary. And he
also rejected the use of self-interest as a general explanation of legislation.1® According to him,
a statesman must show prudence and act to preserve the constitution and certairly not to
transform it as has sometimes been suggested20. Smith contrasts the folly and ‘highest
arrogance’ of the ‘man of system’ — the philosopher who tries to organize society according to
rcason and who imagines that ‘he can arrange the different members of a great society with as
much easc as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chess-board’ (TMS, V1, ij, 2, 343) -
with ‘the man whose public spirit is prompted altogether by humanity and benevolence’ and
who respects ‘the established powers and privileges even of individuals, and still more those
of the great orders and societies into which the state is divided’ (342). To accommodate the

different interests of society within a harmonious whole was, for Smith, the defining trait of

18'As with Aristotle, the end of land is not profit, but leisure : the opportunity to act in the public realm or
assembly, to display virtue’ (Pocock 1975: 390).

29 Tl}x‘? point is notably a great surprisc to Stigler (1971) who concludes his paper with ‘How so, Professor
Smith?’,

20 Notably by West (1976). The point was stressed by Dugald Stewart in his biograﬁhical lecture delivered
in Edinburgh in 1793: ‘for the most celebrated works which have been produced in the different countries of
Europe during the last thirty years, by Smith, Quesnai, Turgot, Campomanes, Beccaria, and others, have aimed
atthe improvement of society, - not by delineating plans of new constitutions, but by enlightening the policy of
actual legislators. Such speculations, while they are more essentially and more cxtcnsive%y uscful than an
others, have no tendency to unhinge established institutions, or to inflame the passions of the multitude. The
improvements they recommend are to be effected by means teo gradual and flow in their operations to warm
the imai;inations of any but the speculative few; and in proportion as they are adopted, they consolidate the
political fabric, and enlarge the basis upon which it rests.” (1811: 483-4)
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the ‘great statesman’ or ‘great legislator’, thereby joining the humanist tradition. More

specifically he believed that wisdom and prudence were necessary to reconcile the new with

the old in general, and commerce with the constitution in particular:
Wise and judicious conduct, when directed to greater and nobler purposes than the care
of the health, the fortune, the rank, and reputation, of the individual, is frequently
and very properly called Prudence. We talk of the prudence of the great general, of the
great statesman, of the great legislator. Prudence is, in all these cases, combined with
many greater and more splendid virtues; with valor, with extensive and strong
benevolence, with a sacred regard to the rules of justice, and all these supported by a
proper degree of self-command. This superior prudence, when carried to the highest
degree of perfection, necessarily supposes the art, the talent, and the habit or
disposition of acting with the most perfect propriety in every possible circumstance and
situation. It necessarily supposes the utmost perfection of all the intellectual and of all
the moral virtues. It is the best head joined to the best heart. It is the most perfect
wisdom combined with the most perfect virtue. It constitutes very nearly the character

of the Academical or Peripapetic sage, as the inferior prudence does that of the
Epicurean. (TMS, VL. i, 316).

As a critique of this interpretation of Smith's conception of politics, some commentators

may draw our attention to the following passage of the TMS:

Socicty may subsists among different men as among different merchants, from a sense of
its utility, without any mutual love or affection; and though no man in it should owe
any obligation, or be bound in gratitude to any other, it may still be upheld by a
mercenary exchange of good offices according to an agreed valuation. (TMS, 11, ii, 3, 124)

But this passage should not be read out of context. For Smith immediately adds the following
qualification: ‘Society {however] cannot subsist among those who are at all times ready to hurt
and injury one another’. This statement is of particular significance for us here for it suggests
that a socicty of merchants will be possible only inasmuch as merchants do not try to injure
others, only inasmuch as they respect the rules of the game, Now, as in many other instances,
Smith identified some providential mechanism which ensures that usually people do act
within the rules. However, in a complex economy, and for reasons to be analyzed in the next
section, this mechanism will no more operate. Indeed a recurrent theme of the WN is that
merchants are able to dececive the public. Let us look briefly at how the mechanism was
supposed to work.

In the TMS Smith defended the view that the main motive of one’s actions is one's
desire for sympathy from others. Smith's individual is an actor who looks for the approbation

of her audience?l. If our attention is so much directed towards the pursuit of riches, it is because

IZI_,':t és %;cﬂy from this regard to the sentiments of mankind, that we pursue riches and avoid poverty’ (TMS,
11, £, 7U).
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our audience is very well disposed to identify with the joy we derive from such riches. Getting
access to, and approval from an audience is people’s real ambition:
Of such mighty importance does it appear to be, in the imaginations of men, to stand in
that situation which sets them most in the view of general sympathy and attention.
And thus, place, that great object which divides the wives of aldermen, is the end of
half the labors of human life; and is the cause of all the tumult and bustle, all the

rapinc and injustice, which avarice and ambition have introduced into the world (TMS,
Liii.b, 80).

This race for honor and rank is profoundly ingrained in human nature. It is also what makes
society what it is. As such, it is not morally condemnable. The problem arises when this race
becomes excessive. When, instead of trying to outstrip one's competitors, one tries to eliminate
them. But fortunately this limit is generally imposed by the impartiality of the audience. So
the audience will sympathize with the competitor only inasmuch as she does not transgress the
rules of ‘fair play’. Beyond this point, the audience will sympathize with the offended party
and tend to look at the offender from this standpeint. Hate, rather than love or admiration,
will be the audience’s response.22 It is because the persons composing the audience have this
sense of justice ingrained in their nature, the fact that they are impartial, that individuals
refrain from hurting the weak, from becoming ‘wild beasts’ for one another (TMS, 1, ii, 3). Note
that the argument supposes therefore the presence of an audience. The sentiment of restraint
comes into play only if the individual acts on a stage. Behind the stage, man is a lion.

Now one of the consequences of the expansion of commerce is to render the cconomy
extremely complex, making it more and more difficult to judge whether or not people respect the
rules of the game. In other words, the market creates a back-stage in which actors become
‘invisible’ to the public’s eye. It is because of this that the statesman’s virtue, and with it the

conditions of justice, need to be protected.23
3. Commerce, the State, and Merclhants’ Political Power
3.1 The financial revolution and the involvement of merchants in politics
The growth of the public debt in Britain during the cighteenth century - what has been

called the “financial revolution’ (Dickson 1967) - provided the occasion for merchants to seize

some political power. According to both commentators of the time and contemporary historians,

22 ‘IThe audience) readily, therefore, sympathize with the natural resentment of the injured, and the offender
becomes the object of their hatred and indignation’ (TMS, 11, ii, 2, 120).
23 A similar contention is central to Rousscau's Discourse on the Origin of Incquality.
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the debt shook the balance between political and economic power by putting the executive
power at the mercy of investors, and by increasing the importance of movable wealth in society.
The size of the political debate it aroused shows how seriously the matter was considered. For
some time, it constituted the central critique against the ruling government. Thus Bolingbroke,
the main spokesman of this opposition, was denouncing the merchants’ encroachment on the
executive power traditionally held by the class of landowners (Kramnick 1968). In Winch's
words, ‘What was at stake was not simply a shift of power and initiative from the landowner
to the City, but the delicate balance between the elements making up England's mixed
constitution, and hence maintaining its stabilities and liberties’ (1978: 123). Winch's choice of
words is significant, for as we saw carlier, Smith defined the role of the statesman as that of
preserving this delicate balance, although Winch himself did not try to interpret Smith's
politics in this light. There is ample evidence that Smith took this threat more seriously than

what Winch suggests, as for instance in the following from the WN:

The capricious ambition of kings and ministers has not, during the present and the
preceding century, been more fatal to the repose of Europe than the impertinent jealousy
of merchants and manufacturers. The violence and injustice of the rulers of mankind is
an ancient evil, for which, I am afraid, the nature of human affairs can scarce admit of
a remedy. But the mean rapacity, the monopolising spirit of merchants and
manufacturers, who neither are, nor ought to be, the rulers of mankind, though it cannot
perhaps be corrected may very casily be prevented from disturbing the tranquillity of
anybody but themselves.(WN, IV.iii.c, 493)24

Smith’s economic theory, developed in Book 1 of the WN, enabled him to explain why
merchants have an interest to deceive and oppress the public. Merchants' interest, he showed,
is ‘to widen the market and to narrow the competition’. If the former is frequently ‘agrecable
enough to the interest of the public’, the latter ‘must always be against it’ (WN, Lxi.p, 267).
Merchants’ incentive to deceive the public is to gain economic privileges like restraints on the
importation of foreign goods or bountics. Even colonization and foreign wars may be agrecable

enough to merchants in spite of the losses of life they necessarily entail2s,

24 The pas:mﬁ;: also reveals the difference between Smith's goal and the intellectual tradition analyzed by

Hirschman (1977). Whereas Hirschman focused on the need to restrain the passions of the Prince as expressed

in the works of Montesquicu and Steuart, Smith is here mainly concemed with restricting the political

consequences of the merchants’ economic power. But the goal remains the same: political stability. See Stigler

&97‘9 I'ém' a comprehensive list of different relationships between economic classes and political behaviour in
cWN.

25 For instance on colonies: ‘It is thus that the single advantage which the monopoly procures to a single
order of men is in many diffcrent ways hurtful to the general interest of the country./ To found a great cmpire
for the sole purpose of ralsing up a people of customers may at first sight appear fit only for a nation of
shopkeepers. Itis, however, a project altogether unfit for a nation of shopkeepers; but a‘project extremely fit
for a nation whose government is influenced by shopkeepers. Such statesmen, and such statesmen only, are
capable of fancying that they will find some advantage in cmploging the blood and treasure of their fellow-
citizens to found and maintain such an empire’ (WN, 1V.vii.c, 613).
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To say that the financial revolution provided the opportunity for merchants to gain
political power raises more questions than it answers. Why were merchants able to seize this
opportunity? Why, once they had political power, did they use it against the public? And how
could they continue doing so in complete impunity? Thus we want to understand the mechanism
by which merchants were able to seize political power in order to confront our hypothesis that
the idea of the invisible hand provided an institutional response to the problem.

Let us start with the debt. The immediate consequence of the debt was to create a
movable form of wealth. Unlike land, this wealth was subject to opinion (e.g. speculation) and
could casily be moved across boundaries. Smith remarked that in Britain, ‘merchants are
generally the people who advance money to the government’ (V.iii, 918). Interestingly enough
the introduction of movable wealth was in part seen as positive in that it permitted to restrict
the sovereign's grands coups d’autorite (Hirschman 1977). But at the same time it gave
merchants political leverage over a sovereign who needed to raise funds. Writing in the carly
nineteenth century about the period of interest to us, Sismondi noted that

the merchants thus found a way to be listened, because they controlled almost entirely
the finances of the State, while at the same time, they were independent of its

authority, for they could clude their fortune from despotic actions, and take it with them
to a foreign country (1951 : 53).26

Merchants® financial power and the threat that they could withdraw their wealth from one
country and invest it in another one was thus at the basis of their political power. In historical
perspective, the merchants’ mobility had been one of the main reasons for which they were not
trusted to act in the public interest. Merchant's interests were not physically attached to the
nation, unlike land owners’. The idea is nicely synthesized in Bolingbroke's maxim that
‘landed men are the true owners of our political vessel; the moneyed men, as such are but
passengers in it"27. So that the creation of more movable wealth through the running of a debt
could only increase the vulnerability of the government to merchants’ interests,

Two other arguments that explain how merchants were able to increase their political
power, and at the same time justify the policies they were advocating, are that merchants had

a better sense of their interest and a greater capacity to organize as a class of society.

26 Also: ‘The prevalence of this great mercantile association in Britain, has, in the course of the present
century, become gradually more and more conspicuous... The voice of the mercantile interest never fails to
command the attention of government, and when firm and unanimous, is even able to control and direct the
deliberations of the national councils.” (John Millar; cited in Hirschmann 1977: 91),

27 Bolinbroke, Works. Cited in Winch (1978: 123). Dickinson notes that this view was commonly held b
Torics: ‘whereas landed men had a genuire stake in the country and must protect their country in order (o
defend their own interests, the possessions of merchants and financiers were movable. In a crisis men of
estates would have to stay and fight to preserve their interests, but merchants and financiers might be free to
escape with their wealth’ (1977: 51).
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Justification itself was provided by mercantilism, ‘a system invented by merchants® azcording to
Sismondi (52). Smith himseclf provides a lively account of the role played by merchants in
establishing mercantilism as the guiding doctrine of state economic policies (in IV.i). First, as
has been noted by others, notably John Millar, merchants had a greater capacity to act
collectively, which gave them an ascendancy over their country folk: ‘Country gentlemen and
farmers, dispersed in different parts of the country, cannot so casily combine as merchants and
manufacturers, who, being collected into towns, and accustomed to that exclusive corporation
spirit which prevails in them, naturally endeavor to obtain against all their countrymen the
same exclusive privilege which they gencrally possess against the inhabitants of their
respective towns’ (WN, IV.ii, 462).28 This ‘corporation spirit’ was coupled with a better
understanding of their own interest. Merchants shared a common goal, to advance iheir

industries, and they knew better than anybody ¢lse what kind of policies it required:

[Merchants'] superiority over the country gentleman is not so much in their knowledge of
the public interest, as in their having a better knowledge of their own interest than he
has of his. It is by this superior knowledge of their own interest that they have
frequently imposed upon his gencrosity, and persuaded him to give up both his own
interest and that of the public, from a very simple but honest conviction that their
interest, and not his, was the interest of the public.(WN, Lxi.p, 267)

The rcason merchants possess this superior awareness about their interest is simply that “[i]t
was their business to know it’ (IV.i, 434). So that when merchants came up with a theory on the
relation between foreign trade and the public interest, the legislators were casily convinced:
“To the judges who were to decide the business it appeared a most satisfactory account of the
matter, when they werc told that foreign trade brought moncy into the country, but that the
laws into question hindered it from bringing so much as it otherwise would do. Those arguments
therefore produced the wished-for effect... From one fruitless care [the attention of the
government] was turned away to another care much more intricate, much more embarrassing,
and just cqually fruitless’ (434). The general misunderstanding of political cconomy that
prevailed in socicty, and more specifically within the parliament, had thus cnabled

merchants to foster their own theory for their own advantage. We would miss the point,

28 Compare with the optimism of John Millar: ‘Villages are enlarged into towns; and these are often swelled
into populous citics. In all those places of resort, there arise large bands of labourers or artificers, who by
following the same employment, and by constant intercourse, are enabled, with great rapidity, to communicate
all their sentiments and passions, Among these there spring up leaders, who give a tone and direction to their
companions. The strong encourage the feeble; the bold animate the timid; the resolute confirm the wavering;
and the movement of the whole mass Krocccd with the uniformity of a machine, and with a force that is often
irresistible.... the merchant, though he never overlooks his private advautage, iz accustomed to connect his
own gain with that of his brethren, and is, therefore, alwalys ready to join with those of the same profession, in
soliciting the aid of government, and in promoting general measures for the benefit of their trade’ (John Millar;
cited in Hirschman 1977: €3-1; emphases added).
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however, if we just focused on the legislators' apparent ignorance. Their ignorance is relative to
the merchants® knowledge.

The debt, merchants’ mobility, greater capacity to organize and to know where their
interest really lies, mercantilism, are the different elements which enabled merchants to seize
some political power and to use it for their private interest and against that of society at large.
These were therefore the elements which Smith had to address. His critique of mercantilism as
theory and practice needs littie elaboration here, and as a treatise in political economy, the
WN provides an alternative to mercantilism. In order to provide a satisfactory response to the
other clements, it was necessary to distinguish between those elements which were inherent to

commerce, and those which could be tackled without affecting the wealth of the nation.
3.2 Commerce and Politics

Commerce has beneficial effects, notably to increase the wealth of all members of
socicty. But at the same time, the class of merchants represents a threat to the traditional
constitution described above. For if the emergence of the commercial spirit was in part
welcomed as a way to hold back the violent impulses of the Prince, as Hirschman (1977) told
the story, it was also believed to exceedingly undermine his authority and the independence of
the Parliament. Some of the paradoxes of Smith's views on commerce appear thus related to
the mixed nature of the British constitution29. The spirit of my argument is that Smith, well
aware of the paradoxical consequences of commerce, attempted to find an institutional solution
to this paradox, viz. to retain the beneficial economic consequences while restoring the
independence of politics.30 Smith's ambivalent views on commerce - how, for instance, it
contributes to the wealth of the nation, has a “civilizing” cffect, but also lcads to a socicty in
which ‘the low people are exceedingly stupid’ (L}, 11, I, 17, 256) - are well known and need not
be repeated here. What needs consideration is the relationship between commerce and the
different elements which supported merchants’ political power.

First we may note that the advent of a commercial socicty created a number of new

social needs which, according to Smith, had to be fulfilled by the State. In contrast to

29 Compare with Montesquicu: ‘Great entreprises... in commerce are not for monarchial, but for republican
governments’ (XX, 4, 318)

30 west (1991) interprets Smith's project similarly. However he trics to understand Smith's politics in
cconomic terms, rather then defining the role of politics on its own terms. Similarly Teichbraeger (1986), in
spite of noting that the Scottish Enlightment thinkers thought that the benefits of a free commercial society
could be understood most unambiguously in political terms’ (p. 18), went on to try to understand Smith's
politics in economic terms. But if the benefits of commerce are to be expressed in political terms, than the role
of politics cannot be reduced to creating the conditions for commerce.
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contemporary discussions of the respective roles of the state and the market which tend to
portray cconomic relationships as a possible solution to political issues (i.e. the state or the
market), in book V of the WN Smith explained how the division of labor naturally increases
the role of the state in society. He records that moment in which the modem state and the
modem market emerge simultancously. For instance, unlike in the previous stages of society
(hunters; shepherds; agriculture), a standing army seems necessary to protect a commercial
socicty from external aggression. Smith is of course taking side here in one of the important
political debates of his time - whether or not to have a standing army in peace time. But some
of his arguments in favor of a standing army - that, for instance, it is necessary to attain
perfection in the art of war - should not conceal the more fundamental point : that in a
commercial society, it is ‘altogether impossible that they, who take the field, should maintain
themselves at their own expense’ (WN, V.i.a, 694). And hence the cost of war must be incurred
by society as a whole, rather than by the individuals who fight it. Elsewhere, he had said
that it ‘would be an object of serious attention’ to remedy to the facts that, in a commercial
society, ‘Education is despised, or at least neglected, and heroic spirit is almost utterly
extinguished’ (L], II, II, 17, 256). In the WN, he thus advocated making primary education
universal with public money. His historical account of the different stages of society is in fact
one in which the state comes to play an increasing role.

The logical consequence of an increase in the role of the state is the need for greater
revenues. These revenues, notably during the different wars of the eighteenth century, were
gathered by encouraging investors to lend capital to the state and resulted in the accumulation
of an important debt. Although Smith was quite pessimistic about the consequences of the debt
(‘ecnormous debts which at present oppress, and will in the long-run probably ruin, all the great
nations of Europe’ (396)) he also portrayed it as quite incvitable, notably because of the
recurrence of wars: ‘During a peace of about seven years continuance, the prudent and truly
patriot administration of Mr. Pelham, was not able to pay off an old debt of six millions. During
a war of necarly the same continuance, a new debt of more than seventy-five millions was
contracted’ (408). The conclusion to be drawn from this discussion is that to try to reduce the debt
was not the appropriate way to address the political challenge raised by merchants.

Similarly merchants’ superiority in knowledge is presented as inherent to the
emergence of a commercial society. In the language of the TMS, merchants display ‘inferior
prudence’ of that sort which characterizes the ‘Epicurcan’. In contradistinction, politicians arc
to display many different virtues rather than one. They are to be like an ‘Academical sage’.
But even if they approach such a level of wisdom, they will remain less aware of their own

interest or of the public's interest simply because it is not their business to know it. The
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merchants’ superiority in this matter is therefore inherent to a commercial society. The
problem cannot simply be solved by arguing that the statesman should learn better. A
statesman cannot simultancously display virtue and be aware of people's interests at a level
that would match the merchants' knowledge. In other words, the statesman's relative
ignorance is a condition of virtue3l. Montesquieu, who so greatly influenced Hume and less
directly Smith, again made the point explicitly in the chapter on commerce and different forms
of government:

Cicero was of this opinion, when he so justly said, “that he did not like that the same

people should be at once the lords and factors of the whole carth”. For this would,

indeed, be to suppose that every individual in the state, and the whole state

collectively, had their heads constantly filled with grand views, and at the same time
with small ones; which is a contradiction. (XX, 4, 318)

The complexity of a commercial society thus makes it difficult for people to understand how
their interest connects with that of society, and how particular policies can hurt them for the
benefice of some particular class. People with political influence, like merchants, can therefore
deceive the public while pretending to act in the interest of the entire community without
anyone noticing it 32, The consequence is that, since nobody really understands what is going on,
the restraining effect of an audience is no more operative. Merchants can become ‘rapacious’
without being blamed for such behavior. Quite on the contrary, they are admired for their
riches. Because of its complexity, a commercial society thus creates a back stage in which the
“hidden” actors can freely and destructively pursue their ambitions.

Finally, while commerce may have a “civilizing” cffect on some classes of socicty,
Smith believed it had a corrupting effect on those classes of society closer to the exercise of
political power. In the chapter of the TMS entitled ‘Of the corruption of our moral sentiments
which is occasioned by this disposition to admire the rich and the great, and to despise or
neglect persons of poor and mean condition’ (Liii.c) Smith noted that we are generally more
inclined to respect the rich and the great rather than the wise and the virtuous. And since we
desire to be respected, we will try to emulate the rich even at the cost of corrupting our moral

sentiments, that is at the cost of our respectability. But this dilemma is fortuitously resolved in

31 Which explains why ‘Smith gave a larger role to emotion, prejudice, and ignorance in political life than he
never allowed in economic affairs’ (Stigler 1971: 268). Stigler left virtue out of his list. Virtue, ignorance,
emotion, ﬁrcjudicc 0 to'gcthcr and is opposed to the merchants’ acute awareness of their self-interest. And
without the possibility for virtue, there cannot be any politics.

32 Compare with Rousscau: ‘a devouring ambition, the burning passion to enlarge one's relative fortune, not
so much from real need as to put oneselt ahead of others, inspires in all men a dark propensity to injure one
another, a seeret jealousy which is all the more dangerous in that it often assumes the mask of benevolence in
ordar to do its deeds in greater safety; in a word, there is competition and rivalry on the one hand, conflicts of
i(ntcrcst (;rg\)thc other, and always the hidden desire to gain an advantage at the expense of other people’.

1754: 119).
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the middling and inferior stations of life (another example of the organic view of society). For
in that situation, ‘the road to virtue and that to fortune, to such fortune, at least as men in such
stations can reasonably expect to acquire, are, happily, in most cases very nearly the same’ (86).
For honesty, prudence, temperate conduct are the best strategices to fortune when people’s success
is dependent upon other people’s opinion. Unfortunately, and by contrast, “[ijn the superior
stations of life the case is ... not always the same’(87). In the courts of princes, flattery and
falschood may prevail over honesty if the Prince gives more attention to those who pleases
over those who serve him. The ‘solid and masculine virtues of a warrior, a statesman, a
philosopher, or a legislator’ are threatened when the frivolous accomplishments of the man of
fashion are more admired.33 This trend will be strengthened by the lack of understanding in
political economy. Just as merchants can become ‘rapacious’ without being blamed for such
behavior, policy-makers can let themselves be corrupted without incurring punishment from
their peers. Quite on the contrary, they are admired for their riches. Thus, by its sheer
complexity, a commercial society creates a back stage in which the "hidden™ actors can freely
and destructively pursue their ambitions.

In summary the debt and merchants’ superior knowledge appear inherent to a
commercial society constrained by external conditions as the ones faced by Britain in the
cighteenth century. Merchants’ political power could then only be undermined by confronting
their capacity to organize or the argument about their mobility. Following the former route
would eventually have implied to see politics as a mere confrontation of vested interests, and
this, as we noted carlier, was something Smith was not ready to do: democracy was not ripe.
Remains the mobility argument. And this takes us back to our starting point. According to the
interpretation proposed in the first section, this is precisely the issue Smith was addressing
when he referred to the ‘invisible hand’.

4. Theory and Idcology

The analysis of the preceding section explains why it was necessary for Smith to find a
response to the problem of merchants’ mobility. But it does not tell us why his response - the
idca of the ‘invisible hand' meaning that the merchants' threat is an empty one - is sufficient.

After all, arguing that merchants had an interest to deceive the public did not show how their

33 The use of the adaecﬁve masculine must be qualified. In contradistinetion to feminine, masculine is opposed
to unpredictability. Interestingly enough, Pocock (1975, chap 13) noted that the emerging financial markets
were femininized in political discourses. The duality continuity /unpredictatility which translates into the
the duality masculine/ feminine further translates into the duality constitution/ socicty. Statesmen are
supposed to be masculine in the sense that they are supposed to preserve the constitution from historical
contingencies.
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doing so could be prevented. “Why tell the sovercign that free trade is desirable, if one has no
method of disarming the merchants and manufacturers who have obtained the protectionists
measures?’ wondered Stigler (1971: 273). Furthermore, between two ills, merchants'
involvement in politics and capital flight, it could have been argued that the former was the
less hurtful. Nor does it tell us why policy-makers could legitimately implement free-trade
policies without being criticized for acting as arrogant men of systems. Indeed, although Smith
believed that the constitution of a state could change with time, he thought such evolution
cannot (and should not) be the design of any one person, thereby echoing Ferguson’s famous view
that private property and political institutions in general are ‘the results of human action, but
not the action of any human design’ (1767: 122). But Smith’s definition of constitution is so
general that any legislation might well transform it, whether intentionally or not. In such a
case it seems difficult to locate the boundary between the ‘man of system’ and the ‘wise
statesman’. One is led to ask how Smith could put forward his radical theory of free trade
without being held as another one of those arrogant philosophers he so blatantly despised. In
his words, one can only appeal to one’s wisdom in such cases: it ‘requires the highest effort of
political wisdom to determine when a real patriot ought to support and endeavor to re-
establish the authority of the old system, and when he ought to give way to the more daring,
but often dangerous, spirit of innovation’ (TMS, VLii.b, 340).

The two interrogations just raised - the one on the possibility of political action and the
other on its desirability - spring from too narrow a conception of politics: Stigler's question stems
from his assuming that politics is just another arena to play out conflicting interests; and the
historical view, while denying that politics can be successfully purposcful, scems to suggest
that the only purposc of political action is an instrumental one. Both conceptions disregard the
function of politics as a forum of communicative interaction within which a shared and coherent
view of the world, that is an ideology, is shaped.

Along with the broadening of our conception of politics along the lines just suggested, we
may drop the distinction between positive and normative economics while recading Smith's
work. That is, we may abandon the view that cconomic debates can be separated from political
ones. Although this may sound anathema to mainstream cconomics, there are good grounds for
doing so here. First the distinction is anachronistic since it was first made by John-Stuart Mill
and Nassau Senior in the first half of the nincteenth century. Second, abandoning the
distinction is warranted if the goal of scientific work is seen as influencing people’s perception
of the world. Scientific knowledge affects society in two ways: cither by shaping an
individual's perception of reality; or by being embedded in the tools we make use in acting in

society. The former bears on our selection of ends; the latter on our choice of means. In contrast to
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positive science which defines its social function exclusively in terms of this latter,
Enlightenment thinkers were giving a lot of importance to the former. In political economy, this
view is made particularly clear in the works of Jean-Baptiste Say and Jevons for example.
Finally, the idea that within the political forum, rather than merely within a
separate scientific forum, different views of the world are being confronted corresponds well to
the intellectual origins of the historical interpretation of the invisible hand. A good starling
point to investigate the issue is Rousscau’s Discourse on the Origins of Incquality (1754), which
undoubtedly inspired Ferguson and can therefore legitimately be scen as close to Smith's
views3. In the first part of the discourse, Rousscau's main goal is to debunk Hobbes's account of
the State of Nature. The different passions Hobbes ascribes to the individual in that state are,
according to Rousseau, mere projections in an altogether different setting of those passions that
prevail in modern societies. As such, it is wholly inappropriate, for people’s desires and
perception of the world are shaped by the particular context in which they live. Their
motivations and actions must therefore be explained with respect to the kind of world they
experienced. Rousseau's central argument relates to language. Idcas can only be formed in a
particular language, and the language itself reflects our experience of the world. It follows that
modem concepts like private property, oppression, slavery, rights, on which the philosopher
relies to elaborate political theories, could not possibly have been available to the savage's
mind in the State of Nature, for such concepts are only to be experienced within society.
Ferguson makes a very similar point: ‘Mankind, in following the present sense of their minds, in
striving to remove inconveniences, or to gain apparent or continuous advantages, arrive at ends
which even their imagination could not anticipate’ (1767, 122). So institutions cannot be the
result of any onc's design because the role they play is only understandable through particular
concepts which, in tum, can only be claborated in a world in which such institutions cxist.
Evolution is therefore a pureiy contingent phenomenon. Ferguson makes an additional point :
‘Men, in general, are sufficiently disposed to occupy themselves in forming projects and schemes:
but he who would scheme and project for others, will find an opponent in every person who is
disposed to scheme’ (1767, 122). This argument is remarkable for it implicitly denies the
possibility to achieve consensus by referring to an absolute truth. The forms of society arise
‘from the instincts, not from the speculations, of men’, because philosophy can only produce

speculations, not “Truths”. So the reason why ‘institutions are the result of human action, and

34 According to Rac (1898), Smith spokc of Rousseau ‘with a kind of religious respect’, The discourse
notably inspired him his’Considerations concerning the first formation of language’. Rousscau is also
commonly attributed the patemity of the idea of ‘alienation’ as a consequence of the division of labour, an
idea which Ferguson and Smith will take up in the History of Civil Socicty and the WN respectively. Thereis a
strong suspicion that Smith accused Ferguson of plagiaranism, althoughvit is not clear to which exact passages
the accusation refers to.
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not the action of any human design’ is that no individual has sufficient power to impose upon
others his or her own project. This does not deny the possibility of political agency; it simply
denices that such agency can be reduced to any one mind. The “wise’ philosopher must therefore
try to understand the meaning of institutions, the different components of a system, in the way
they relate with one another and the whole. But she cannot pretend to step out of the world she
inhabits to devise an all encompassing plan of action. Rather her assumption must always be
that her knowledge is incomplete.

Similarly Smith rejected the traditional view that our senses are adjuncts to reason, as
well as the classical principle that the contemplative is the best way of life for man. The point
is aptly summarized by a sentence from Cropsey’s more detailed discussion of the matter: “The
real nature of things having been placed beyond the combined reason and sense perception of
man, to set real knowledge as the goal of life would be to waste life entirely’ (1977, 7).
Perfection, and “Truth”, is for Smith unattainable, and it is a sign of greatness and of wisdom to
recognize it: “In all the liberal and ingenious arts, in painting, in poetry, in music, in eloquence,
in philosophy, the great artist feels always the real imperfection of his own best works, and is
more sensible than any man how much they fall short of that ideal perfection of which he has
formed some conception, which he imitates as well as he can, but which he dispairs of ever
cqualling’ (TMS, VLiii, 365).

We may now come back to the two questions with which we opened this section. In
regard to the historical interpretation, we note that Smith did not call for a new social order. If
he had, he would have taken the place of Providence and become one of those arrogant men of
system. Rather, he relied on Providence in order to adjust social changes (emergence of the
merchant class) within the existing social order. As argued in the course of this essay, the
relationship between merchants and the State was unbalanced because the State needed the
merchants’ money. As a consequence the merchants’ mobility was a powerful means for imposing
a line of cconomic policies to the government. But by arguing that merchants had in fact a
natural interest to invest at home, Smith turned the merchant’s threat in an empty one; that
merchants, even if they are not given some cconomic advantages by policy-makers, will still
find their interest in investing in their own country. Finally, the answer to Stigler’s question
follows from the view that merchants’ politic.:l power was not based on the fact that the
legislators were merchants, or that they wanted to defend merchants’ interests. It relied on the
legislators’ credulity: in their belief that mercantilism was the “true” theory of political
cconomy.

The main implication of the invisible hand was therefore to deny merchants any

political leverage. This was a way to protect politics and society at large from the power
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merchants derive from their economic situation. Merchants were indeed granted the conduct of
economic affair. But at the same time they were confined to the economic stage35. And the price
they had to pay for it was to embrace the theory of free trade. Not that free trade was to be
implemented at once. In fact Smith recognized that some form of political intervention in
economic affairs might be necessary in a number of instances (Viner 1927, Sen 1987). But free
trade as a political principle which denied merchants any political role. We seem to connect
here with the more traditional view of Smith as father of the separation between politics and
cconomics. There is a difference however. With the WN Smith, unlike for instance Ricardo two
generations later, was not writing a treatise on economics, but a treatise on the ‘general
principles of law and government'’. Understanding the functioning of commerce served a more
ultimate goal: to define the role of commerce in society with respect to the political

organization of the nation.
4. Conclusion: Lessons for today

One cannot resist to remark the similarity between the support merchants gained from
mercantilism in Smith’s time, and the contemporary association between neo-classical
economics and those groups of society which have more to benefit from liberalization and free
trade policies. Today merchants have become transnational companies and financial
institutions which can, in a matter of minutes, shift huge amounts of capital from one country to
another. And it is increasingly believed that these free flows of capital impose “objective
constraints” on the policy-makers of all countries around the world which have agreed to
participate in the game. In the spirit of this paper, we can ask the question: is this a real
“objective constraint”, or a construct of the mind?

Although econocmic theory has much evolved since Adam Smith, it is still believed
that the wealth of a nation is closely dependent upon its stock of capital, and therefore
eventually upon the level of investment. To move from this statement to the view that a
country is dependent upon access to international capital, one must make the assumption that a
policy geared at gencrating savings within the country is not adequate. For our present purposes,
let us grant this assumption. We then get the following proposition: that the wealth of the

nation depends upon its capacity to attract international capital. Where the story gets confused

35 Note the similarity between this interpretation and what Rousseau would have attempted to do if he had
written on political economy: ‘Since wealth, nobility or rank, power and personal merit are generally the
four principal qualitics by which one is measured in socicty, I would prove that harmony or conflict between
llhscz.s)c several sorts of disfinction is the surest indication of the good or bad constitution of the state.’ (1754:
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is when it is deduced from this proposition that only those policies which correspond to the
desiderata of the holders of international capital are economically rational.

The mistake comes from a confusion between ideology and interest. The availability of
international capital does not depend upon the content of cconomic policies, but upon their
outcomes. Investors are not interested in intentions, but only in results. Now of course there is a
relationship between the content of economic policies and their results. But this relationship
cannot be known outside of a theoretical framework. What “merchants” say is that only certain
policies will produce the type of outcome within which it will be profitable for them to invest.
So that one will believe them only if he or she believes in the correctness of their economic
analysis. In other words, it is the success of policies that attracts intermnational capital; not
certain type of policies. In its crudest form, the idea is that money has no ideology: because

"

“merchants” are profit-maximizers, their decisions to invest will not rest on ideological
principles. As a consequence, their participation in the process of decision-making can only be
justified on the ground that there exists a “true” and “objective” economic theory, the one they
profess. The “objective constraints” imposed by intemational capital are therefore objective to
the extent that there is such a thing as an “objective” and “truc” economic theory. Once we have
made this point clear, it becomes much casier to realize how subjective the constraints really

are.
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Introduction:

Towards a Procedural Theory of Sustainability

I. INTRODUCTION

Human actions today are transforming the natural environment on a historically
unprecedented scale. Whatever our allegiances, it is hardly disputable that the interaction
between human societies and their natural environment has evolved significantly during the
history of modemity and that the pace of change has accelarated sharply in the course of this
century. This is not to say, of course, that we are today at a critical juncture.

These environmental changes can be interpreted in two ways, cither as undermining
some goals society has set for itself, or as undermining the understanding society has of itself.
Let me start with the former.

The more common justification of our environmental concerns, at least among cconomists,
is that present environmental changes transgress the rights of future generations. In this view
sustainability would be, at bottom, ‘merely justice with respect to future generations’ (Costanza
1991, 8). The justification of policics geared at addressing environmental issues would then
have to start by asking what we owe to future generations, and the answer to this question
would determine the goal of policy-making. A somewhat independent debate would then

follow on how to operationalize this goal. This approach to environmental issues is
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consequentialist in that it defines a goal a priori, and separates clearly the tasks of defining
the goal from that of choosing the means.

This approach is subject to two criticisms, summarized here and presented in more
details later in this chapter and at length in chapters 1 and 2. The first criticism questions that
considerations of intergencrational justice can be raised prior to addressing and implementing
considerations of intragencrational justice. The question “What do ¢ owe to future
generations?” supposes the existence of a "we” which can only be derived from a certain
conception of socicty. The matter is not whether this conception is theoretically sound but
whether it has some empirical support. In short, if we can raise questions of intergenerational
justice only if certain social conditions obtain, and if these conditions are not actually met
today, then our concemns over sustainability (defined in terms of intergenerational justice) must
be preceded by concems over how to change society 50 as it meets these conditions.

Second, even if we agree on what we owe to the future as well as on a theoretical
conceptualization of these obligations, we may still question whether, in practice, it would be
possible to implement the appropriate policies. The problem raised here has to do with the
level of uncertainty surrounding environmental changes, notably with respect to their possible
consequences. In the face of such uncertainty, we need to show prudence. Yet prudence in this
context does not mean to avoid carrying out certain actions, but rather to act in order to reduce
the scale of human activities, or at least to alter its course. Whereas inaction may not require
any justification, thereby justifying the pursuit of present behaviors by default, political action
(as to address environmental issues) would itself require justification. So the existence of
uncertainty justifies almost automatically wait-and-see policies and undermines the
possibility for action. To put it differently, the burden of proof is on the environmentalists, and
in a situation of great uncertainty it is a heavy burden indeed.

The two criticisms just summarized have a positive facet, that of suggesting a different
formulation of the problem raised by environmental changes. It consists in saying that modemn
socicties rest on certain forms of justification which are being undermined by environmental
changes. Indeed two prominent theories of justice, utilitarianism and libertarianism, suffer
from severe shortcomings already in the casc of one generation once environmental changes are
taken into account. The practical relevance of utilitarianism is reduced as the level of
uncertainty surrounding environmental changes increases. While libertarians are confronted to
a dilemma in having to choose between protecting individuals from the state, or protecting
people’s rights against environmental degradation and for this purpose allow greater state
intervention. Environmental changes thus trigger a crisis in our mode of justifying the state.
These shortcomings undermine the legitimacy of the policy recommendations made in the name

of these theories of justice, and thereby reduce the possibility for political action. Of course
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these are not the only theorics used to justify policies. A third prominent mode of justification is
through democratic participation in the conduct of public affairs. The strengthening of
democratic participation in order to address environmental issues would in fact solve the
problems inherent to libertarianism and utilitarianism alike. Unlike libertarianism,
democratic participation allows a greater role for the state, which is a necessary condition for
addressing environmental issues; and unlike utilitarianism, democratic participation provides
a procedural justification to action and thereby avoids the difficulty uncertainty raises for
conscquentialists approaches.

Yet it would clearly be insufficient to defend democratic participation on the ground
that other approaches suffer from severe shortcomings. Democratic participation must be
defended by showing, or . . .-ast suggesting, that it would encourage addressing a number of
issues which are directly related to the challenge raised by environmental changes. For
example, it can be argued that both population growth in the South and over-consumption in
the North are to some extent a consequence of a lack of political debate on these issues. This is
not to say that there is a deterministic link between radical democratization and
sustainability. We should view the former, rather, as creating the appropriate conditions
within which environmental concerns can be addressed. Nor does this mean that experts will
not have an important role to play. Simply the role of experts will be transformed, from that of
replacing politics to fceding the political process with alternative ideas for social

transformation.

This introductory chapter is organized a3 icllows. In the next sub-section I present a
definition of sustainability as well as a frame that any theory of sustainability should meet. In
the second part, I present in more details a criticism of sustainable development as a possible
theory of sustainability. In the third part, I put forward an alternative approach to
sustainability around the idea of radical democratization. This introduction goes beyond the
ground I have covered in the three other chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 provide detailed
discussions of two clements of the criticism of sustainable development, while in chapter 3
Tariq Banuri and 1 discuss the population issue. The rcason for presenting a more general
argument here is to clarify the specific purpose of cach paper. These chapters do stand on their
own, or so [ beleive. Yet, they were written as different pieces of a same puzzle, and now that

the puzzle starts to take shape, it scems appropriate and helpful to draw the larger picture.
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Sustainability: definition and theory

The issue of sustainability stems from the recognition that, as other creatures, humans
cannot live apart of nature nor can they live in nature without changing it, but unlike other
creatures, humans have a choice as to the kind and scale of the difference they make. The
dilemma, as expressed by Wendell Berry (1987, 7), is that if humans ‘chocse to make too small
a difference, they diminish their humanity. If they choose to make too great a difference, they
diminish nature, and narrow their subsequent choices; ultimately, they diminish or destroy
themselves’. Less prosaically, the policy problem comes down to integrating cconomic and
ccological considerations in decision-making. Let us leave open, for the time-being, the question
as to whether these considerations should cffect the definition of ends or simply the choice of
means.

This problem is characterized by two features which can cither be seen as inherent in
the human condition, as Berry would argue, or as empirical facts about the nature of present
environmental changes. These features are our ignorance about the possible consequences of on-
going cnvironmental changes, and the public character of these changes. The publicness feature
stands for both publicness in production and in the distribution of the cffects. Thus present
environmental changes do not result from any one individual's behavior, nor do they cffect
exclusively one individual. Rather, they stem from the accumulation of a great number of
individual contributions, and may affect all of us.

The ignorance feature does not stand simply for the existence of uncertainty with
respect to the possible consequences of environmental changes. It also captures the idea that
this uncertainty is in part created by human actions. For example, scientific knowledge today
creates uncertainty in two different ways: through technology it increases our power to act, and
thereby our capacity to disrupt the natural environment; and through more precise tools of
measurement, it increases our capacity to know about environmental changes. However, the gap
between our knowledge of the changes going on and our knowledge of the consequences of these
changes on human welfare increases (Jonas 1984).

The possibility to respond to on-going environmental changes may then be called the
general problem of sustainability, while determining the adequate response is the task of a
theory of sustainability. By theory I mean here something more general then a guide to policy-
making. I refer to the various elements necessary for action organized in a logically coherent
whole. The clements to be included should correspond to the two features of publicness and
ignorance. Altogether I propose to retain three elements: a definition of the criterion to be used
to assess sustainability; a politics of sustainability, which includes a justification for collective

actions and the definition of a process of collective decision-making; the function of science in
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achieving sustainability together with some specific research agendas. The frame of a theory
of sustainability consists therefore of these three elements organized in a coherent way.

A theory of sustainbalily thus organized will then have to be tested against practical
considerations. The two features of publicness and ignorance impose two particular constraints
on any theory of sustainability.

First, the feature of publicness means that sustainability is first and foremost a
collective matter. The individual alone has no impact, whether positive or negative. The
various forms of collective responses fall between two extremes. At one extreme is the idea that
a large scale cultural movement will alter people’s behavior with respect to the natural
environment, so that sustainability would be achieved by a shift in people’s preferences. At the
other extreme is the idea that only a dictator could impose the societal changes that may be
necessary for the achievement of sustainability, so that sustainability in the ecological sphere
could only be achieved at the cost of a loss of political freedom. Between these two extreme
positions which have in common a denial of politics (the former because the cultural change is
external to politics, and the latter because it stands against politics), we may investigate the
possibility for political action in bringing about sustainability. This raises two questions: who
acts, and with what legitimacy? In other words: what politics of sustainability? Two positions
in response to this question are worth mentioning. The more common response among cconomists
and international organizations is that experts should act, but that experts should first
convince the public of the need for action, and second that experts should always remain under
democratic supervision. It is in this that this position, that we may call expertocracy, differs
from that of dictatorship. Note that no cultural change is here involved, for experts do not
appeal to people’s preferences, but only to people’s reason. They attempt to convince people by
suggesting that their real interests lie in addressing environmental issues. The other response
builds on the idea that a cultural change is necessary, but that it is not sufficient and
furthermore that it cannot be brought about independently of institutional changes. The politics
of sustainability envisioned relies on this idea to justify a greater scope for politics as well as to
direct the attention towards the process of decision-making. Political empowerment through
further democratization may generate what Gorz (1991) and Beck (1995) call a ‘politics of self-
limitation’.

Whatever conception of collective response is held, it must be defended in two ways:
first, by showing that this conception is compatible with sustainability itself; second, and this
is a crucial, often overlooked point, it must be shown not only that there exists a path between
the actual political structure and this conception of collective responses, but also that the
political transformation along this path can take place prior to a major environmental crisis. To

say, for instance, that the occurence of an environmental crisis will inevitably lead to
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dictatorship cannot be an argument in support of the view that dictatorship is necessary to
achiceve sustainability.

Second, a theory of sustainability cannot rely on a form of knowledge which, to be
acquired, would require to test the limits of unsustainability. This simple point has quite far-
reaching implications. Among them is that the knowledge we are to make use of, for instance to
set the limits on certain human activities, cannot be supported by real world experiments.
Questions like “What will be the consequences of current changes in the gascous composition of
the atmosphere?” or “What will be the consequences of current losses of biodiversity?” do not
admit answers that can be tested, and which therefore could be considered as positive scientific
knowledge, within a sustainable path of societal changes. For the non-occurrence of a crisis
merely keeps the question open - to the extent, of course, that pressure on the natural
environment is sustained - while the occurrence of a crisis marks the break away from
sustainability. So sustainability is not compatible with asserting whether the risks are real.
As Giddens puts it, “The risks involved are necessarily “unreal”, because we could only have
clear demonstration of them if events occurred that are too terrible to contemplate’ (1990: 134).

This is not to say that no experimentations are possible to assess the possible
consequences of a number of environmental changes. Yet, such experimentations become more
difficult as the level of aggregation at which sustainability is assessed rises. This level
depends upon two factors: an ecological factor which specifies within which ccological or
biospheric system the consequences of the environmental change are to be assessed; and a
politico-cconomic factor which specifies the politico-cconomic system to be considered. The
level to be retained for the analysis of sustainability is then the higher of the two. When we
speak about global environmental changes, we usually have in mind issues like the change in
the gazcous composition of the atmosphere or the depletion of the ozone layer. At this level it
is clear why direct experimentation is incompatible with the idca of sustainability. But local
environmental changes, like desertification for example, are also national or global issues if we
decide to assess them with respect to some definition of sustainability at the national or global
issues. In this sense, our assessment of these changes cannot be subject to experimentation for the

same reason that environmental changes which arc global in the ecological sense are not.

II. THE CRITIQUE

My intent here is twofold: first is to present the theory of sustainability which
underlies current thinking on the issue, and which comprises the concept of sustainable

development as well as the approach to environmental issues favored in more developed
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countries; and second to criticize this theory on practical grounds. I thus view sustainable
development as one possible strategy towards sustainability, which can be characterized by

the different clements of a theory of sustainability.

Sustainable development defined

The practical policy problem of sustainability can be understood as cither integrating
economic and ccological considerations in the definition of ends, or as taking into account these
considerations in the choice of means. In fact it has been understood in both ways in the recent
past: the environmental movement of the 19605 and 1970s was a debate over ends; whereas the
more recent emphasis on sustainable development is a debate over means. One of the factors
that may explain this shift in the environmental debate is the desire to avoid political
conflicts as much as possible.

Let us recall that we are concerned here with political actions. One source of conflict
inherent to collective decision-making is the choice over ends. Uncertainty introduces a new
source of conflict in the process of collective decision-making, one over the relationship between
means and ends. The four possibilities gencrated by combining these two conflicts (over ends and

over knowledge) is presented in the two by two box below, taken from Douglas and Wildavsky

(1983).
Knowledge
Certain Uncertain
b Problem: technical Problem: Information
Complete
Consent P Solution: calculation Solution: Research
overends Problem: dis-agreement Problem: Knowledge and
Contoested consent
Solution: discussion,
coercion Soiution: 2?2
Source: Douglas and Wildavsky (19582).

Consider the casc in which ends are contested and there is uncertainty (lower-right
box). Most often in this case the two types of conflicts - over the choice of ends and over the
relationship between means and ends - will not be casily distinguishable, in part because the
choice of ends is always subject to pragmatic considerations over what is and what is not
feasible. One way to deal with such a case could be to treat disagreement about knowledge as a
disagreement over ends and rely on the political processes used in other instances to deal with
such disagreements (i.c., shift to the lower-left box). The problem of collective decision making

under uncertainty would thus be transformed into a problem of political discussion under
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‘conflicting certainties’ (Schwarz and Thompson 1990). Another approach consists in using the
existence of uncertainty as an opportunity to achieve consensus over ends. In a situation of
uncertainty, we may indeed imagine some end over which we could all agree, and then shift the
burden of achieving this objective to the scientific community (i.c., shift to the upper-right
box). The idea carries some degree of generality: conflicts can be addressed by appealing to an
hypothetical state of socicty within which these conflicts would be harmonized, and then by
working towards bringing about such a state of socicty. The political problem is thus
transformed into a technical one, thereby shifting the burden from political deliberation to
scientific research.1?

This simple frame sheds some light on the evolution of the environmental debate in the
last twenty years. The environmental debate of the 1970s corresponded pretty well to a
situation in which ends and knowledge are contested. Thus it can be characterized as conflictual
and political. On the side of ends was a criticism of economic growth as a social goal,
cpitomized by the “Limits to growth” motto. The criticism was grounded partly in the belief
that the natural environment imposed limits on the scale of human activities, and partly in the
larger cultural movement which was questioning the “rationality” of modern societies. The two
questions “Is more economic growth possible?” and “Is more economic growth desirable?”

undoubtedly gave resonance to one another.3

1 Note that the shift from political to technical that characterizes this strategy does not leave the conception
of uncertainty, or more generally of undc(cnnimcx, unaffected. That is, undeterminacy must now be
conceptualized in a way which is compatible with the technical approach. To use Knight's (1922) famous
distinction, indcterminacy will have to be conceptualized as ‘risk’, that is as a form of indeterminacy which is
calculable, or probabilizable. What this leaves out are forms of indeterminacy which are non-calculable, or
non-probabilizable, and that Knight referred to as ‘uncertainty”.  have emphasized here one side of the
relationship between policy and conceptualization. The other side of it, explored in detail by Reddy (1995), is
that the claim that all forms of indcterminacy can be conceptualized as risk, as suggested by the cconomic
theory o}f1 uncertainty (i.c. risk) for instance, justifics and fosters the shift from political to technical
approaches.

2 This route from the political to the technical has been traveled many times before, Itis, after all, a long
tradition in modern Western political philosoc!:hy to consider modern science as a way to avoid golitical
conflicts, as a way to gencerate truths independently of people’s subjective beliefs. See Toulmin (1990). Ziman
(1968) rightly points out that the social function of science is to produce ‘common knowledge'. More
mundanely, a similar shift has long been at work to avoid social conflicts over economic redistribution:
economic growth has been held as a way to solve political conflicts over distribution. The achievement of
growth was then seen as a technical matter to be handled by experts. This idea is clearly expressed by Keynes
(1930). To solve the economic problem of mankind is the purpose of cconomic growth, For the achievement of
this goal, ecconomists should be considered as “dentists’. Now this goal, as we {'as the cconomists’ social role
associated with it, was not the one envisioned by carlier political economists, and notably Adam Smith. The
‘Keynesian accomodation’ refers to the views that the goal of economic growth is independent from that of
distribution, and that the pursuit of g‘:owlh could be a way to solve distribution problems. By contrast, as |
argucd in another paper, Smith's work can be interpreted as meaning that the achievement of distribution
justice is a pre-condition for economic growth. A just system of cooperation is instrumental in achieving social
peace, but it is also the one which leads to the wealth of nations. The metaphor of the ‘invisible hand’ does not
simply say that there is a correspondence between an individual's self-interest and the social good. It also
states economic growth is an incidental and desirable by-product of social justice.

3Fora comrrchcnsivc history of environmental movements in the US, see Gottlieb (1993), notably chapters 3,
4, 5. The political facet of the environmental movement of the 1960s came in part from its association with the
New Left. As Gottlicb notes, 'for many, in and around the New Left, environmentalism came to be associated
with the search for alternative institutions and a new way of living' (1993, 97).
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Underlying this conflict over ends was a major conflict within the broad scientific
community, between natural scientists on the one side and economists on the other side. Their
visions of how human societies interact with the natural environment seemed impossible to
reconcile. Each side used its own techniques to construct images of the future, and precisely
because these are images of the future their relevance could not be assessed according to usual
scientific methods. What must be stressed is that this “scientific” conflict had political
overtones due to the larger cultural movement. So called “doomsdayers” were providing
additional arguments for those persons questioning modermn life-styles.

By contrast, the environmental debate that arose in the 1980s with its emphasis on
sustainable development appears consensual and technical. Indeed development and
environmental objectives are now presented as complementary to one another rather than as
conflictual. While it is acknowledged that further economic development would not be possible
without taking into consideration environmental concerns, it is also stressed that environmental
objectives are best met through development. The environment would be a normal good for
which the demand would rise with an increase in wealth (World Bank 1992). And conversely,
poverty rather than affluence is held as a prime cause of environmental degradation (WCED
1987). So the emergence of the concept of sustainable development can be interpreted in the
perspective of the second path described above: as defining an end over which both parties
involved in the debate of the 1970s could agree, and then shift the burden to the scientific
community for achieving sustainability. It has notably been argued that the concept of
sustainable deveclopment was coined to rescue development despite the social and
environmental disruptions it has led to in the past (Sachs 1993). Once the objective is set, viz. to
achicve sustainable development, then the policy problem can be put in technical terms: how
can we achieve sustainable development? Thus Our Common Future starts as a political
statement, as a plea for policy-makers around the world to acknowledge the urgency of
addressing environmental problems, and to do so in a solidaristic manner. Yet, by stressing the
need for consensus and the existence of a common interest - “Our common future” - it ends by

shifting the burden away from the political sphere and onto technical expertise.

4 See Lecomber (1975).A large litterature related to the disagreement between economists and natural
scientists is cited in Norgaard (1984). Influential criticisms of economic growth include Galbraith (1958),
Mishan (1967), Mcadows et al. (1972), Hirsch (1976). Defenses of economic growth include Beckerman (1972,
1974?, Solow (1974), Simon (1980). For a discussion in a history of thought perspective sce Amdt (1978),
specially chaps 7, 8. Arndt commented on the fall of economic growth as an objective of economic policy in the
late 1970s. Retrospectively, the fall scems to have been just a parenthesis. The 1980s have witnessed a'strong
revival of economic Frowth in political discourse, although it was not always translated into voluntary
policies of a Keynesian style. Nevertheless, the stabilization policies of the1980s and 1990s are still
presented as instrumental in creating the necessary conditions for growth. And the countrics held as models to
defend this stance - like East Asia - are those which have enjoyed the highest levels of ecconomic growth in the
recent past,
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What is sustainable development, and in what sense can it claim to be consensual?
Sustainable development is ‘development that meets the need of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (WCED 1987, 43). The
important word here is “ability’. Following this famous and widely endorsed definition, there
has been many attempts to give substance to it and to derive some conditions of sustainable
development. Although there is no agreement in the details, cconomists tend to agree that
sustainable development means to preserve productive capacities intact. The proxy commonly
adopted for this matter is the stock of capital. Sustainable development is thus defined as a
constant stock of capital (Pearce and Warford 1993). There is some controversy as to whether
the proxy should be limited to the stock of natural resources, or whether it should also include
human-made capital and human capital. The difference is not, however, crucial for the present
argument. What matters is that opportunities, rather than things or resources, are to be
preserved and if possibly expanded. So no particular resource is sacred. By shifting the
attention from specific resources to opportunities, the concept of sustainable development
dismisses a potentially very controversial question, viz. what specific resources are to be
preserved.

One consequence of the foregoing as well as second source of consensus is the separation
of the issue of intergenerational equity from the issue of intragencrational equity.® This is not
to say that no particular attention was given to poverty alleviation in the formulation of
sustainable development, for the issue was emphasized indeed, for instance by WCED (1987). It
was justly recalled that poverty alleviation is the ultimate purpose of development. In
addition, it was presented as a condition for achieving sustainability since poverty itself was
identified as a main causec of environmental changes. Sustainability and development are thus
caught in a circle, which can cither be virtuous, i.c. “sustainable development”, or vicious,
what is often called the “poverty trap”. In the one case, development would alleviate poverty,
thereby creating the conditions for a long-term oriented management of resources and further
development. In the other case, poverty would lead to environmental degradation thereby
reducing people’s ability to meet their own needs and thus leading to further impoverishment.

So achieving sustainable development requires first to jump from the vicious to the
virtuous circle, and this could be done in onc of two ways: by a spurt in cconemic development, or
through redistributive policies. The concept of sustainable development scparates

intergenerational issues from intragencrational ones in the sense that it views a spurt of

5 Beckerman (1974, 4-5) writes: ‘it is one thing to criticize the way in which society at any moment of time
distributes resources between, say, the environment or public health or transport facilities, and, say,
consumer durables, and quite another thinig to criticize the way that society distributes its resourees over time
- which is what the growth problem is really about’,
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development, rather then re-distributive policies, as the solution. This follows logically from
conceptualizing sustainable development in terms of opportunities rather than as the
preservation of certain resources which subordinates, in the short-run, poverty alleviation to
economic development. By contrast, the preservation of a particular resource would raise
problems of distribution. Constraints on the usage of resources cannot be imposed on some parties
without opening the door to considerations over distribution, not only across generations but also
within a generation. By defiring sustainability in terms of opportunities, the difficulty is
bypassed. The framework of environmental economics can thus deal with all environmental
changes, while the issue of sustainability is reduced to the level of productive capacities we
bequeath to future gencrations.

Of course the entire strategy of sustainable development remains subject to the condition
that we agree that we owe something to future generations. It is on this point that consensus
requires political will, and hence, it is on this point that international reports like Our
Commion Future or Our Global Neigitborhood put the emphasis. Even if we cannot agree among
ourselves about how the world should be organized, we may agree that our children should not
be worse off then us (on an individual by individual basis), and so agree on the goal of
sustainable development. The problem here is thus simply to justify policies taken for the sake
of future generations, or more generally, to justify that the state act as the trustee for future
generations. But once this is achieved, the actual politics of sustainability consists merely in
applying the definition and is reduced to a matter of technical expertise.

In sum, the theory of sustainability to which the idea of sustainable development
belongs is characterized by the following clements:

- a definition of sustainability in terms of productive capacities or of a general measure
of capital which excludes any specific ecological criterion.

- a vision of politics according to which the state acts as the trustee for future
generations, democratic participation serves to legitimize the goal of sustainability as just
defined, and decision-making is in the hands of experts.

- the function of science is to determine conditions of sustainability. In particular, an

important topic on the rescarch agenda is to measure the stock of natural capital.6

6 1t is truc that the literature on sustainable development is more diverse than what suggested by this
synthesis. The account given can be scen, however, as the outcome of academic discussions on the issue. It does
represent, [ think, the emerging mainstream position. In chapter 2, I present in more detail this position and
compare it with other alternatives.
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Sustainable development: practical shortcomings

In chapters 1 and 2 I criticize the theory of sustainability associated with sustainable
development on the ground that this theory is not applicable. It would fail therefore on
practical grounds. My arguments are not, however, empirical in the sense that I do not support
the claims made with specific facts. I do not analyze, for example, the actual politics with
respect to the environment. Nor do I deal directly with the state of the art in environmental
sciences. My arguments are conceptual, and consists in showing that there is no path between
the actual structure of politics and social function of scicnce, and a politics and science of
sustainable development. I attemnpt to show thus that the eclements of the theory are
inconsistent with the constraints imposed on any theory of sustainability by the features of
ignorance and publicness.

Let us begin with the latter. The idea that society as a whole should bequeath to future
generations a certain level of productive capacitics scems to account for the feature of
publicness. The justification for doing so may be related to a sense of equity for future
generations, or to the notion of usufruct rights. The first justification suggests that, if we live in
an unsustainable way, it is because we do not care enough about future generations. A lack of
moral commitment for the future would explain present behaviors. The solution advocated,
then, is preaching. This call for a greater sense of equity lacks any institutional support:
sustainability will be achieved if we first change oursclves. This position conflicts with the
condition that a theory of sustainability should not be reduced to a reliance on a hypothetical
cultural change. The notion of usufruct appears therefore more promising. It is, indeed, but for
reasons which are now in opposition with one of the purpose of the strategy of sustainable
development, the avoidance of conflicts. The notion of usufruct rights is used to support the
view that the state should act as the ‘trustec for unbom generations’ (Pigou 1952, 29). Yet it is
questionable whether the state can act as the trustee for the future without engaging into more
re-distrbutive policics in the present. That is, the principle used to justify the state’s acting for
the future may perhaps be invoked to call for greater social justice today. If this logical
relationship holds, then the lack of social justice today would reveal our lack of concem for the
future. So it would only be once it has addressed distribution issues that the state could then
pretend to act as the trustee for future generations. This argument is developed in chapter 1.

Even if we grant that the state can act as the trustee for future generations, it will still
have to justify the particular policies it takes in favor of future generations. More precisely, it
will have to answer the question: how much should be left over to future generations? The

question must be addressed both at the moral level, and at the practical level. But if the
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practical question cannot be answered then the ethical question becomes meaningless, or at least
just a matter of academic amusement. To answer the practical question is the purpose of the
rescarch agenda. This agenda, I argue in chapter 2, is very unrealistic. The definition of
sustainable development as the maintenance of a stock of capital above a certain level is an
attempt to define rules, and thereby make the pursuit of sustainability objective in the
mechanical sense. However, the definition of these rules requires to evaluate comprehensively
the natural environment in monectary terms. To do so would require a level of ecological
knowledge beyond what can be reasonanbly expected from ecological sciences. The problem is
not so much that there is uncertainty as such, but that because of this uncertainty the kind of
consensus that may have existed for the adoption of one criterion of decision-making breaks
down as soon as this criterion is applied in practice.

Another way to present these two arguments is by asking whether there exists a path
between the existing form of politics and the kind of politics necessary for realizing sustainable
development and, if there is, whether we can reach the new form of politics in time for
preventing a major environmental crisis. In this perspective, the argument [ put forward in
chapter 2 and which has been summarized above, is that there is no such path towards
expertocracy, or at least not one which would take us there in time. For if collective action is to
be justified by science, then any action will require an amount of empirical evidence that cannot
be gathered without testing the limits of sustainability. Rather than anchoring decision-
making to expertise, that is to what is known, we would like it to respond to increasing
ignorance. Democratic participation which would react against the inability of experts to
manage sustainability could thus provide the political impetus. The alternative, then, is
demecratic self-limitation. Such a shift will be possible, however, only if it addresses a large
range of issues, the distribution issue being on top of the list. This is the argument of chapter 1:
the recognition of a need for greater political participation must imply that issues of
intragencrational justice be given precedence over issuces of intergenerational justice.

The quest for consensus and unanimity thus leads inexorably to inaction. Beckerman
(1995) is right to point out that the concept of sustainable development seems to be stuck
between a position which is ‘morally repugnant’ and one which makes the concept ‘redundant’
to that of development. We must therefore take a step backwards and look for another way to
proceed beyond the debate of the 1970s. The sacralization of some specific environmental
resources remains undoubtedly politically, if not morally, indefensible. On the other hand, to
retain cconomic development as the social goal leads to the deadlock just described. So we must
accept that the practical policy problem of sustainability cannot be reduced to the definition,
and then pursuit, of a single goal. This excludes also the definition of pre-established rules

that would define how the various goals of policy-making, for example economic and ecological
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ones, would be related to one another. The altemnative, then, is to eavision self-limitation as
the outcome of a particular process of decision-making designed to mediate between the
various, incommensurable, social goals. In other words, we are looking for a procedural theory
of sustainability. The emphasis is shifted from the outcome to the process of collective
decision-making.

III. AN ALTERNATIVE PATH TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY

The practical policy problem of sustainability, we may recall, is to find a balance in
the way humans interact with their environment. The two extreme positions, the one which
holds that nature is sacred, and the other which holds that nothing is sacred, are equally
unsatisfactory. The consequentialist approach criticized in the preceding section tried to
combine a scientific approach as to where to draw the boundary between the sacred and the
non-sacred, while achieving political consensus on the need to respect this boundary. This
approach, I have argued, fails inexorably. Hence the proposal to shift the emphasis from the
outcome to the process of collective decision-making.

To come back to the initial problem of collective decision making under uncertainty, we
treat now the disagreement over the relationship between means and ends as a conflict over
ends, rather than using uncertainty as an opportunity to achieve consensus. Political conflict is
therefore not to be avoided but rather encouraged, with the idea that in a proper institutional
setting this conflict can be productive and advance society on a path towards sustainability. It
might be argued, at this point, that through greater democratic participation people will
agree not to achieve sustainability. Although this peint is a logical possibility, at the
empirical level we may argue that within modern socicties there is a potential for political
conflicts which, if allowed to take place, will raise concerns related to the issue of
sustainability. We shall come back to this point further down. Mcanwhile it is necessary to say
a few words on the conception of politics that underly this approach.

The main difficulty identified previously in trying to achieve political consensus with
respect to environmental issues is our lack of understanding of the functioning of ccological
systems. In a first move uncertainty provides an opportunity to achicve consensus over the ends.
Yet this consensus is at the price of increasing the burden put on both natural and social sciences.
If it cannot be reasonably expected that these sciences will be able to respond to this demand,
then it appears inevitable that scientific disagreement will eventually prop back at the
political level. What we need thus is to conceive a theory of sustainability which would not

have to rely on a complete theory of the functioning of the biosphere. If a politics of
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sustainability cannot rely on “truths”, it must rely on a “pratical reason”. We must recognize
that even if ‘a question remains unanswerable by science or that it does not attain the status of a
truth does not mean that a reasonable opinion cannot be formed about it or that it cannot be an
opportunity for rational choice’ (Mouffe 1993, 14). Thus the politics of sustainability must be a
region where ‘the reasonable prevails over the demonstrable’ (ibid, 14).The political sphere
should not therefore be seen as a sphere of truth, but rather as the realm of opinion which has
its own criteria of validity and legitimacy.

The view that only consensus could provide legitimacy is closely tied to the liberal
unitary conception of the self. If we start from a conception of the self as multiple rather than
as one, and imagine that some of the conflicts present within each individual can be mirrored
by conflicts at the political level, then we are led to a concept of legitimacy, not based on
unanimous agreement over the outcome or the goal, but on participation in the process of
decision-making itseif (Manin 1987). We may support such a conception of the self on
psychological ground. We may also sce it as a consequence of the existence of uncertainty. In
situations of radical uncertainty, we argued, peonle will disagree on the relationship between
means and ends. But there is no reason that the individual herself should not be subject to doubts
as to what to beleive. Although I may defend a certain position in a debate, I may recognize
that, because of the level of uncertainty involved, I cannot present any conclusive argument in
support of this position. And this may imply that my own thinking about the issue is not
definitively finalized. So just as uncertainty created the possibility for consensus by imagining
a world in which pcople’s views would be harmonized, it also opens the possibility that
people’s views will be altered through discussion.

Let us emphasize that the goal of such a politics is not to design a blucprint towards
sustainability. Rather, it tries to bring together different life experiences and social
possibilities into a coherent framework, and from there imagine new institutional arrangements
which could give them resonance. To put it differently: we do not imagine from scratch how the
world could be, but rather emphasize that the world is much more diverse than what our
theories can account for, so that by adopting different standpoints we can imagine and then

choose from a number of possible paths of social transformation.
People’s behaviors and the process of decision-making
As already mentioned, a critique of the idea of radical democratization as a path

towards sustainability may consist in arguing that individuals will decide unanimously not to

address environmental issucs. I argue here that, at least with respect to the two main forms of
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behavior which determine the level of human activity, namely consumption and reproduction,
there is a potential for political conflict.

In chapter 3 Tariq Banuri and I analyze the debate on population in this perspective.
We argue that this debate can be organized in two main discourses. The first one stresses the
institutional structure of society as the main determinant of fertility rates. It suggests that
there exists a consensus among all the parties involved - men and women in the South swho have
many children, policy-makers, and environmentalists. So population growth would not reveal
a conflict between divergent goals in society, but simply a lack of development. The solution:
more development. But there is another discourse, equally supported by empirical evidence.
This discourse emphasizes the existence of a conflict in socicty, between people for whom it is
rational to have many children and those who want, for one reason or another, to curb
population growth. The solution advocated is greater political participation, in order to bridge
the gap between individual interests and national priorities.

Although I do not do so in the frame of this work, a similar argument could also be made
with respect to consumption, although the argument is somewhat the reverse. The view held by
economists that consumption would simply reveal people’s preferences has come under serious
criticisms by a number of social scientists. Among alternative theories is the theory of
conspicuous consumption - the “keeping up with the Jones” hypothesis - which holds that
people consume, not to fulfill innate preferences, but to express a certain social standing, the
manipulationist theory according to which people’s preferences would be created by
advertisement, and the adaptive theory according to which pcople would adjust their
preferences to their social and economic environment. All these theories as well as others not
mentioned here, criticize the view that people have infinite wants and fixed preferences.” A
fundamental piece of evidence in support of these views are the results of a number of studics
questioning the connection between consumption and happiness as assumed by neo-classical
cconomists. For example, Easterlin (1973) has showed that, if happiness is positively
corrclated with the level of income in a country at a specific time, the correlation breaks down
in intercountries comparisons as well as comparisons between different points in time. Thus, if on
average rich Americans are happicr than poor Americans, it is not the case that on average
Americans are happier today then they were forty years ago, nor that they are happier than,
say, Nigerians.

So in support of the approach to sustainability outlined here, we can find empirical

evidence that the sphere of politics can be broadened beyond what suggested by economists

7 Fora good summary and discussion of these different theories, see Campbell (1987, chap 2). For the
consgicuous consumption thesis, see Veblen(1899), Frank (1985); for the manipulationist thesis, sce Galbraith
(1958); for the adaptative theory, see Duesenberry (1944), Schor (1992).
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among others without necessarily leading to coercive rule. Let us note, in passing, that doing so
will re-establish a certain symetry between the consumption and population factors. From an
ccological point of view, the population and consumption factors play a completely
symmetrical role. A sustainable society could either be characterized by a large population
with relatively low levels of consumption per capita, or by a smaller population enjoying
higher levels of consumption per person. Yet, in actual debates as well as in the literature on
sustainability, the consumption and population factors have received very different attention.
One possible reason for that, besides the obvious fact that the North has a greater capacity to
set the intemational agenda and can therefore divert the attention away from consumption and
onto population, is the strongly held belief that population growth reflects non-modern and
thus undesirable and undesired forms of behavior, while consumption would reflect people’s
real preferences. In both cases politics is excluded. With respect to population because it is
believed that experts, by bringing about development, will also solve the population issue. And
with respect to consumption because there is nothing to discuss. Yet, by enlarging the scope of
politics, we may reduce our dependence upon expertise in addressing population issues, and open

possibilities to reduce consumption levels among the economically rich.
A procedural theory of sustainability

A procedural theory of sustainability, alternative to that of sustainable development,
would be developed around the basic idea of deliberative democracy. Although in the frame of
this work, I have not been able to proceed in this third stage of the argument, let me present
some general themes. 1 first lay down the procedural theory of sustainability as constituted by
its three elements, then discuss briefly each element in turn, and conclude by confronting it with
the features of publicness and ignorance.

A procedural theory of sustainability would be composed of the following elements:

- a definition of sustainability in terms of the responsiveness of society (i.c.
institutional structure and individual behvior) to environmental changes.

- a vision of politics according to which political deliberation serves as the forum for
the interaction of ‘conflicting certainties’, and through which these certainties would be
shaped thereby bearing on people's behaviors. The process of decision-making is characterized
by democratic participation.

- the function of science is no more to bring about consensus by claiming objectivity, but to
strengthen political deliberation by feeding the discussion with all sorts of alternatives:

alternative technologies, alternative institutional setting, alternative economic policies and so
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on. This is not to say that anything goes: the different positions defended in public fora will
need to be justified and science will retain its function of critic.

In order to open a space for politics, it is necessary to adopt a definition of
sustainability free from any determinism, whether ecological, economic or political. Rather
than focusing on the need to integrate economic and ecological considerations, we now focus on
the ability to enlarge the scope of politics so that each consideration can be played out against
onc another. The emphasis is not on the outcome, but on the capacity of socicty to listen to
environmental changes and be influenced by them. Sustainability is now characterized by the
level of responsiveness and of adaptability of the institutional structure of society. It is in this
sense that we may call this theory procedural. The criteria of sustainability do not refer to
specific things, like a stock of capital, but to processess of interaction between human society
and its natural environment, The concept of co-evolution between the economic and the
ccological systems, put forward by Norgaard (1984, 1985), replaces both the goal of
conservation and the goal of management. It differs from them by abandoning a hierarchical
relationship between the two spheres: human society is not to be subsrdinated to ccological
principles, but neither can it pretend to subordinate the biosphere to its own goals.

Second, the procedural theory of sustainability rests on increasing democratic political
engagement. It is not sufficient, however, to argue that the scope of politics should, or even
could be enlarged. The educational effect of politics, the one to which we have pointed to above
in relation to the formation of people’s motivations, can only be a by-product of the process of
decision-making (Elster 1986). That is, it is not sufficient to discuss in a public forum our ways of
life, whether in terms of consumption or of reproduction, and hope that the results of this
discussion will actually bear on our private behaviors. Indeed, as Dasgupta and Miler put it,
‘[pleriodic ‘affirmative action’ on the environment is not the right way of going about things’
(1994: 320). The alternative approach must consist, rather, in raising a number of institutional
questions related to the issue of sustainability, which, as they are discussed in a public forum,
have the capacity to bear on pecople’s motivations. At its core is therefore a dialectical
conception of the relation between people’s preferences and institutions based on political
deliberation. We can avoid, thereby, the necessitarian twist of contemporary economics which
led to the deadlock described in the first part of the argument, as well as reliance on empty
calls for more responsible behaviors,

This takes us to the third and last element of the theory, namely the function of science
or cquivalently the role of experts in society, as well as some specific research agendas that
should be pursued. The relationship between experts and the process of decision-making I have
already discussed: science is to strengthen the political debate rather then merely to describe

the conditions within which decisions are to be made. Disagreements among experts is
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therefore not to be scen as a hindrance to action, but on the opposite as opening new
opportunitics for political actions. To this alternative social function of science, and in
particular social sciences, corresponds a different methodology as well as opportunities for new
rescarch agendas. The purpose of this alternative methodology is to put social sciences at the
service of democratic deliberation. It is therefore relevant for a wide range of social issues,
among which sustainability is a particular one. I want to discuss here briefly what this
methodology could be for the ficld of economics, as well as one possible research agenda
relevant with regard to sustainability. Needless to say that the description of this alternative
methodology would require a more thorough discussion. But the real work would only start
then: it would consist in using this methodology for addressing environmental issues.

Economists define their social function as finding laws to which a market economy or
even any social organization would be subject, and provide this information to policy-makers so
that they may make enlightened decisions. This corresponds to the project of positive
cconomics, as stated in turn by John-Stuart Mill, Nassau Senior, John-Neville Keynes and
Milton Friedman. Policy-makers may use this economic knowledge for two purposes: to gauge
the compatibility of the various goals they may choose to pursue; or to select the appropriate
instruments to attain the goals set. When they write about methodology positive economists
have usually in mind the latter purpose and yet, quite obviously, the former purpose is at least
as important since it affects directly the choice of objectives. To focus on the first purpose would,
I contend, generate an alternative methodological approach at the service of democracy.

Let me illustrate the distinction between the two purposes and the two methodologies
attached to them with the help of a simple and classic example: the problem of involuntary
unemployment. Neo-classical economists would generally argue that unemployment is the
result of excessive state intervention in the labor market, for example in the form of minimum
wage legislation. The solution advocated to reduce unemployment is therefore to liberate
further the labor market. This solution follows directly from the theoretical construct of
general equilibrium analysis: under certain assumptions, markets are efficient (i.c. no
unemployment). So if there is unemployment, the solution entailed by the theory is to change
the world as to make it meet the conditions of the theory.

Supposc now that minimum wage legislation is considered as a goal in itself which
expresses certain social values. For instance, that every person who works has the right to a
certain level of income. In this case, the government may want to pursue two goals at the same
time: preserve minimum wage legislation on the one hand and reduce the level of
unemployment on the other hand. Note in passing that this is more or less the situation as we
find it today in many West European countrics. Economic theory would say that the two goals

are inconsistent with one another, and that the government should make a tradeoff between
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them. The point is that this conflict is presented as inherent to a modemn society rather than as
stemming from a particular institutional setting. It is by emphasizing this necessitarian view,
rather then by investigating the link between the institutional setting and the functioning of
the economy that economic theory.stands in oppaosition to politics (Unger 1957). Yet the
assertion that the two goals are inconsistent with one another is simply false. The assertion
only reflects the methodological bias of present cconomic theory. But economic theory cannot
assert that there is no institutional way to reconcile a minimum wage legislation with full
employment for the very reason that it does not address the issue. The effect of the minimum
wage is indeed considered as if it was the only distortion in the economy. So the possibility
that a new distortion could have the effect of reducing unemployment while preserving the
minimum wage legislation is never considered. Interestingly enough, that such possibilities
exist is itself a result of economic theory, known as the theory of the second-best: ‘if some parts
of the cconomy are misbehaving in the sense that they are not fulfilling the conditions
[necessary for Pareto optimality], there is no reason to believe that welfare would be greater if
other parts of the aconomy were to be convinced (or forced) to fulfill these conditions’.8 From
there we may make the following remarks: if the possibility of distortions is infinite, that is,
if there are an infinite number of ways of institutionalizing a market cconomy, then there is
also an infinite number of alternatives to any policy issuc. By investigating these various
possibilities, economists would then strengthen the political debate.? To put it differently, the
social role of cconomists would be to liberate again and again politics from the prison of the
market, to refer to Lindblom's metaphor (Lindblom 1982).

So much for the methodology. Let me illustrate its import with respect to one central
issue related to environmental problems, the multiple function played by economic growth in
society. Economic growth plays at least three roles. First, it fulfills our modern cultural
inclination for material progress. Second, it may be helpful in stabilizing market economies.
And third, it plays the important political function of attenuating conflicts over distribution. In
the face of these three possible functions, a positive economist may investigate the validity of
the sccond statement. It is indeed a matter of economic debate whether or not economic growth
is a necessary clement for macrocconomic stability. But this alone cannot foster a political
debate. A political debate is only possible if it can be shown that, under certain institutional
arrangements, stability would be possible without growth. This is not a question that a positive

cconomist can ask for it is a matter of speculation rather then of positive inquiry. I have

8 Mansficld (1982, 462). The theoery was developed by Lipsey and Lancaster (1956-57).

9 1 am much indebted here to Roberto M. Unger for the view that a market ecconomy can be organized in many
different ways, thereby opening new domains for politics. See notably Unger (1987).
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already suggested that the first point may not be unsurmountable, or at least that it can be a
subject of political deliberation. This potential will be brought to bear on political discourse
only once possible paths of transformation are envisioned. But then the very issue of
distribution will also take a different light. For it will not be considered in the perspective

that everyone wants more, but in the perspective of reducing our level of consumption.
Ty 4 P

In conclusion, we may note that the three elements of the procedural theory of
sustainability just discussed form a consistent whole. The dcfinition in terms of flexibility is
compatible with a politics of sustainability based on political participation, and with a
research agenda geared at providing alternatives. The politics and the research agenda are
made compatible by the methodology used, committed to feeding political deliberation rather
than to replacing it. Of course, this consistency is necessary but not sufficient to defend the
theory. Let us recall that the theory of sustainability related to sustainable development could
also claim such consistency.

The sccond test of the theory, besides intemal consistency, is to look at how well it
fares when confronted to the two features of publicness and ignorance. The procedural theory is,
by construction, free from the conflict between the feature of publicness and the need for
political consensus that characterized and undermined the strategy of sustainable
development. High-level political participation accounts for the feature of publicness, and at
the same time liberates politics from the requirement of consensus. The feature of publicness is
therefore taken into account. The feature of ignorance raises a more serious difficulty. We may
note, first, that the demand for ecological knowledge in the procedural theory is reduced in
comparison to what it was in the other theory, for the simple reason that the criterion used to
define sustainability is the possibility to respond to the actual state of knowledge, rather than
the possibility to measure the value of natural resources. So the response is not dependent upon
the realization of an ideal Ievel of knowledge, but will emanate from the process of political
deliberation in which individuals will interpret cach new picce of information in different
ways. To put it differently, the responsiveness of collective decision relies on the diversity and
incommensurability of individually held values, and not on our capacity te assess these values
according to a single benchmark. So the procedural theory also secems to fare better than the
sustainable development theory with regard to the feature of ignorance. We may wonder,
however, whether the procedural theory is a theory of sustainability at all since it does not
explicitly take into account the consequences of our actions, cither on the natural environment or
for future generations. But the very formulation of this question betrays a nostalgia for control.

Indeed, if we accept the feature of ignorance, we must abandon the illusion that we could justify

-51-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



— ma— s

certain actions on the ground that they lead to consequences which are compatible with

sustainability.
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Individual Rights and Environmental Changes

If the carth must lose that great portion of its pleasantness which it
owes o things that the unlimited increase of wealth and population
would extirpate from it...l sincerely hope, for the sake of posterity,
that they will be content to be stationary, long before necessity
compels them to be.

John Stuart Mill, Principles of Political Economy

The issue of sustainability comprises two clements. First is the recognition that there
are a number of serious environmental problems which, if not dealt with, might jeopardize
people’s well-being or undermine some of their rights. Second is a moral imperative that we
should deal with these issues, notably for considerations of intergencrational justice: ‘In an
important sense, sustainability is merely justice with respect to future gencrations’ (Costanza
1991, 8). The translation of this imperative in specific policy recommendations depends of
course upon what theory of justice is considered.

The literature on intergenerational justice starts with a particular conception of justice
and investigates whether it can be extended to comprise future generations, or whether indeed
we have any specific obligation or responsibility with respect to the future.! Although this

literature often refers to the existence of environmental issues, its treatment of the question of

10n integergenerational justice sce Barry and Sikora (1978) and Partridge (1981). On more general

approaches to environmental ethics, see Elliot (1995), Regan (1984).
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intergenerational justice is largely independent from any conception of the relationship
between society and its natural environment. Furthermore, it sets the problem as a conflict
between “us” who live today and “them” who will live tomorrow, without any reference to the
conflicts present within cach genecration. Put differently, it separates the issue of
intergenerational justice from the issue of intragenerational justice, although the same
principles may be used to address both. Another characteristic of this literature is that its
approach is largely consequentialist, centering on the question as to what we may or may not
owe to the future, without considering the morality of the actions independently of their
effects. Finally, the question is mainly considered as an academic onc and does not address the
political feasibility of caring for future generations indeed. Our moral commitment, or lack
thereof, is to be realized through the state, charged to act as the trustee for future generations
if we so desire.

The purpose of this paper is to present and discuss an alternative approach to
sustainability. Rather then extending some given principle of justice to take into account the
cffect of environmental changes, I investigate how cenvironmental changes affect the
circumstances or material conditions in which those principles apply. This approach will
enable us to shed some light on what stands today as the main strategy towards sustainability,
viz. sustainable development.

The paper is divided in two parts. In the first part, I investigate the political
consequences of environmental changes from a libertarian perspective. In order to deal with
environmental issues, the role of the state must be expanded beyond that of the minimal state.
But would the extended state not have then the legitimacy to undertake distributive policies?
A tradition of thought, which finds its roots in Locke’s theory of appropriation and which 1
call "inclusive libertarianism®, finds a way out of the dilemma by making an assumption of
relative abundance. Inclusive libertarianism is discussed in the second part of the paper.
Sustainable development, I then argue, is best understood in this perspective. At the same time,

its shortcomings become more obvious.
I. THE POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGES

In this first part, 1 lay down the particular circumstances of a liberal politics of
sustainability created by environmental changes. In order to address environmental issues, a
level of pollution or of resource use, henceforth an environmental norm, must be chosen. My focus
is on the process that leads to this choice. This process is constrained by three considerations:
due to the particular environmental issues considered, the choice cannot be made in direct

reference to people’s rights; second, the compatibility between the choice and the existing
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structure of rights must be assessed; finally, the process must itself be compatible with
sustainability. The first and the second consideration lead to the following dilemma: cither we
endorse the libertarian minimal state, where priority is assigned to the existing pattern of
rights, that is to the second condition, and then environmental problems cannot legitimately be
addressed by the state; or we enlarge the role of the state in society with respect to its power to
choose an environmental norm, in which case addressing distributive issues stand as a pre-
condition to addressing environmental issues due to the infringements of new rights with the
existing pattern of rights. Proponents of sustainable development try to find a way out of this
dilemma by referring back to a tradition of thought I define as “inclusive libertarianism”. The

prospects of this attempt will be discussed in the second part of the paper.
1. The incomplete definition of rights

From a liberal point of view, the problem raised by the existence of externalities -
defined as activities with effects which are not taken into account in the process of decision-
making - stems from the fact that they impinge on people's rights (whereas for utilitarians it
is a question of efficiency). Whatever the property rights are, they are never defined precisely
and completely enough as to fully protect one's rights against other people’s actions. To take an
example, consider a case of deforestation in the uplands and suppose that it inflicts damages on
the lowlands because there is an increase in flooding. These damages infringe on people’s
rights; but deforestation also proceeds from the exercise of one's rights of property. Thus there
is a parallel between the economists’ usual focus on efficiency, and the liberals’ focus on rights.
A complete assignment of property rights matters to the former because it supposedly leads to a
(Parcto) efficient allocation of resources, while it matters to the latter to the extent that it
gnarantees respect for these rights,

This last point must be emphasized further. According to libertarians, for example, the
moral imperative of sustainability cannot take precedence over respect for people’s rights.
Libertarianism proposes to defend, first and foremost, what Isaiah Berlin (1969) has called
‘negative frcedom’: freedom from others, and notably from the group. With environmental
changes, however, the state is no more the sole, nor even the main, source of harm from which
the individual needs to be protected. The group, that is the sum of individual actions, becomes

harmful, not through the state, but through the biosphere2. A person who loses her land

2 Two remarks: first, the biosphere is not the only sphere, besides the state, to provide an arena of coercion.
Many authors sce the market as such a sphere. But such an identification depends upon the economic theory
considered to account for the functioning of the market (see Berlin 1969, 123). Second, the fact that the
coercion is unintended does not make its existence less real (Berlin 1969, 123).
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because of floods triggered by deforestation is deprived of her property as surely as if the
government had taken it away abusively. There is nothing new of course in the fact that
humans are at the mercy of natural disasters. What is novel and morally significant is that the
whims of Nature are now, to some extent, the result of human actions. So the biosphere provides
an arena through which the group can oppress the individual, just like the state does according
to libertarians. The German sociclogist Ulrich Beck puts the point sharply: ‘After all, the
ecological issue, considered politically and sociologically, focuses at heart on a systematic,
legalized violation of fundamental civil rights - the citizen’s right to life and freedom from
bodily harm’ (Beck 1995, 8).

In some cases environmental problems can be addressed by adjudicating between the
rights of the persons living in the uplands and the rights of the persons living in the lowlands.
This kind of adjudication can be done by relying on the existing body of law.3 Or it can be done
through direct bargaining between the parties involved, in which case the state just enforces
the agreement rcached (Coase 1960).

In general however, environmental changes do not involve two clearly identifiable
parties but are rather of a public character, and this renders a recourse to the language of rights
more problematic. Many environmental changes combine publicness in the production and
distribution of the external effect. In production it means that the cause of the environmental
change, say air pollution, is not one individual’s behavior but the accumulation of a great
number of individual actions. In distribution it means that many individuals are affected. It is
publicness in production which makes it difficult to use the language of rights to protect people
from environmental changes (Kernohan 1995). The problem is the following. Any assignment of
right must specify the duties owed by other parties to the right holder. Thus if I have a right
over this property, this means that you have a duty not to use this property without my prior
consent. The fact the environmental problem is public in production implies that the marginal
contribution of any one contributor is negligible. So a change in any one’s behavior alone will not
affect the outcome. In the upland/lowland example, the increase in flooding will be caused by
the accumulated cffect of deforestation, while the marginal effect of cutting down one more tree
will be negligible. In these conditions it is hard to conceive how any one landowner in the
uplands could owe a duty to those living in the lowlands. For the assignment of this duty
supposes that fulfilling it will have a positive effect for the right holder. Yet this is not the

case since the marginal contribution of any one individual is negligible.4

3 S'.‘(I;, ggr instance, Wanda (1991) for some interesting as well as amusing cases of disputes between
neighbors.

4 For a more thorough discussion scc Kernohan (1995).

-57-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



This does not imply that the state cannot address such environmental issues. The point
is that doing so cannot be justified in the language of rights. So for example even if the state
had recourse to tradeable permits in order to implement environmental policies, thereby
relying on a system of property rights, it will first have to literally create the thing over
which the right is to be claimed by setting a norm for total resource use.5 The size of the pie is
not determined by physical conditions to which society is subject; it is determined by a
collective decision. How much CO2 can society emit ? The enclosure movement that takes place
is first between human activities and the biosphere, then between present and future
generations, between countries, and only ultimately, perhaps, between individuals. This
solution was notably advocated by Aganwal and Narain (1991) for the emission of CO2, and
Lipietz (1992) could thus interpret the UNCED process as a vast enclosure movement.
Boulding's proposal to create transferable birth licenses as a way to control population growth

can be seen as the ultimate step in this direction.?
2. Three constraints on addressing accumulative environmental issucs

In order to address environmental changes in a liberal perspective, it is therefore
necessary to view the definition of rights as a continuous process rather than as a once and for
all event like in the classical two-stage liberal framework.” The process by which an
environmental norm is defined is subject to three constraints:

- the environmental norm cannot be justified in the language of individual rights,

- the compatibility between the principle of justification used in setting the norm and
the distribution of existing rights must be assessed.

- the process of doing so must be compatible with sustainability,

Let us discuss these three constraints in turn,

5 Rights to emit units of pollution can be auctionned off or attributed to individuals, countries or social
3
groups. See Kneese and Schultze (1975) and Daly (1993a, 1993b).

6 Boulding (1964). The idea is to entitle cach individual with the right to one birth. A couple would therefore
have right to two children. These rights will be transferable, meaning that they can be exchanged inthe
market, thereby supposedly leading to an optimal allocation of children in the different familics. For a defense
of the proposal from an economic perspective, see Daly (1993b).

7 The first stage is that of the social contract in which an initial distribution of rights is defined. On the basis
of this distribution, and under the protection of the ‘protective state’, post-constitutional transactions and
contracts take place. See Buchanan (1975). Note that this pm{'cct, to view the definition of rights as a
continuous process, provides a definition of politics. Gorz (1993) writes:"the political is defined at the outset
by its bipolar structure: it should be, and cannot be anything other than, an endlessly redrafted public
mediation between the rights of the individual, rooted in his autonomy, and the interests of the whole socicty
which accomodates and conditions those rights’,
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The definition of an environmental norm raises a specific problem of legitimacy. There
will be necessarily infringement on what individuals may consider their moral rights.
Reproductive rights, for example, have been asserted in response to increasingly aggressive
state policies which, in their attempt to reduce population growth, were in fact affecting what
individuals consider as their right to procreate as they desire. Similarly, the imposition of a
tax on the emission of CO2 might be considered as an infringement of rights, although again
there is no explicit recognition that each individual is free to emit as much CO2 as she pleases.

The sccond constraint is that if the definition of an environmental norm is to be done in a
politically legitimate way, it has to be investigated whether this can be done without
affecting the existing distribution of rights. For the principles to be invoked to justify the
environmental norm might well be invoked to undermine the legitimacy of existing rights. The
matter can be put differently: can cooperation between individuals take place in a piecemeal
fashion, the conditions of cooperation being set anew cach time a new collective problem arises?
Or can such cooperation only arise within a socicly considered, say, as a fair system of
cooperation in Rawls’s sense (Rawls 1993)? The former corresponds to the libertarian view, and
the basic intuition as to why it might be insufficient is well captured in the following passage
written by a leading environmental economist:

So, perhaps the fundamental theoretical and policy issue in the domain of externalities is
how to reconcile these sceming contradictions between the idea - in both theory and popular
wisdom - of extreme atomization and the abundance of opportunities thus created for the

rise of externalitics, and the need to address those externalities with collective action (the
state). (Bromley 1991, 61)

That the process of defining an environmental norm should be compatible with the
purposc of setting the norm (third constraint) secems obvious enough. Yet, in some instances, the
assignment of rights has been done in a way which has led to the plundering of the resources
that were to be protected. For example, under the allegation of a higher national interest,
many national parks have been established in Southern countries under the sole authority of
the state and sometimes against the will of local populations (Ghimire 1991). In some cases, the
result has been outright conflicts between local communities and the state, at times Jeading to
the voluntary degradation of the resources that were to be protected : ‘despite having an
ancient tradition of respect for forests, including the preservation of sacred grove for religious
ceremonies, the Ho [state of Bihar, India) have turned to forest clearance as a means of

asserting their rights to use the lands which forestry law denies them’ (Colchester 1991).
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3. Tite dilerna: how much power for the state?

What is the status of those resources which are not yet appropriated, and over which
an environmental norm is to be imposed? The answer to this question will depend upon the
theory of appropriation to which we appeal in order to justify the existing pattemn of rights. As
for all social contract theories, the creation of new rights is described by reference to an original
position, a state of nature. Within the liberal tradition, two different ways of characterizing
the original situation can be identified: cither resources belong to all persons in common, either
they do not belong to any one. The first situation may be referred to as a situation of
guardianship, the second one as a situation of repository. The creation of new rights or the
setting of a norm characterizes then a shift from an original situation of 1epository or
guardianship to a situation of ownership (whether private or collective).8

The choice between these two original situations will determine the nature of property
rights, as well as the role of the state in society. Libertarianism can be scen as adopting, at
least implicitly, the stance of repository, while Rawls (1971, 1993) describes the original
position in his theory of justice as a situation of guardianship.? Either choice is somewhat
problematic for the proponents of sustainable development. The stance of guardianship, at
lcast to the cxtent that it leads to Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness, because it would mean
that addressing distribution issues is a prerequisite to addressing environmental ones. And the
stance of repository because, as I shall show presently, it scems to deny enough power to the
state as to justify its creating new objects of rights.

If the stance of repository is adopted, there is no legitimate way to address
environmental issues which would require the setting of a norm to be solved. The minimal state
that emerges from this interpretation cannot be considered as the trustee for future generations.
It merely protects legal individual rights, and provides a forum through which individuals
come in agreement to provide public goods.!0 The state is viewed as having a purely
instrumental role, just like any other (private) association. What it lacks, is the power to
claim a right over newly defined objects of rights.

To sece this, let us note the difference between a rule of behavior and a price incentive
scheme as alternative solutions to an environmental problem. To illustrate the point, consider

the two following schemes to regulate the emission of CO2. One is to ban the use of cars in cities.

8 [ borrowed the distinction between ownership, guardianship and repository from Sandel (1982: 96).

9 By libertarianism I refer to those liberal theories which hold that only a minimum state is justifiable. For
example Nozick 1974, Buchanan 1975, Friedman 1963.

10 see Buchanan (1975), specially pp. 91-106.
-60 -

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Another is to attribute to cach individual a yearly ration of CO2 emissions. It could consist in a
sort of credit card which would be debited each time the holder, say, buys gas or travels by
plane by the equivalent amount of CO2 emitted. In addition, these rations would be tradable.
For the sake of the example, we can suppose that both solutions lead to the same level of total
emissions of CO2.

The first solution requires a contract between all individuals through which they agree
to restrict voluntarily their behavior (they cannot drive in cities) under the condition that
everybody doces the same. Each person decides to exclude herself from the right to consume a
certain good. Traffic regulations are typically of this kind. The only requirement is an enforcing
agency.

The second solution is quite different. It is not based on self-exclusion from the right to
consume a certain good; it is based on appropriation, which means the exclusion of others to
consume the good. Since we are dealing here with non-exclusive goods, this exclusion is not
embedded in the good itself. Rather it is embedded in the monopolization, by the state, of the
right to issuc the cards giving right to CO2 emissions.}? The possibility for the individual to
appropriate and trade rights to emit CO2 is dependent upon the initial capacity of the state to
claim the monopoly over the right to emit CO2. Thus the degree of freedom gained at the
individual level is at the cost of accepting a larger state than necessary for realizing the first
solution. In the first solution, people recognize that they cannot emit as much CO2 as they
would like to. In the second solution, they assert that society, as a whole, las the right to emit
a certain amount of CO2, and this supposes a different theory of the state.12 I contend that only
the first scheme is compatible with libertarianism, but whether this will be sufficient to
achieve sustainability depends upon the possibility of achieving unanimous agreement over
this goal.

So, to come back to the general line of the argument, we are left with the following

dilemma: cither adopt the stance of repository and there is no way to address environmental

11 There is of course a strong analogy with the state’s monopoly to violence.

12 The incompatibility between relying on a market solution to solve a case of market failure and the sort of
political structure it requires has been noted in other instances. A particularly interesting one relates to the
regulation of utilities like gas, electricity or water. The general argument in defense of regulating commissions
for these services, as they exist in the United States, is the existence of natural monopolies. Building on the
seminal works of Stigler and Friedland (1962) and Demsetz (1968), a large litterature has mounted a general
attack against these commissions with some significant influence on policy makers. As a more efficient way to
regulate these monopolies, Demsetz proposed to auction off the right to provide the different services, say gas
or clectricity, to competing firms. The solution thus consists in finding an indirect market mechanism to solve a
case of market failure. But, as pointed out by Priest (1993), this solution supposes that the municipalities or
states in charge of the regulation have much'more power than what they needed to regulate through a
commission. First, the governmental entity must possess the exclusive authority to grant or deny a‘company to
provide the service, and sceond, it must own the infrastructures (e.g. power p antsg and only bid away their
management (Priest 1993: 304). But, as Priest argues, these conditions were not met at the time the commissions
were set.
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issues; or adopt the stance of guardianship and accept that policies towards sustainability,
that is the protection of people’s rights against environmental degradation must begin by
considerations of distribution.

Now at this point we may simply embrace the second hom of the dilemma, and join
those writers who contend that a politics of sustainability must be a politics of radical
democratization.!3 My intention here is not to discuss this alternative, but to examine
critically a path presented as another possible way out of this dilemma, one which refers back
to a long tradition of liberal thought and which is implicitly, and at times somewhat
surprisingly, adopted by proponents of sustainable development. This tradition I call “inclusive

libertarianism”.
II. INCLUSIVE LIBERTARIANISM

The dilemma identified above under circumstances of environmental changes can be
related to a the more general question as to how to manage the dialectical relationship
between the individual and socicty. More preciscly, how to manage the cffects of society as a
whole, understood as the compound (wanted or unwanted) effects of individual actions, on the
individuals. The reduction of the state to the instrumental role of enhancing the individuals’
personal projects has traditionally been defended to protect the individual from infentional
coercion by the group. Yet coercion may well stem from the spontaneous, and thus unintentional,
order generated by de-centralized individual actions. Rawls’s idea of socicty as a fair system of
cooperation is an attempt at striking an cquilibrium between the different institutions of
society, what he calls the basic structure, as to prevent both intentional cocercion through the
state, and unfair outcome gencrated unintentionally by people’s behaviors in the market sphere
(Rawls 1993).

I want to explore here another solution to this problem which inscribes itself in the
liberal tradition, and which would characterize a branch of thought I tentatively call
“inclusive libertarianism”. Inclusive libertarianism can be defined by the following general
proposition: individual rights (including property rights) cannot be transgressed, except in
certain circumstances which would never occur under a system of perfect liberty. The qualifier
“inclusive” distinguishes inclusive libertarianism from other forms of libertarianism by
recognizing the existence of a hierarchy among people’s rights, so that an individual’s property
right may be subordinated to the claims made by another individual in the name of a higher

right, for example the right to life. At the conceptual level then, people’s rights are not

13 Sec Beck (1992, 1995), Giddens (1995), Gorz (1991).
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exclusive but conditional upon certain social circumstances. Inclusive libertarianism adds to this
somewhat moderate position in political philosophy the theoretical and mainly economic
claim that under a socicty organized according to the principles of perfect liberty the conditions
that justify the state’s transgression of people’s rights would never obtain. A system of perfect
liberty is therefore justified, not because a larger state cannot be justified as libertarians would
contend, but because it creates the very conditions under which no state intesvention is
necessary. Now this theoretical claim cannot be disputed on empirical grounds to the extent
that a system of perfect liberty is not actually realized. So the fact that, in society, the
conditions under which a system of perfect liberty would be justified do not obtain does not
invalidate the theory, and for that inauer nor can it be used to justify state policies. For
inclusive libertarianism will always interpret the existence of a social problem as caused by a
deviance from the system of perfect liberty.

The difference between inclusive libertarianism and other libertarianisms at the
practical level is that the former, unlike the latter, justifies state intervention beyond the
attributions of the minimal state to the extent that this intervention broadens the system of
perfect liberty. It could thus create the rights necessary for addressing environmental issues,
while not having to address broader distribution issues. What I propose to show, however, is
that there is an incompatibility between the purpose of creating these rights, namely the
existence of ecological constraints limiting human actions, and the assumptions that have been
commonly used to defend the view that a system of perfect liberty cannot be (unintentionally)
coercive. The incompatibility comes from the fact that the pattern of existing rights has
traditionally been defended against any collective claims by making an assumption of relative
abundance.

1 relate this tradition of thought back to Locke’s theory of property. The assumption of
relative abundance is explicit in his theory of appropriation, as well as in his theory of the
creation of a political socicty. As a short digression from the main line of the argument, I shall
present some evidence on the importance of this assumption in historical perspective. In the
third scction, finally, I connect the strategy of sustainable development with this tradition of
thought, and then discuss the limits of this strategy from this perspective. In other words,
what sustainable development is best understood from the perspective of this tradition, but as

soon as we look at it from this perspective its shortcomings become more obvious.
1. Locke’s theory of appropriation

In the Sccond Treatise of Government Locke starts his analysis of property with the

statement that ‘God [has] given [the carth] to mankind. But this being supposed, it scems to
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some a very great difficulty how any one should ever come to have a property in anything’
(§16). If the earth is in common to all individuals, how can one claim any property over a
parcel of it 2 We are all equal as owners of the Earth, but in what sense is this equality to be
understood? We may be equal in the sense that we all have an equal right to participate in the
management of resources; or in the sense that we have a right to an equal amount of resources; or
finally in the sense that we may all use the resources as we please to the extent that we do not
deprive others of the right to do similarly.

The idea of ownership conveys first and foremost the idea that we have a right of
decision. The right to participate on equal terms with others in the management of resources
would thus follow directly from Locke’s stance of guardianship. This right, however, cannot
exist outside of a political society in which the state would provide a forum for collective
undertakings. So we face a dilemma: ecither we assume the existence of the state and use the
idea of a social contract to derive rules for the use of common resources, as done by Rawls (1971),
but then we cannot separate the existence of the state from redistributive policies!; or we use
the idea to explain the state but then we still need an account as to how common ownership is
legitimately transformed into individual rights. A similar dilemma with respect to Locke’s
theory of appropriation was raised by Rutherford and is summarized by Home(1950, 125): “if
labor could create private property rights, others must not have had rights to the common, but
if others did not have rights to the common, there was no reason for there te be limits on how
much could be taken. Conversely, if there were limits, others must have had rights, and if
others had rights, consent must be obtained before what belonged to all could belong to anyone’.

As I shall argue, by making an assumption of relative abundance (in a sense to be
clarified), the transformation of common ownership into private property rights can be
accounted for without violating the former, Equality of ownership can then be interpreted as
cquality of opportunitics to use the resources of the Earth without requiring the consent of all
co-owners.

According to Locke, one thing belongs exclusively to the individual, her labor-power.
The logic is set : since one’s labor-power is one’s own in an exclusive sense, the products of this
power will also be one’s own inasmuch as it does not deprive others of the opportunity to make a
similar appropriation: ‘For this labor being the unquestionable property of the laborer, no man
but he can have a right to what that is once joined to, at least where there is enough and as

good left in common for others’(§17; emphasis added). So labor legitimized the original

14 walzer (1983, 65? notes that 'the idea of redistributive justice presupposes a bounded world within which
distribution takes place: a group of people committed to dividing, cxchg:fing, and sharing socia!’;émds, first
o’( al{’gmo(?g‘d thcmls(;’clvcs'. e could paraphrase Walzer and write that redistributive justice embodies the idea
of a bounded world.
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appropriation inasmuch as doing so did not deprive others to do similarly. By picking an apple
I indeed deprive you of the right over that apple; but I do not deprive you of the right to an
apple if there are apples left in the orchard. So we can lay claim of ownership over particular
goods to the extent that we do not deprive others of the opportunity to acquire similar goods.
The ‘enough and as good left over’ proviso stands for how the rights of others qua co-
owners of the Earth limits how much one can legitimately appropriate. The proviso does not
apply to goods as such, but to opportunities. The relevance of such a proviso supposes a world of
scarcity, for if we assumed complete abundance with costless appropriation, there would be no

need for ownership at all (Gruncbaum 1987, 65-67). The total amount of goods available (X)
must therefore be finite, which means that the sum of each person’s possible appropriation (c;)

is itself upwardly bounded. This we can write simply as ¥ ¢; < X. Legitimacy of appropriation
requires, according to the proviso, that a similar good is available for all persons who desire to
make a similar appropriation. If n is the number of individuals in society, this means that ¢; is
legitimate if nc; <= X. It follows that if people are allowed to appropriate as much as they can
legitimately do according to this proviso, and if they do desire to do so, only a completely
cgalitarian appropriation of resources could be legitimate (i.e. ¢; = X/n).

As is well-known Locke used another proviso to limit the right of appropriation, a
moral injunction which forbids spoliation : ‘As much as any one can make use of to any
advantage of life before it spoils, so much he may by his labor fix property in; whatever is
beyond this is more than his share and belongs to others’ (§19) The ‘spoliation’ proviso is a
moral injunction of religious nature. As such, it is external to socicty. Consumption beyond a
certain level and spoliation are morally wrong because they do not respect the goods which are
a gift of God. Existence is morally superior to non-existence, and consequently, destruction for no
other purpose then the pleasure to destroy or consume is condemnable. Reference to other persons
is not necessary in this argument. Even a Robinson Crusoe would not be justified, according to
Locke’s moral point of view, to spoil the resources of the island, however abundant the resources
are. To simplify the further discussion, we can write the ‘non-spoliation” proviso as a limit (s;)
put on cach person’s appropriation (cj): ¢; is legitimate if ¢j <= s;.

The two conditions of legitimacy in appropriation can therefore be written as cj<=s;,
and c¢;<=X/n. Which of the two conditions is actually binding will depend upon the relative
values of ¥ s5; and X. The case T s; > X is not very interesting, for the ‘non-spoliation’ proviso
would then simply be redundant. Much more interesting is the case ¥ s; < X.15 It is interesting

for it discards an important problem linked to the ‘enough and as good left over’ proviso. I have

15 This interpretation of the relation between the two provisos, viz. that the spoilation proviso is binding, is
?]I;% ;;adc by Waldron (1979, 1988), and stands against the interpretation put forward by MacPherson
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pointed out above that if only this latter proviso binds (i.e. X s;> X) and if people try to
appropriate as much as they can, then the only legitimate state of nature is characterized by
an cgalitarian allocation of resources. But it is unclear how such a state could be arrived at.
Appropriation in the state of nature can only be an individualistic process. One goes in the
forest and picks an apple. The right to appropriate this apple cannot have been legitimated by
the community ex-ante, because there is no organized community or commonwealthl6,
Appropriation takes place first, and legitimization follows. One will legitimize picking up an
apple by telling others “go and get your own”. And if they go and get their own, or say that
they do not want any apple, the initial appropriztion will be legitimized. The problem will
arise if when they go, they find out that there are not enough left over for every one. For in that
case, this apple I claim mine cannot be said to be legitimately mine since there are not enough
apples for everyone. But to say that this apple is not legitimately mine does not legitimize any
body’s claim to my apple, for no one but me went into the forest to pick it up. Yet, it occurred. In
such cases, we would face a conflict between equally legitimate rights, a type of conflicts we
may call legitimate conflicts. And the resclution of such a conflict would require a theery of
redistribution. As A.M. Honoré points out: ‘However one interprets Locke’s requirement that the
acquirer must leave enough and as good in common for others... the intention behind it is not
satisfied unless entitlements are adjusted from time to time according to what there remains for
others’17,

The ‘enough and as good left over’ proviso is therefore not sufficient to justify
appropriation in the state of nature because, as it allows exhaustive appropriation and since
exhaustive appropriation achieved without coordination is very unlikely to generate equality
in resources, it would eventually generate legitimate conflicts and thus require a theory of
redistribution. The ‘non-spoliation’ proviso, when binding, prevents the occurrence of this
difficulty. Labor crcates property rights only if everyone has the opportunity to do so.
Accordingly the ‘enough and as good’ condition stands merely as an intermediary step in the
transition between the idca of guardianship, which relates to a social group, to the
individualistic notion of property. The important assumption is that of relative abundance,
which is the view that the sum of people’s legitimate needs (according to the non-spoliation

principle) is less than the total sum of resources available (i.c. X sj< X). This view is expressed

most clearly in the following passage:

16 similarly, Dworkin (1981) has pointed out that the idea of equality in resources makes sense only when
thcrﬁ exists a scale with respect to which to compare resources, for instance when there is an organized
market.

17 Cited in Waldron (1988, 214). See also Nozick (1974, 176)
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The measure of property nature has well set by the extent of men’s labor, and the
conveniences of life. No man's labor could subdue or appropriate all, nor could his
enjoyment consume more than a small part, so that it was possible for any man, this way,
to entrench upon the right of another, or acquire to himself a property to the prejudice of
his neighbor, who would still have room for as good and as large a possession - after the
other had taken out his - as before it was appropriated (§21).

There is more direct evidence that Locke considered the state of nature as one of
abundance. Onec of Locke’s argument is that ‘there are still great tracts of ground to be found,
which ... lie waste, and are more than the people who dwell on it do, or can make use of, and so
still lie in common’ (§15). His favorite example is of course the Americas, but at onc point he
also refers to Spain (§36). As he put it, ‘in the beginning all was America’, and since America is
aburdant, in the beginning all was abundant (§49).

In summary, the shift from guardianship to ownership supposes (1) that there is a good
which is mine (labor-power) and which cnables me to claim ownership over the goods it
produces and (2) that the goods are abundant enough. I can say “this is mine” if [ can also say
“go and get your own”, which supposes that there are indeed things available out there. The
important point is that the absence of legitimate conflicts justifies claims of ownership. Under
the condition of relative abundance, ‘there could be no doubt of right, no room for quarrel’ (§39);

nobody could ‘think himself injured by annther's appropriation’ (§33).18
2. The creation of scarcity versus the creation of abundance

In the state of nature Locke relied upon an assumption of relative abundance to justify
individual property rights against claims of collective ownership. This theory of
appropriation may be distinguished from cconomic theories which explain the emergence of
claims of ownership, and then the delimitation of rights, as stemming from a situation of
scarcity??. In this scction, I want to show how this assumption of relative abundance made in
the theory of appropriation is then carricd forward to legitimize the distribution of rights in

political socicty. The difference between those libertarian theories - Buchanan’s for example -

18 Although I have focused here on Locke, the problem of how to reconcile the exclusive right to property
with the nght to a decent life is a general theme in liberal thought. See notably Horne (1990) for a
comprehensive discussion of this issue in the form of a conflict between what he calls ‘exclusive’ and
‘inclusive’ rights. To give but one example of this debate, Spinoza arguced in the Tractatus Politicus that the
prohibition of 'privatc property was necessary to avold disputes arising because of the finiteness of the
resources available, For a discussion, sce Hirschman (1977, 75). Once legacy of this debate is to be found today
in the debate over the welfare state. On the one hand, people’s right to property, as expressed in market
exchanges, is emphasized. On the other hand, some commentators suggest thad PO le have a right to welfarist
policies, thereby justifying the taxes necessary to finance welfare policies. On rights to welfare see, among
others, Marshall (1981).

19 See Demsetz (1967), Buchanan (1975), Barzel (1991).
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which assume scarcity as the outset, and inclusive libertarianism which assumes a situation of
abundance originally, lies in their management of situations of scarcity. According to the
former, scarcity is the inescapable condition of political life. The constitution is the agreed-
upon way to address the issue, so there is no place for what I have called legitimate conflicts.
Any conflict over distribution would question directly the constitution and thus threaten
everyone's security. There is no middle path between the war of all against all, and complete
respect for people’s rights.

Inclusive libertarianism allows a little more flexibility, which is the reason why it
allows the creation of new rights. Relative abundance, rather than scarcity, characterizes the
original situation. So situations of scarcity we may witness in society, for example scarcity in
land in seventeenth century England, must be seen as socially constructed. The appearance of
scarcitly will in part question the legitimacy of those actions (for instance, appropriation of
land) which have led to that situation and thereby deprived some individuals from the
opportunity to carry out similar actions. If abundance justifies individual rights, and if the
enjoyment of these rights eventually create a situation of scarcity, then the legitimacy of the
rights may be questioned. But these potential collective claims to ownership may again be
pushed back with recourse to a new assumption of abundance. By arguing, for instance, that the
existing pattern of rights, as it has led to a situation of scarcity, has also opcned new
opportunities for individuals to lead a worthwhile life. So, to recapitulate, an assumption of
relative abundance needs to be made cach time a new situation of scarcity emerges in order to
respond to claims of collective ownership. The idea is first illustrated with Locke’s theory of
the beginning of political society, is then presented in more general terms, and is finally

illustrated by some examples of the assumption of relative abundance in historical perspective.
2.1. The Introduction of Money and the Beginning of Political Socicty in Locke

It is well-known that the non-spoliation proviso is relaxed with the introduction of
money. With money, individuals are going to be able to accumulate goods without transgressing
the proviso. MacPherson (1978) has argued that Locke thus justified infinite accumulation.
According to the above interpretation, however, the relaxation of the non-spoliation proviso
and the accumulation of goods made possible by the introduction of money will eventually lead
to a situation of relative scarcity in which the ‘enough and as good left’ proviso would
cventually become binding. Locke is very explicit in relating the introduction of moncey with the
emergence of a situation of relative scarcity. Indeed, ‘where there is not some thing, both

lasting and scarce, and so valuable to be hoarded up, there men will not be apt to enlarge their
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possessions of land’ (§4€); ‘where the increase of people and stock, with the use of money, had
made land scarce...” (§45). Money provides the motivation for enlarging one’s possessions.

The introduction of money thus lcads eventually to a situation of relative scarcity and
thereby generates what I have called above legitimate conflicts: conflict between the right of
using onc’s property as one pleases and the right derived from the original stance of common
ownership and represented by the ‘enough and as good left over’ proviso. These conflicts are not
inherent to the theory of appropriation, but only to the introduction of money to which
individuals have given their tacit consent (§50). One of the purposes for entering in a political
society is precisely to solve such conflicts, and thereby preserve one’s life, liberty and estate
(§124).

In setting the social contract, the individuals must therefore choose between the right
to property based on labor and the right to property as co-owners of the Earth. If the
individuals forego the former, then the role of the state will be to embody the idea of common-
ownership, and will thereby be justified to embark in welfare and redistributive policies as it
judges fit. On the other hand, if the individuals forego the latter, the state will stand to
protect people’s individual right to property against any claim of collective ownership. Indeed
there is some controversy as to whether a person’s possession, when entering in political socicty,
becomes the property of the community, or whether the state is there to protect one’s property
against other people’s claims.20

The evidence in Locke’s writings gives support to this second interpretation. According
to Locke, ‘men, when they enter into society, give up the equality, liberty, and executive power
they had in the state of nature’ (§131). Out of the three possible forms of equality
distinguished above, the claim to equality they relinquish, it seems, can only be equality in
opportunitics to appropriate. Equality in resources was already abandoned with the
introduction of moncy; and equality in decision making is meaningless outside of a political
socicty. In the state of nature, individuals are only equal in having similar opportunitics to
appropriate. It is this natural right, their right to appeal to the ‘enough and as good left over’
proviso, which they relinquish by entering a commonwealth. Locke’s theory of property would
thus be composed of three steps: 1) equality to appropriate under conditions of relative
abundance; 2) emergence of incqualities and a state of scarcity with the introduction of moncy;
3) protection and regulation of property under government.

This interpretation does not invalidate the theoretical validity of the other one so we
may ask on what ground Locke chose between the two of them. We can point here to Locke’s

introduction of a second assumption of relative abundance. The statement that ‘in the beginning

20 For a defense of the former view, see Tully (1980). For a criticism, see Waldron (1988), pp. 232f.
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all the world was America’ can be reversed: America provides the opportunity for a new
beginning for whomever does not accept the rules of the commonwealth. Each individual is
‘naturally free’ indeed, and nothing can ‘put him into subjection to any carthly power, but only
his own consent’ (§ 119). This freedom is presented as a historical fact. Many examples show
that people have had the opportunity to leave a particular society and settle in some other, or
cven begin one anew (§115-118). The individual’s consent to being a member of socicty and
accepting its rules is therefore expressed by the fact that the individual does not choose to
leave. The opportunity to emigrate justifies the rules of socicty.2!

There is another way in which the assumption of relative abundance is important. For

“ e Locke, ‘the raison d'étre of property is sustenance’22. In the state of nature, the existence of
opportunities to appropriate warranted one’s ability to preserve oneself. Since by working one
appropriates, the opportunity to work is the opportunity to own. Labor and property are
related to cach other in a circular way, and similarly so are opportunities and property:
opportunities lead to property through work, and appropriation is justified to the extent that
there are opportunities left for others.

In political society, the denial of claims over opportunities to appropriate must be
compensated by a guarantee that other means of subsistence are available. The right to
appropriation was instrumental in ensuring the fundamental natural right of subsistence. Other
opportunities must therefore be opened and guaranteed to fulfill the latter. The assumption of
relative abundance takes the form that there is no conflict between a person’s infinite desires to
accumulate resources, and a person’s right to opportunities of subsistence. Just like in the state of
nature, the existence of opportunities within political society stands against any individual’s
claim to the particular resources another individual may possess. The right to & minimum
standard of living, for example, cannot be imposed upon society unless the individual is denied
the opportunity to fulfill her needs. I cannot claim a right to your property simply because I am
in need. This claim will be justified only if I have no opportunity to make a decent living by
relying on my own assets.23

As to render the parallel with our previous discussion quite clear, we can again use

simple cquations to draw out the distinction between the two alternatives. Let us denote by |

21 Compare with Rawls (1993, 277): ‘Thus the right to emigrate does not affect what counts as a just basic
structure, for this structure is to be viewed as a scheme into which people are born and are expected to Jead a
complete life’,

22 waldron (1988, 216). Sce also Manent (1994), chapter 4.

23 Note the parallel with some theories of sustainable development. For example, Solow (1992:15): ‘The duty
imposed by sustainability is to bequeath to posterity not any particular thing -- with rare exceptions such as
Yosemite, for example ~ but rather to endow them with whatever it takes to achieve a standard of living at
least as good as our own and to look after their next generation similarly’,
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the amount of work produced by the individual, and ¢; her level of consumption; w? and wP; are
respectively the returmn from labor in the state of nature (assumed equal across individuals), the
return to work per unit of time for individual i in political society (assumed constany, i.c.
independent of the amount of work). To simplify we can assume that there is no savings, so that
¢i = wlj where w is equal to w? or wP. Finally, denote by | the maximum amount of work any
individual can produce, n the number of individuals in socicty, Q the level of production
realized, and X the maximum amount of goods that can be produced in the economy, as defined
by external conditions (technology, amount of land and so on) and independently of the amount
of labor. Thus, we assume a world subject to external constraints, in the sense that whatever the
amount of work total production cannot exceed X. Individual consumption is constrained in two

different ways:
ci=wliswl  and X ¢=QsX

In political society, just like in the state of nature, we may distinguish between two types of

situation depending upon the relative values of 1 and X:

-if TwP;ls X we face a situation of relative abundance.

-if TwP;jl2 X we face a situation of relative scarcity.24

A situation of relative abundance means that there are always ecconomic opportunitics
open to the individual for him or her to ensure a decent level of income through his or her labor.
That is, the total level of production Q is constrained by the total amount of labor rather than
by external factors. So the individual’s right of survival is guaranteed by this condition of
relative abundance, just like in Locke's state of nature. Unlike in the state of nature, however, it
is not sufficient to ensure people’s right to subsistence. It can be assumed that people consent
implicitly only if the political society does not make them worse off. That is, if min
(wPj)2wn.25

Now of course this supposes that there are no institutional barriers between the

possibilily to expand production with more work at the level of society, and the individual’s

24 In the state of nature, these two conditions are written:
ci=whliswil and I¢sX
The assumption of relative abundance was simply that nwhIsX.
25 Thus Locke mentions how a day-labourer in England is better-off than some king in the Americas (§41).

This equation provides also a possible theory of exploitation. That is, exploitation would be defined by the

fact that (wP;)<w™, Sce Roemer (1982) The assessment of wP raises however a serious problem, the ‘bascline’
problem in Nozick's terminology.
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ability to work more if she so desires. For example, Sen (1981) showed that the cause of a
number of recent famines did not lie in the impossibility to expand further production, but in the
fact that individuals were deprived of entitlements to food. There may therefore be
institutional problems in a situation of relative abundance preventing people from seizing
existing opportunities.26 In a situation of relative scarcity, by contrast, the fact that the
individual cannot consume more by working more reflects external constraints which are

independent of particular institutional problems.
2.2* The assumption of relative abundance in historical perspective

As a short digression from the main line of the argument, I want to present here some
arguments that would support the view that, behind the theoretical assumption of relative
abundance, are some social facts which can be scen as embodying it. In other words, I wish to
suggest that this assumption is something real, although tracing it in different social forms
would take us beyond the scope of this paper. What particular social circumstances made it

possible for people to believe in relative abundance?
The fronticr

Locke, we may recall, justified the distribution of property in England in part by
appealing to the fact that, in America, ‘there are still great tracts of land to be found which...
lic waste’ (27). The assumption of relative abundance was thus justified on the ground that,
indeed, there is open land available out there. From the seventeenth to the twenticth century,
the Americas, and the United States in particular, have represented for the rest of the world
(although mainly Europe at first) this open land of opportunities. Now it is not my intent nor
within my qualifications to draw thc history of the sociological impact of the Americas on
people’s world-view. It is sufficient to note that the fronticer has been important in shaping the
political culture of the United States.

The great American sociologist Carl Becker, for instance, argued that Americans
interpreted freedom as freedom from responsibility for the community because it was always
possible to push back the frontier (Becker 1945). A similar thesis had been originally put
forward by Frederick Taylor Turner in his famous essay on ‘The significance of the fronticr in

American history’ announced in 1893. The frontier, Turner argued, is ‘productive of

26 Compare to to the debate in economics over the nature and causes of involuntary unemployment.
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individualism’, of ‘antipathy to control’, but also, and more importantly, it has promoted
democracy in the United States as well as in Europe through a sort of domino eifect (Tumner
1972, 24). But with the closure of the frontier, this democracy might suffer from the very same
factors which, at first, gave it its strength:
But the democracy born of free land, strong in selfishness and individualism, intolerant of
administrative experience and education, and pressing individual liberty beyond its
proper bounds, has its dangers as well as its benefits. Individualism in America has
allowed a laxity in regard to governmental affairs which has rendered possible the

spoils system and all the manifest evils that follow from the lack of a highly developed
civic spirit. (1972, 24).

Laissez-faire

We may relate the assumption of relative abundance to the empirical statement that a
Lockean system of private property leads to an economic outcome which is itself abundance.
Inclusive libertarianism would then differ from external libertarianism precisely by the fact
that its legitimacy is conditional upon the outcome. It is here impossible to dissociate the two
usual liberal and utilitarian arguments in defense of property rights. The utilitarian argument
states that property rights are desirable as an institution of society because they promote
productive efficiency and social prosperity. The liberal argument states that property is an
intrinsic individual right that cannot be transgressed for the welfare of society. The two
arguments negate one another. They car be made compatible, however, by introducing an
empirical hypothesis. The inclusive libertarian argument is then something as the following:
private property is a right that cannot be transgressed except under some specific conditions,
which do not arise under an ceonomic system of private property.

Inclusive libertarianism would therefore depend upon cconomic theory in a very
particular way. Note that exclusive libertarianism is independent of ecconomics altogether. For
utilitarians, economic theory is instrumental in bringing about the more desirable social
outcome. For inclusive libertarians, by contrast, economic theory is important to justify ex-ante
the validity of the moral theory. If socicty is in a situation in which the conditions for
transgressing legitimately the right of property, then the move to a system of private property
requires faith in the inclusive libertarian vision.

It is in this regard that we may understand the moral role function of economists,
notably in the nincteenth century. Economists were writing popular books so that the public at
large learned the laws of political ecconomy. Economists saw their role as the moral guide of
socicety. The perfect illustration of this view, in relation to inclusive libertarianism, is in the

words of the great nineteenth century French cconomist, Jean-Baptiste Say:
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A people not knowing the established truths of political economy can be portrayed as one
condemned to live in a vast underground with all the goods necessary for life. But
darkness stands between the people and the goods (...) Confusion, violence, damages
reign, when suddenly a ray of light enters the fence. People blush at the harm they
imposed on each other; they discover that everyone can get what he desires; they realize
that these goods are the more plentiful as everyone mutually help cach other. A
thousand reasons to love, a thousand ways to enjoy life with honor spring from
everywhere. A single ray of light has done it all. (Say 1840 : 33-34).

This ray of light is of course the knowledge of political economy. To take but another example,
consider the following passage from Jevons’s popular treatise in political economy, published in
1879:
Pcople wish to follow their own impulses and prejudices, and are vexed when told they
are doing just what will have the opposite effect to what they intend. Take the case of
so-called charity. There are many good hearted people who think that it is virtuous to
give alms to poor people who ask for them, without considering the effect produced upon

the people. They see the pleasure of the beggar on getting the alms, but they do not sce
the after effects, namely, that beggars become more numerous than before (1879, 19).

Modern science as the new frontier

Turner witnessed the closure of the frontier and argued that it was then the end of an
era in the history of the United States. Some ycars later, however, he envisioned the existence
of a new and endless frontier: “In place of old frontiers of wildemness there are new frontiers of
unwon ficlds of science’ (in Rothschild 1985, 130). The idca was later given vivid illustration
by a study published by the American scientist Vannevar Bush right after World War 11, and
entitled Science: the New Frontier (Rothschild 1985).

We must distinguish clearly between two different things. There is, first, the view,
discussed by Rothschild (1985), that science became increasingly seen as the main source of
cconomic growth?’, This is a utilitarian argument, one which is very different from the idea of
science as the new frontier when interpreted in the perspective of the “Turner thesis”.
According to this latter view, science is instrumental in bringing about cconomic growth, but
cconomic growth is not the ultimate goal; rather it is instrumental in allowing a political
organization of socicty based more on individualism than on civic spirit. The assumption of
relative abundance, which previously was embodied in the physical frontier of the West, now
takes the form of faith in science.

The idea has taken a number of more refined forms. One, which it is interesting to note

here, is the view that scientific management - whether of the firm or of the entire economy -

27 Rothschild cites, among others, Kuznets: ‘[a] high rate of growth in the stock of useful knowledge and of
science itself fis] the major permissive factor in modern economic growth' (1985, 131).
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can solve conflicts of interests. A good illustration within the firm is Taylor (1911)'s defense of
scientific management: “The majority believe that the fundamental interests of employees and
employers are antagonistic. Scientific management, on the contrary, has for its very foundation
the firm conviction that the true interests of the two are one and the same... that it is possible
to give the workman what he most wants - high wages - and the employer what he wants - a
low labor cost - for his manufactures’. (1911: 10) At the national level, the idea is embodied in
the Keynesian economic policies adopted after Word War 11, what some authors have called
the ‘Keynesian accommodation® (Bowles and Gintis 1986; Marglin and Schor 1990). Conflict
between employers and employees in the workplace, and between wage-camers and capitalists
at the societal level, would have been solved by an implicit agreement to pursue economic
growth and to re-distribute the fruits of this growth through a steady increase in wages.
Conversely, belief in science - or in relative abundance - served to justify a particular

organization of the cconomy.

3. Sustainable development

In this last section I wish to make two points. First, that the strategy of sustainable
development, at least according to the latest formulations, is best understood in the perspective
of inclusive libertarianism. The basic reason wiy this is so is not that the proponents of
sustainable development are libertarians, but rather that they have attempted to devise a
strategy for addressing environmental problems which would be as consensual as possible. One
of the conditions was thercfore to separate intergencrational issues from intragenerational
ones, and it is this project that puts them in the tradition just analyzed. The second point is
that, once we view sustainable development from this perspective, we become aware of its
shortcomings: the preservation of opportunities for future generations is an attempt to oppose,
as before, the existence of opportunitics to claims for redistributive policies. But this cannot be
done without imposing limits on the opportunitics open to present generations, and thus

undermine the purpose of speaking about opportunities rather than about resources.
3.1 Understanding sustainable development

The concept of sustainable development defined as preserving the opportunities of
future gencrations to lead fulfilling lives recalls Locke’s proviso that appropriation is justified
to the extent that enough and as good is left over for others. As discussed previously, the

application of this principle is not, however, sufficient to prevent exhaustive appropriation,
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although unlike in the state of nature, there is now the possibility to rely on political
deliberation as to ensure the faimess of the process of appropriation.

The strategy of sustainable development can then be understood as trying to replace the
second proviso used by Locke: impose limits on human activities in order to preserve
oppertunities for individual freedom. This second proviso had, we may recall, two components:
a moral injunction on how much one can appropriate in relation to one's needs; an empirical
statement about the limited capacities of human labor. Interestingly enough, a large amount of
the literature on environmental issues has argued, although usually without exglicit reference
to Locke, that under the present circumstances neither of these two clements holds anymore.
Environmental problems are thus explained, not in terms of a lack of commitment for the well-
being of future generations, but as the pursuit of behaviors which were only justified under
circumstances of relative abundance.

Consider the moral injunction of non-spoliation. It finds its negative image today in the
view that people’s desires are insatiable. The French sociologist Baudrillard has even argued
that waste has become the hallmark of a consumer socicty (Baudrillard 1970). It has become
difficult to defend the level of consumption enjoyed by a privileged minority around the world
as the fulfiliment of needs. An extensive literature has shown that the perception of needs is a
social construct, and that modem socicties tend to increase, rather than restrain, desires. For
example, competitive consumption - keeping up with the Jones - would render impossible the
satiation of needs (Veblen 1899), all the more as some goods - like education - arc essentially of
a social nature: the utility we derive from them is not absolute but relative to how much other
people consume (Hirsch 1976). The sense of scarcity would also be enhanced by rendering goods
commensurable through the market: scarcities in different goods would be transformed in the
never ending Scarcity of money (Xenos 1989). In another direction, Illich (1978) argues that
modemn technologies (transport), and modem institutions (education, health) create scarcity.
Interesting and related is Fromm's distinction between being as “to have” or being as “to be”
(Fromm 1976). By cmphasizing the “to have” over the “to be”, modern societics would
exacerbate the sense of scarcity. Fromm notably underlines how the language reflects these
changes as, for instance, in the shift from “l am educated” to “I have a degree”. We could also
cite the particular desire for money, that a number of authors like Marx, Simmel or Keynes
belicved to be infinite. And so on.

In this perspective, the issue of sustainability is related to what we may call the
‘paradox of affluence’. Although modern socictics have grown extremely rich, the sense of
scarcity felt by its members has not been attenuated but on the contrary exacerbated. The

psychological component of the issue is the increased frustration that stems from the fact that
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economic growth does not provide the good, namely satisfaction or happiness. It is a form of
addiction, where always more fuels a sentiment of never enough.

The second element of Locke's second proviso, the statement that an individual's
capacity to act is limited, has itself been proved wrong by technological progress. The
development of nuclear weapons epitomizes this fundamental change. As Passmore (1974) has
argued, concerns for sustainability precisely arise from the recognition that nature is vulnerable
to human actions, and through nature fellow humans. That increases in our capacity to act has
outpaced our capacity to predict the consequences of our actions is arguably a major change in
the circumstances of a theory of justice (Jonas 1984). It is also a major source of environmental
concerns: we know that human behaviors are today transforming the biosphere in a radical
way. This datum appears indeed at odds with a political tradition built on the premise that

people’s power to act is limited.
3.2 The limits of sustainable development

Let us recall that the important feature of Locke’s second proviso was its stemming from
considerations external to society. External circumstances, summarized by the ideca of relative
abundance, could thus be invoked to justify the rights of the individual against the rest of
society. The only factor today which could play, and indeed plays for some writers, the same
function is the idea of technological progress. But if we have recourse to this factor then, in fact,
we discard the issuc of sustainability, for we suggest that environmental issues can be tackled
without state intervention.

Just as in the beginning of political socicty, the role of the state can thus be seen as
managing the new scarcity which takes the form of environmental changes. Managing this
scarcity, I argued in the first part of the paper, will require the creation of new objects of rights.
The problem that this paper has tried to address is whether the creation of the new object of
rights, which necessarily restrain the opportunities people have in society, can be justificd
without addressing distributive issucs with respect to the entire pattem of rights (rather than
just with respect to the distribution of new rights). This constitutes the project of sustainable
development. We have scen in this part of the paper that such a separation could only be
justified by having recourse to an assumption of relative abundance. I can be justified certain
opportunitics only if it can be argued that the new system thereby created will generate even
more opportunitics for me to lead a worthwhile life. So even is some specific resources are
scarce, opportunitics are themselves abundant. Proponents of sustainable development recognize
that some resources are scarce, but deny that this should entail us to save those resources for

future generations (sce fn 22). What needs to be preserved are the opportunities of future

-77-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



generations to lead worth while lives. This is a recognition, then, that these opportunities are
themselves scarce. That is, that the present generation should not use all the opportunities
open to it in order to preserve some for the future,

The problem can be presented differently. If we consider just one particular resource, for
example land, then the management of scarcity in that resource can be done by appealing to
abundance in other resources. This is basically how Locke justified inequality of land holdings
in political society. But obviously the reasoning cannot be used if there is scarcity in all
resources. Even if no specific resource need to be preserved as such because there is a possibility
of substitution, the reasoning becomes fallacious when generalized. Each resource is depleted

because it can be substituted by another resource, so in the end, all resources are depleted.
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Ecology, Economics, and Politics:
The illusory path towards expertocracy

Human actions are today transforming the natural environment on a historically
unprecedented scale. Some of tiese changes are desirable and necessary as humans must live in
and from their natural environment. Others are not when, for instance, they undermine people's
well-being or reduce the possibilities for well-being in the future. Where do we draw the line?
That is, what is environmental degradation? To answer this question in a consequentialist
perspective requires first to select a criterion of valuation, and second to apply this criterion in
practice. Choosing the criterion to be used is of course a political and disputed matter, as it
generally is for any social evaluation. Applying the criterion is a technical matter which
requires some knowledge about the relationship between means and ends. This can also be a
disputed matter if there is scientific disagreement over the knowledge used.

The purpose of this paper is to show that there may be a tradeoff between achiceving
consensus in the political sphere over what criterion to use, and achieving consensus in the
technical sphere over the result yiclded by the application of this criterion. I say ‘may be’
because my argument is mainly a conceptual one, so that in practice the constraint created by
this tradeoff may not be binding. I shall suggest, however, that it is binding with regard to
many environmental issues.

More preciscly, I investigate the relevance of the criterion of cfficiency in assessing

environmental changes. Economists tend to believe that the criterion of efficiency provides a
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minimal criterion over which all individuals should agree. Efficiency is understood in the
Parcto-sense as characterizing a social state in which nobody can be made better off without
making someonc worse off. It is consensual precisely because it tries to make everyone better off.
However, as I propose to show here, the application of this criterion in practice has a cost in
the sense that it requires a level of ecological knowledge possibly beyond what the use of other
criteria would. A similar point is made with regard to the economic interpretation of the
concept of sustainable development in terms of a constant stock of capital. Again this
interpretation has the advantage of theoretically avoiding conflicts, but the practical caveat
of being very demanding in terms of ccological knowledge.

Let me emphasize right away that I am not concerned here with the view, held by
some economists, that there is no environmental problem. Rather, I consider the view held by
many environmental economists that applying the criterion of efficiency is a powerful way to
reveal the extent of present environmental degradations, or, equivalently, of the irrationality
of present environmental changes. These economists do not see themselves in opposition to
environmentalists, but rather believe that they can bring about consensus on a position close to
the one held by environmentalists. That is, they think that the rationalization of politics
could make the state more responsive to environmental issues. This is the view I wish to
examine criticially.

The paper is divided in three parts. In the first part, I analyze the requirements the
economic approach to environmental issues imposes upon natural sciences for the definition of
externalities as well as for the definition of sustainable development. This shows that the
cconomic definitions of environmental degradations and of sustainability require more inputs
from environmental scicnces than ecological definitions would, simply because the consequences
of environmental changes must be expressed in terms of people’s well-being.

In the second part, I analyze the relationship between the economic approach and
collective-decision making using cost-benefit analysis as the cxemplar of the former. In a
situation of uncertainty, the informational basis used to carry out the cost-benefit analysis will
nced to be justified. Reliance on subjective probabilitics, like in the economic model of rational
choice under uncertainty, is not a solution unless the probabilities chosen can themselves be
justified, that is, if they are “objective” rather then “subjective”. Choosing these probabilitics
is in fact similar to the problem of deciding what informational basis to be used, and it is under
this form that I should approach the problem.

The possible incompatibility between the two tasks of cconomics can then be formulated
more precisely: the unmet demand for ecological knowledge necessary for the economic
approach (part I) undermines the claim of objectivity of this approach by rendering the

informational basis used (for example, in cost-benefit analysis) unjustifiable and therefore
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arbitrary (part 1l). Ironically, the quest for neutrality, which was to make cconomics a science,
would reduce the relevance of economics for policy-making. In the third part, I provide some
arguments as to why this may be the case with regard to environmental issues. I also suggest,

although briefly, ways to respond to it.

I. THE INFORMATIONAL BASIS OF THE ECONOMIC APPROACH TO
ENVIRONMETAL ISSUES

1. Envirommental economics

Environmental economists apply the criterion of efficiency to discriminate between
“normal” environmental changes and cases of degradation. What gives doubt about the
efficiency of a social state is the existence of externalities. This is the reason why most
treatises in environmental economics open with a theoretical discussion of “market failures”,
and prominently among them, of “externalities”1. It is quite appropriate to do the same here. 1
then proceed to analyze the informational basis used to solve cases of externalities, with

specific focus on the demand for ecological knowledge.
1.1. Externalities

An exterality occurs when a party is affected by an activity without this cffect being
taken into account in the decision of carrying out the activity. Although in general this effect
can cither be positive or negative, with respect to environmental issues mainly negative effects
are considered, so I shall henceforth use the term externalities in reference to negative ones if
not othenwise indicated. I also Ieave aside relations within the market system which would be
externalities according to this definition.

Let ime make a brief side remark. It is perhaps useful to distinguish between two uses of
the concept of externalitics. First, the idea of externalitics may be invoked to account for
environmental changes. Pollution, for example, may in part be explained by the fact that the
polluting cffect is not taken into account in the decision of carrying out the activity. Yet the
presence of an externality is just an exacerbating factor, since environmental changes are also

obviously produced in the absence of externalities. The other and more proper sense in which

:18338“8 many others, Miiler (1974), Dasgupta (1982, 1991), Baumol and Oates (1988), Dasgupta and Miler
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the concept of externality is used is to qualify an environmental change as a form of
degradation.? In this sense it is a normative concept. It is in this sense that I consider it here.

The concept of externality qualifies a conflict between (at least) two parties, in which
the parties can be individuals or groups. If A’s activity affects negatively B's welfare,
reciprocally restoring B's welfare by reducing A’s level of activity will necessarily reduce A's
own welfare. Indeed, ‘environmental policy is nothing if not a dispute over the putative rights
structure that gives protection to mutually exclusive uses of certain environmental resources’
(Bromley 1991: 3).

What makes this conflict an externality is the existence of a potential for trade. It is
the fact that this conflict, as it is played out, is not efficient. That both A and B could win by
applying the criterion of cfficiency. This is not to say that there may be a consensual way to
solve the dispute. It states simply that determining what is a form of environmental
degradation could be determined in a consensual way, while the dispute between A and B couid
be resolved independently through monetary transfers. To illustrate the point, let me have
recourse to a classic analogy. A’s activities increases her welfare, and thereby the total sum of
welfare in society, a pie in the analogy. B's loss of welfare, on the other hand, reduces the size
of the pic. Independently of who wins or loses, economists argue that A and B could and should
agree in maximizing the size of the pie, and then discuss as to how to share it between them.
When A’s win and B’s loss are directly measurable with the rod of money, the principle raises
little controversy. Assume, for example, that A and B are two firms engaged in productive
activities, and that A’s activity reduces the valuc of B’s production. The value here refers
unambiguocusly to the monetary value as measured by market prices. In this setting, there is no
major impediment against using cfficicncy as the criterion to assess the dispute. To maximize
the total value of production is a meaningful goal, and concerns over distribution can be scttled
independently through transfers. This is notably the case Coase (1960) considered in his
seminal article.

This simple case does not correspond, however, to the situations commonly encountered
with regard to environmental issucs, More frequently the external cffect will not bear on a
commercial activity. As a consequence the principle of efficiency cannot be applied directly,
because there is no direct way to compare the value of A's activity with the value of B's loss

since the latter is not expressed in monctary terms.

2 A leading environmental economist reminds us ‘that an environmental problem exists whenever there is a
rap between the accounting price of a natural resource and its actual, or market, price’ (Dasgupta 1991, 83).
"or cconomists in fact, whenever and only when there is such a gap. Also'In short, economists saw the

problem of environmental degradation as one in which economic agents imposed external costs upon socicty

at large in the form of pollution’ (Baumol and Oates 1988, 1).
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In general therefore, either the criterion cannot be applied, or to apply it requires first
to find a method for comparing A’s win with B’s loss. Ever since Robbins’s well-known critique,
economists have agreed that this cannot be done scientifically by making interpersonal
comparisons of utilities. An alternative method builds on the suggestion that if A and B had
had the possibility to trade they would have reached, through agreement, an efficient
outcome. If A has apples and B pears, and cach would like some of what the other possesses,
they can mutually benefit from an exchange. The terms of this exchange compares de facto
apples and pears. When direct bargaining can take place, there is indeed no need for some
external intervention, and therefore no need to derive principles according to which values are
to be compared.

The idea then is to compare people’s wins or losses in terms of people’s willingness to
pay in hypothetical markets. Pigou (1952, 11) had argued that the range of economic inquiry is
‘restricted to that part of social welfare that can be brought directly or indirectly into relation
with the measuring-rod of money’. The application of the principle of efficiency was thus
limited to what is measured in monetary terms. Environmental economists have somewhat
reVersed this principle: by measuring cverything with the rod of money, they create the
conditions within which the principle of cfficiency can be applied. As we shall sce further
down, a similar reversal is at the heart of the metaphor which assimilates the environment to
a form of capital.

At the risk of repetition we must emphasize that the need to compare hitherto
uncommensurate values stems from the willingness to use the criterion of efficiency to define
cnvironmental degradation. It is not a prerequisite for decision-making, but only one for
rational decision-making when the idca of rationality is understood as the application of this
criterion.

How do we know that there are missing markets? We know this by recognizing that we
benefit from the natural environment in many ways which are not taken into account in market
transactions. Thus environmental economists have developed a sophisticated taxonomy for all
sorts of values attached to environmental goods. Direct use value refers to goods which are
consumed dircctly and purposefully. Products of the forest like mushrooms or medicinal plants,
the fishes of an open-access river possess non-monetized direct use value. Indirect values, as
their name indicates, refer to services that natural systems render but which are not directly
used. A forest, for instance, may play a variety of ecological functions beyond the production of
wood. Indirect values are closely connected to the integrated nature of ecosystems. Option
values refer to people’s willingness to pay for the preservation of some good in view of use in
the future. Existence value refers to valuations of things or non-human beings which are

independent of use in the present or future. A natural scenery, for example, has existence value
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if a person derives some utility from the existence of the scenery even though she knows that
she will never demand in situ the services it provides3

This taxonomy serves the first purpose of a theory of environmental management: by
identifying possible cases of extemalities, it distinguishes cases of environmental degradation
from what we should consider "normal” uses of the natural environment. This approach has
been criticized on many different accounts. A recurrent criticism has targeted the assumption of
commensurability of values, the idea that everything has a priced. Without taking side in this
cpistemological debate, I wish to make the following point: that commensurability has a cost,

in the form of an increased demand for ecological knowledge.
1.2 The demand for ecological knowledgc

The goal of this section is to render explicit the function of natural sciences in the
theoretical framework of environmental economics. For this purpose it is usceful to make a
distinction between the determinants of well-being and the constituents of well-being
(Dasgupta and Maler 1994, 323). The determinants are the factors that enable the realization
of well-being, like factors of production. The constituents characterize well-being itsclf, e.g.
health, welfare, frcedoms. Environmental changes are usually measured in terms of
determinants of well-being, for instance in stocks of natural resources, in quality of the air, ctc.
Environmental determinants of well-being are an intermediary point between the well-being of
people whose behavier is at the source of the external effect, and the well-being of those who
are victims of the effect. The role of natural sciences is then multiple: 1) to measure changes in
the environmental determinants of well-being; 2) to establish causal relationships between
sources of the external effect and the environmental determinants; and 3) to establish causal

relationships between the environmental determinants and the constituents of pcople's well-

being>.

3Fora genceral presentation see, for example, Pearce and Warford (1993), chap 5. On existence value see
Krutilla (1967), Krutilla and Fisher (1975) and McConnell (1983). On option valuc see Weisbrod (1964). His
telling example is that of national parks: people who do not visit the park a particular year might still be
ready to pay for the opportunity to visit it in the future, something which would be denied to them if the park
was dwck;gcd for altemative uses. A good treatment of this issue as a more general category of market
failures Is Kahn (1966). Option value also include quasi-option value which is the expected value of
information gained from postponing an irreversible development. See Arrow and Fisher (1974).

4 For philosophical presentations of this criticism, see O'Neill (1993), Anderson (1993).

S This three-way distinction is also helpful in understanding the responsibility of modermn science both in
creating environmental problems, and in solving them. Thus modem scienee has sometimes been indicted as the
main culprit in creating the present environmental crisis. This is to some extent true in that modemn science,
through modem technology, has enabled an expansion in human activities. Nevertheless modem science is a
necessary part of finding a solution to the present predicament for only through modemn science can we know
about many of the present environmental problems (i.e. its first role in'the text), But it does not imply that
modern science is sufficient. For, as will be argued below, it might well be unable to fulfill the third task
assigned to it by environmental economics,
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Let me give a very simple example that illustrates the distinction between these three
tasks. Consider second-hand smoking. The environmental determinant here is the presence of
cigarette smoke around you, say in the room. To determine the presence of this smoke is one task.
The second task is to determine who is smoking. The third task is to know what is the cffect of
second-hand smoking. One may enjoy or dislike the smell of cigarette smoke. In that case, the
environmental determinant (the presence of smoke in the room) of well-being is also a
constituent of well-being. At another level, studies have shown that second-hand smoking
leads to health hazards comparable to direct smoking. Here the effect is indirect, and can only
be known through a more refined form of knowledge. The point is that, even if one is indifferent
about the smeil, the smoke will still have an effect on one's constituents of well-being because of
these health hazards. Now the link between the environmental determinant of well-being and
the constituent of well-being is not obvious. Indeed, it took many studies to establish it.

The poini is then straightforward, although it may sound somewhat paradoxical:
although the economic definition of an environmental degradation does not rely directly on
natural sciences, it requires nevertheless, indirectly, more ecological knowledge than an
ecological definition would. The reason is that the third task to be fulfilled by natural sciences
is specific to the theoretical framework of environmental economics. It would not be necessary,
for instance, in a theory which defined environmental degradation in ecological terms, i.c.
according to the environmental determinants of well-being. So the attempt to use the criterion
of efficiency as a comprchensive approach to environmental problems raises the demand for
ccological knowledge.

We may note that the need for ecological knowledge is somewhat new for
cnvironmental economics. As a matter of fact, environmental economics was developed to deal
with cases in which the environmental determinants of well-being were other people’s
constituents of well-being. This is, for example, the very idea captured by the concept of
existence value: the felling of the forest is considered a form of degradation because some
people would have been willing to pay for its preservaticn but did not have the opportunity to
do so. To take another example, environmental economics was in part developed to deal with
projects for the use of water. The bencfits of preserving a canyon had to be compared with the
bencfits of building a dam. Answering these questions required little ecological knowledge.

By contrast, with respect to those forms of environmental changes which have received
attention more recently (e.g., climatic change, loss of biodiversity) the (risk of) externality is
not identified by the victims themselves, in most cases the victims are not even born, but by
scientists who draw our attention to sharp changes in environmental determinants of well-
being, like changes in the gazeous composition of the atmosphere. But it would not make much

sense to think that people could express preferences over those changes. One does not care about
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changes in the composition of the atmosphere. One will care only if these changes have
consequences which will affect one's life. In this case, the externality will arise because
indirect values, and not existence values, have not been taken into account. So there is now a gap
between the environmental determinants of well-being and the constituents of well-being, a gap
which is a new source of uncertainty. The crux of the matter is that this gap, and the
uncertainty associated with it, is a theoretical construct inherent to the environmental
economic framework

This specificity of the environmental economics framework is compounded by an
important difference between the second and third tasks assigned to natural sciences. The
second task consists in identifying causes that lic behind identified consequences; the third task
in determining possible consequences of an identified cause.b In some cases, when the causal
relation is simple enough, the distinction will be trivial. But in other cases it will not be so, and
the distinction will have important consequences with respect to the environmental economists’
claim of objectivity.

We may relate the above analysis to the difference between environmental economists
and some other environmentally conscious commentators like the American folk philosopher
Wendell Berry. According to environmental economists, degradation is largely irrational and
takes place because environmental assets are not properly valued. Bridging the gap between
the determinants of well-being and the constituents of well-being is simply a condition for
understanding how much human welfare is dependent upon its natural environment. More
knowledge is thus the necessary condition for addressing environmental issues.

Berry and others, by contrast, would argue that the kind of uncertainty revealed by the
environmental economic framework is inherent to our human condition, that of living in an
environment that we have not created and that we cannot fully understand. In the words of
Berry (1987, 54-55), “[t]he thing that troubles [them} abou the industrial economy is exactly
that it is not comprchensive enough, that, morcover, it tends to destroy what it does not
comprehend, and that it is dependent upon much that it does not comprehend’. The problem is
not the lack of knowledge per se. It is that we act assuming full understanding rather than
assuming ignorance. For them ‘notions such as the “rights of nature” or “fragile values”’ are

very important because they are a ‘surrogate for reasoned collective decisions, a bow to the

6 Note that this distinction corresponds to Hayek's distinction between the methads of the social sciences and
of the natural sciences, the former he called analytic, the latter compositive or synthetic: *“While in the [social
disciplines] it is the attitudes of individuals which are the familiar elements and by the combination of which
we try to reproduce the complex phenomena, (...) the physical sciences necessarily begin with the complex
ggu)cnomcna of nature and work backwards to infer the clements from which they are compased” (Hayek 1952,
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complexity we have not yet mastered and must therefore not disturb too much’ (Brooks 1976,
122).

2. Sustainable Development

The concept of sustainable development draws our attention to the allocation of
resources across generations. With this concern in mind, the criterion used to qualify
environmental degradation cannot be simply that of efficiency, but must be derived from a
philosophical discussion or political deliberation about what we owe to future generations. We
may, however, distinguish between the characterization of a particular path of development
as sustainable and the moral injunction to pursue this path. As in the previous section, [ first lay
down the general theoretizal framework, and then move on to analyze the requirements it

imposes upon natural sciences.
2.1 Conditions of sustainable development

We should distinguish clearly between definitions of sustainable development and
conditions of sustainable development which are operationalizations of the definition. There
is little controversy about the definition itself, and broad agreement around the definition put
forward by the “Bruntland Report™: sustainable development is ‘development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to mect their own
needs’ (WCED 1987, 43). More simply, ‘sustainable development is development that lasts’
(WB 1992, 9). The relevance of the qualifier “sustainable” hinges on a recognition that there
may be a conflict between short-term and long-term development. Sustainable development
takes meaning therefore in contradistinction to optimal development (Pezzey 1992).

There is, by contrast, great controversy in the operationalization of this definition. I do
not intend here to make a systematic survey of the literature for this would require a lengthy
paper of its own.? I just propose to examine the informational basis of the approach which
assimilates the environment to a form of capital and which arguably consitutes the mainstream
position within economics today.8

The “environment as capital” position focuses on the word ‘ability’ of the Bruntland

definition, and on the idea of opportunitics or of capacity of producing well-being (Anand and

7 Surveys of the litterature 1 have found particularly helpful in writing this section include Brookfield
(1991), Victor (1991), Turner (1993), and the list of definitions provided in the appendix of Pezzey (1992).

8 Sce Anand and Sen (1994), Pearce ct al. (1990), Pearce and Warford (1993), Solow (1992), the World
Conservation Strategy (IUCN 1980), Turner (1988b).
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Sen 1994, 28). Sustainability is then the ‘obligation to conduct ourselves so that we leave to the
future the option or the capacity to be as well off as we are’ (Robert Solow 1991, 3). One reason
for speaking about capacity to well-being rather than about well-being directly is that it
avoids presuming the preferences of future generations, since future generations cannot express
themselves. For example, grounding a definition of sustainable development on the
identification of certain basic needs would conflict with the view that a similar method of
social evaluation is not to be used to assess present societies.

An analogy is often made with Hicks’s definition of income (Hicks 1946, 172). The
concept states that ‘we should define a man’s income as the maximum value which he can
consume during a week, and still expect to be as well off at the end of the wecek as he was at the
beginning’. It thus hinges on the distinction between flow and stock, or between income and
capital. We may consume the former, but concerns for sustainability would compel us to keep the
latter from decreasing. In the words of Robert Solow (1992:15): ‘The duty imposed by
sustainability is to bequeath to posterity not any particular thing - with rare exceptions such
as Yosemite, for example - but rather to endow them with whatever it takes to achiceve a
standard of living at lcast as good as our own and to look after their next generation similarly.
We are not to consume humanity’s capital, in the broadest sense’.

We can also note the connection between the “environment as capital” position and the
Hicks-Kaldor criterion of Parcto-improvement. Kaldor (1939) and Hicks (1939) tried to find a
way to evaluate social changes without having to make interpersonal comparisons of utility.
Changes which make everybody better off are obviously extremely rare. Most often changes
will benefit some individuals and hurt others, that is, they have redistributive consequences.
Qualifying a social change as good or bad seems to imply therefore to take side in a political
dispute. To avoid this, Kaldor and Hicks put forward the idea that social changes are
desirable if those who benefit could compensate those who lose and still be at least as well off
as in the situation without the change. The criterion is independent of whether the transfer is
actually made. The same idea is at work here: any environmental change is justified to the
cxtent that the present generation gains cnough to compensate future generations for the loss
they may incur. This time, however, the transfer would nced to be actually made, thereby
embodying our moral commitment to sustainability (Pearce and Warford 1993, 51).

There is some controversy about what constitutes adequate compensation for future
generations. The controversy hinges on the degree of substitutability between natural “capital”
and human-made capital. The neo-classical school, as represented by Robert Solow for
example, assumes complete substitutability so that what must be preserved is the general level
of capital which includes human-made, natural and human capital. The so-called “London

school” led by Pearce, Barbier and Turner has argued, by contrast, that complete

-90-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



substitutability cannot be assumed and that one condition of sustainable development is to keep
the stock of natural capital constant. Neither position is fully satisfactory. The “London
school” position has been criticized on the ground that it lacks flexibility as it does not take
into account actual possibilities of substitution between natural resources and human made
capital. On the other hand, the concept of sustainable development as interpreted by neo-
classical economists is completely free from any direct reference to the natural environment.
Sustainability stands simply as a criterion in addressing the tradcoff between consumption and
investment, in contradistinction to other criteria like optimality or survivability®. Sustainable
development only means that all generations, present and future, should be able to make their
future generations better off in terms of opportunitics.1®

Furthermore, both schools face the difficulty of having to measure the stock of natural
capital. As soon as some degree of substituability between different natural resources or between
natural resources and human made capital is allowed, then the same problem of
commensurability as the one raised in the preceding section arises. For the valuation of the
environment as a form of capital requires to value all the benefits derived from natural
resources and ccological systems. Unless natural “capital” is measured in physical terms,
thereby denying the possibility of substitutions, the “environment as capital” position is thus
open to the same remark as made above: it generates a demand for ecological knowledge. To

this point I wish to add here a comment on the metaphor itself.
2.2 Is the environment a form of capital?

Is it valid to think about the environment as a form of capital? A capital can be defined
cither as a stream of income, or by things which have a capacity of production, for example
machines. In either case it is a human artifact, an integral part of human society, which
includes those natural resources which have been integrated in the human economy. The concept
of capital has indeed been defined as ‘anything which yields a flow of productive services over
time and which is subject to control in production processes’ (Herfidhal and Kneese, cited in
Victor 1991, 193; emphasis added). So when the environment itself is defined as what is not
within the control of human socicty it cannot be assimilated, by definition, to a form of capital.

How should we then understand the metaphor? Perhaps as an intention, as meaning

9 Ortimality is a path of development that maximizes the present value of future gains in human welfare;
sustainability is human welfare that rises or at least does not fall; survivability is a path of development that
lies above a minimum level of welfare. For further discussion and proof of the distinctiveness of the three
criteria, see Pezzey (1992).

10 For further comparison of the two views within the ‘environment as capital’ position, see Victor (1991).
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that even if we do not control the natural environment we are going to institute ways to do so.
Our control here is then limited by the extent to which we can describe the natural
cnvironment. Classical forms of capital are defined by social relations. Ecological knowledge
may play a role, but only in refining the use of an environmental form of capital previously
defined in terms of these social relations. By contrast, the assimilation of the environment as a
form of capital relies first and foremost on ecological knowledge. This knowledge will be
instrumental in cstablishing social relations that will make the environment akin to a more
classical form of capital. The sequence between the actual existence of social relations and the
naming of these relations is thus inverted. So, in Pearce’s words, ‘the constant capital rule
requires that environmental assets be valued in the same way as man made assets, otherwise
we cannot know if we are on a “sustainable development path”’(Pearce 1991, 2). So the
environment can be assimilated to a form of capital only to the extent that we are able to
describe it, supposedly through environmental sciences. The conceptual distinction between the
environment and the environment-as-a-form-of-capital that I am trying to establish here
hinges therefore on the limits of our understanding of the environment.!! It is this
understanding - rather than the environment out there - which can properly be assimilated to a
form of capital. And this leaves out all that we do not know, and which nevertheless affects

our well-being.
I1. THE POLITICAL LIMITS OF THE ECONOMIC APPROACH

In the preceding part, I have showed how the economic approach to environmental
issues, because of its emphasis on commensurability, increases the demand for information from
natural sciences, and thereby exacerbates the uncertainty under which decisions are to be made.
By stressing that only what is evaluated can be preserved, cconomists in fact assert that only
what can be known can be preserved. The remark applies both to attempts to apply the
criterion of efficiency, as well as to attempts to treat natural resources as a form of capital. The
cconomic approach is therefore open to the criticism leveled by a number of commentators that
it is our incapacity to respect what we do not know which is the fundamental cause of present
environmental problems. In this part, I turn to political aspects of the issue. The economic
approach is closely associated with a conception of politics that we may call rational.

According to this conception, the process of decision-making should be reduced to the

11 Note that the argument is independent of any cpistemological assumption as to whether or not there is a
“true” environment to be known.
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implementation of certain principles. Politics would therefore be a matter of expertise rather
than, say, of political deliberation.

Onc of the purposes of this conception is to address the problem of power, that is, the
possibility that those who control the process of collective decision-making use this position to
enhance their private interests rather than that of society. The two ways cconomists have
dealt with the issue is either by reducing the scope of government on the ground that markets
failure cannot always be improved upon because of state failure (Coase 1960), or, more
traditionally, by trying to “rationalize” the process of decision-making in order to liberate it
from private interests. Obviously the former solution is not relevant for us here, for it suggests
that the doing nothing strategy is less costly in terms of welfare than state intervention. So,
according to the latter view, politics should be put in the hand of benevolent experts, whose
benevolence would be ensured by democratic supervision.

To circumscribe the argument, 1 shall consider cost-benefit analysis (CBA) as the
exemplar of the economic valuation approach. I first present briefly the purpose of CBA in the
process of decision-making, and then examine the extent to which this purpose is undermined by
the fact that CBA, as more generally the economic approach, raises the demand for ecological

knowledge and thereby creates uncertainty.
1. Cost-benefit analysis and collective decision-making

The relationship between CBA and policy making is somewhat ambiguous: is the goal
of CBA merely to provide additional information to policy-makers, or does it constitute the
process of decision-making? The matter is a disputed one. Yet, starting from the presumption
that there are a number of environmental problems that need to be addressed I wish to examine
critically the view that CBA could provide an instrument in support of more environment
friendly policies. So let us assume that we agree on using CBA as a mechanism for policy-
making, and for the sake of the argument take side with the view that CBA is ‘carcfully
designed to ensure that public decisions accurately reflect what it is that the society wants to
accomplish’ (Stokey and Zeckhauser 1978, 136); and in particular that an ‘aggressive and
cffective use of [CBA] in the arcas of natural resource and environmental quality programs can
serve to “redress the balance between private interests and the public interest” by reducing the
extent to which special interest groups are able to get their way at the expense of the public as
a whole’(Campen 1986, 133, citing Haveman 1973, 876).

My argument is based on the following remark: since the results of CBA depend upon the
informational basis used, the quality of the result of CBA will crucially depend upon the
quality of its informational basis. Put differently, the “rationality” and “objectivity” of CBA
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will depend upon the “rationality™ and “objectivity” of its informational basis. As a matter of
fact, CBA consists simply in deducing from a given informational basis the desirability of a
project according to a given criterion. CBA does not create information, but merely organizes
information in a way which makes it more casy to interpret. The contention that CBA leads to
better decision-making must therefore rest on showing that it is casier to select the
informational basis to be used in CBA then to make a good decision without recourse to CBA.
Suppose, for example, that the matter is to choose between policy X and policy Y. One way to
proceed is to compare X and Y without CBA, another is by carrying out a CBA for both projects.
Call the information basis to be used in cach case I (X) and I (Y). Then CBA will lead to better
decision making if and only if it is casier to define I (X) and I (Y) then to choose between X and
Y directly (i.e. without CBA). In other words, if the margin of error in selecting 1(X) and I(Y) is
greater than in choosing between X or Y, then a CBA may lead to a more rather than less
likelihood of error in decision-making. My contention, then, is that in some cases it is not
possible to justify the informational basis that is used to carry out CBA, and thus that the
results which are generated are not helpful. In particular, CBA does not provide a simple
solution to the problem of power because the problem re-appears when defining the
informational basis.

Note that my argument takes for granted the objectivist epistemological stance of
rational choice theorist. It is not an epistemological argument of the sort made, for example, by
Hayek (1945} and Marglin (1992). That is, the point I wish to make is not that the goal of CBA
cannot be attained because it leaves out important kinds of knowledge, notably that which has
to do with knowledge of the here and then. The argument I wish to make here is about

quantitics of knowledge.
2. Is there an objective informational basis?

The problem of the informational basis is scldom raised because the answer seems
obvious: the information to be used is constituted of people’s preferences, as measured for
instance in willingness to pay (WTP). Ideally thus, pcople would express their WTP for
particular goods and the analyst would merely collect this information and deduce the result of
CBA. Things are of course not so simple because individuals need to be informed about the
various possible consequences of a project. Information will therefore flow in both directions:
from the policy-maker to the analyst in informing them about the different facets of a project,
and then from the individuals back to the analyst. In practice, analysts are often reluctant to
ask people about their WTP for different goods or services directly, and prefer to rely on

indirect methods to assess people’s WTP. In this case the problem is to determine what effects
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of a project or a policy are to be taken into account. Asking how much effort should be put in
determining all the possible consequences of a particular project is in fact equivalent to asking
how much information should be given to individuals about the project.

So the informational basis will be composed first of information about the possible
consequences of a policy, and second of people’s informed preferences. My concern is with the
former. We can think of two principles for selecting this information. The first one would justify
the level of information used according to external criteria the objectivity of which is
independently determined. One that comes to mind is that we shall rely on the state of the art,
that is on all the information we have. The second way of justifying the level of information
used would be to make it itself the object of CBA. To the extent that information has a value
and a cost, the level of information to be used in a CBA could perhaps be determined according
to a prior CBA.12

This second solution, unlike the first one, does not close the problem but merely pushes it
back at another level. If we use a CBA to determine the informational basis to be used in a
subsequent CBA, then clearly we need to investigate what informational basis will be used in
carrying out this first CBA. So the difficulty is transferred at a meta-scientific level: if we
cannot agree on an informational basis, for instance on scientific results, then can we agree on
how much more research needs to be done in order to reach agreement? And we could imagine
that the question could be taken at yet another level by resorting once more to a CBA. And so on.
In the end, recourse to an external criterion, at whatever level, will be necessary to validate
the result of one CBA, and in its wake, the informational basis used in the other CBAs.

I shall limit the discussion to two levels only: whether external criteria can justify
directly the informational basis of the original CBA (i.c. the one which leads to a decision
about the project); or whether they can justify reliance on a CBA to justify, in turn, the
informational basis of the original CBA. To clarify the prescniation, let us call the first issue
direct justification, and the second indirect justification.

Direct justification is merely the view that we should use the amount of information
available, that is that we should rely on the state of the art. At this point, proponents of CBA
must introduce some cpistemological assumption about what is the “state of the art”, onc which
is compatible with the aspiration to ncutrality. Only agreement within the scientific

community can fulfill this role: the state of the art is the body of constituted knowledge which

12 Little and Mirrless %991) provide, to my knowledge, the only attempt in the literature to value the
information provided by CBA in a situation of uncertainty. Their approach is however inadequate. They
pose the problem as having to choose between project 1 and project 2 and try to assess the value of carryin
out a CBA when the real values of each project is not known. But surprisingly they measure the value of this
information as if they were themselved external observers who knew the real values of cach project. That is,
the real values are used to assess the value of CBA.
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gathers consensus among the scientific community. It is not necessary here to introduce
cpistemological considerations to make this point. The user of scientific knowledge cannot
herself judge the validity of the information she receives from the scientist. The authority of
the scientist does not reside in her claiming knowing a truth, but in her using of knowledge
which is supported by the scientific community. In other words, the scientist's authority resides
in the fact that she is a member of the community of scientists. So it is asked that science
fulfills its traditional modemn social function, in Ziman's expression, that of creating ‘public
knowledge’ (Ziman 1968).

We can see that the limit of direct justification corresponds exactly to the existence of
uncertainty. Uncertainty implies that a decision will have to be made, not according to the
state of the art, but according to beliefs. In the present perspective, uncertainty is indeed
defined cither by the fact that scientists refuse to answer a question, or by the fact that they
disagree among themselves. Now cconomists have developed a sophisticated theoretical
framework to deal with uncertainty which consists in assigning numerical probabilities to our
subjective beliefs. This framework is however incomplete. For even if we can assign subjective
probabilities to the occurrence of different states of the world in order to extend the usual model
of rational choice to situations of uncertainty, in the case of collective choice and unlike in the
case of individual choice, the probabilities used will have to be justified.13

Probabilities have commonly been interpreted in two different ways: as representing a
stochastic process, as when we throw a dice; or as representing a degree of belief. The choice of
interpretation will undoubtedly bear on the discussion we pursue here. Yet, since the eventual
purpose of this conceptual discussion is to shed light on the economic approach to environmental
issues, we can limit the analysis to considering probabilities as degrees of heliefs. For if
arguably some cases of uncertainty related to environmental issues fall under the ti:: t category,
in most cases however, the uncertainty surrounding environmental issues has more to do with our
ignorance then with stochasticism. In other words, it cannot be said that the probabilities we
arc to make us of are objective, as notably shown by a large and growing sociological literature
on risk!4. Furthermore, the issues we are facing today are very often new so that appeal to past

experiences is of little help.

13 As a side remark, we may note that the validity of assigning numbers to subjective beliefs was defended by
Ramsey (1931) on the ground that we can measure our beliefs by looking at the w? we act. Subjective

robabilities are thus revealed by our actions. Yet, when actions are to be justified, either for moral or
political reasons, then appeal to'subjective probabilities is insufficient. Utilitarians, for instance, argue that
an action is good if it maximizes the happiness of all. In a situation of uncertainty, relying on subjective
probabilities would imply that an action is good whenever there is a mere possibility that it will maximize
the happiness of all. Such a definition would obviously have little moral import. Indeed, as Smart (1973, 41)
remarked, ‘until [utilitarians] have an adequate theory of objective probability utilitarianism is noton a
secure theoretical basis’.

14 This literature is known as the sociology of risk. See notably Douglas and Wildavsky (1982), Shrader-
Frechette (1991), Schwarz and Thompson (1990).
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So we may assume that recourse to probabilities reflects our lack of information. This
implics, conversely, that the level of information at our disposal will bear upon how we assign
different probabilities to various possible occurences. The level of information to be used
becomes a matter of choice which precedes TBA and must be justified. Information itself has
now an cconomic value, which corresponds to how it affects our decisions, as well as a cost.}3 So
the question as to how much cffort should be invested in gathering more information is
independent of the ecconomic treatment of uncertainty. it is orthogonal to it, if I may say so. The
concept of “state of the art” has therefore no clear meaning as soon as we are in a situation of
uncertainty, and with it goes the possibility of direct justification.

There remains the possibility of indirect justification.1é The question is now the
following: can the decision to invest in more knowledge itself be made according to a cost-
benefit analysis? The economics of research and development has dealt with this kind of
question with some success (for instance, Dasgupta and Stiglitz 1980, 1981). It has answered
questions like the following: Given some characteristics of the technology to be discovered, how
much money should a firm rationally invest in this direction 2 And when should it stop funding
when no breakthrough has been made? In such cases, the level of knowledge to be used in CBA
can be determined in an economically rational way because there is a long expericence in problem
solving which can be used to guide the decision of whether to invest in more resecarch.

Against indirect justification we can reproduce the same argument as the once made
against direct justification. The possibility to carry out a CBA to determine how much effort
should be invested in creating knowledge will depend upon an informational basis which will
have to include some knowledge about how knowledge is created. Now there is bound to be some
uncertainty on this respect too. In this case, we are facing uncertainty not just over what may
happen, but also over how much we know relatively to how much there is to know.

In a situation of uncertainty, lacking a method for determining the informational basis
to be used, one wonders how CBA could yield neutral or objective results. Arguably the problem

arises quite often in practice in the form of political biases in the analysis. Indeed the main

15 On the economic value of information, see Gould (1974), Dasgupta and Feal (1979), pp. 388 ff,

16 The imperfection of ecological knowledge is not in itself sufficient to dismiss the economic valuation
approach. The approach retains its ‘pragmatic advantage”: the fact that it delivers a good, if not the good.

Even if we know that we do not know, a cost-bencfit analysis based on what we do know provides a simple
mechanism to solve conflicts over environmental issues, Nordhaus (1991)'s treatment of the greenhouse effect
using cost-benefit analysis is a model of the genre. While rccoﬁnizin all the uncertainties involved, and the
extreme simplicity of his model both on the economic and on the ecological sides, he can nevertheless produce
an answer to the question “To slow or not to slow?” Daing so, he challenges us to provide a better answer
within the framework he laid down. Thus, although our knowledge of the consequences of a line of action
may not be perfect, there may still be ground to compare different decisions, and economic valuation may well
wnable us to improve our process of decision-making. So the validity of the pragmatic advantage rests on the
assumption that a cost-benefit ana}ysis is qualitatively better than‘any random answer. For a criticism of
Nordhaus along similar lines, sce Funtowicz and Ravetz (1993).
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criticism against CBA in practice, according to Campen (1986, 52-3), is that it ‘is used to justify
particular positions’ while being ‘presented as a scientific, unbiased method of analysis‘17.
This kind of bias is easily introduced in the analysis by selecting the informational basis, and
in particular the secondary effects to be included. If the problem is widely recognized, including
by cconomists, the belief endures that the tool in itself lacks substantive content. This is
however erroncous. It is true that in theory CBA could be used to defend any position, and thus
that the tool is not biased in this sense. The rationale of the tool, however, was to bring about
rationality and neutrality ir decision-making. So the neutrality of CBA should be gauged not in
the abstract, but within a field of power relationships. CBA will not appear neutral then if it
is unable to resist relations of power. If my analysis is correct, the fact that CBA has been
abused in the past does not reveal just the difficulty of applying it in practice, but more
profoundly a conceptual flaw which originates from the possible logical impossibility of
determining the information to be used in a neutral way.

Let me put this is a slightly different way. The cthical foundation of CBA is the
Hicks-Kaldor criterion of Pareto improvement described earlier. The point of the criterion, we
may recall, was to provide a way to assess social changes without having to take side in the
political dispute over the redistributive consequences of a change. To put it very simply, a
policy is good according to the criterion if it increases the size of the pie so that the winners win
enough as to be able to compensate the losers and still remain winners. The fact that in practice
compensation does not take place is of course a major shortcoming of the criterion. The argument
presented above takes this criticism a step further: if there is no obligatory compensation and if
the criterion is used to justify policics, then those who are to win from a policy have an interest
in showing that the policy meets the criterion. That is, they have an interest in showing that
the size of the pie will increase. The neutrality of the criterion is therefore subject to our
practical capacity of mecasuring the size of the pic in a neutral way, and this capacity is

undermined by the existence of uncertainty.
III. FACING THE DILEMMA

Let me summarize the two points made in the two first parts of this paper. In the first
part, 1 have shown that the application of the criterion of efficiency to environmental issues

generated a demand for ecological knowledge beyond what may be necessary for a different

17 Among; many other sources, Campen cites the conclusion reached by a congressional sub-committee on the
use of CBA: The most significant factor in evaluating a benefit-cost study is the name of the sponsor. Benefit-
cost studies generally are formulated after basic positions on an issue are taken by the respective parties, The
rcgsstglssgg competing studics predictably reflect the respective positions of the parties on the issue.’ (In Campen
1986, 55).
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prucedure of decision-making. In the second part, I have shown that the political legitimacy of
rationalizing politics with such tools as CBA required to justify the informational basis used.
The two points together introduce a dilemma: on the one hand, the application of the model of
rational choice generates a demand for more information; on the other hand, the legitimacy of
this form of decision-making rests on a claim of objectivity, and thus on the possibility of
justifying the information used. This dilemma arises in fact from the very role environmental
economics proposcs to play, that of an intermediary between natural sciences and policy-
making. When dealing with policy-makers, economists act as experts and must therefore justify
their positions by making claims of objectivity; when dealing with natural scientists,
economists make a demand for knowledge possibly beyond what scientists may be able to
provide.

As just stated this dilemma is merely a logical possibility and needs not arise in
practice. Yet, we can provide some arguments as to why the dilemma will arise with respect to
present environmental problems. This is my purpose in the following two sub-sections. In the

last one I draw some conclusions with respect to the politics of sustainability.
1. Ecology and cconomics

One can only be surprised by how little ecology there is in environmental economics. The
main reason is that economists have tended to look at environmental resources just as
commodities on the shelves of a store, rather than as active elements of integrated ccological
systems. Some commentators have cven argued that economics and ecology are in fact
incompatible with one another, that environmental economics is a contradiction in terms
(Norgaard 1985). As previously in this paper, 1 do not want to pursuc this matter at an
cpistemological level, but wish rather to draw attention to the dilemma that arises from the
triangular relationship between economics, ecology, and politics!8.

The dilemma is related to the tension between the fact that, for cconomists, the science
of ccology has an instrumental value, whereas natural scientists view it as an end in itself,

sometimes cven as a source of wonder.? In the cconomic perspective, the production of

18 We cansstill expect something from a theoretical integration of economics and the science of ccology, that is
a theoretical understanding of how market failures arise. This is what general equilibrium models of tesource
allocation based on the flow of materia! across economic and ccological systems attempt to do (Ayres and
Knecse 1969, Perrings 1987). But the results thereby derived are only vafuable as general guidelines, For the
assume perfect knowledge, not only of the conditions of production within the human economy, but also of al
ccological relationships,

19 ‘Now to the very heart of wonder. Because species diversity was created prior to humanity, and because
we evolved within'it, we have never fathomed its limits. As a consequence, the living world iS the natural
domain of the most restless and paradoxical part of the human spirit. Our sense of wonder grows
exponentially: the greater the knowledge, the deeper the mystery and the more we scek knowledge to create
new mystery. This catalytic reaction, seemingly an inborn human trait, draws us perpetually forward in a
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knowledge is an economic good which serves as an input in the process of achieving sustainable
development. The consequence is that the economic agenda - to reach a decision - will not do
justice to the complexity of the natural world. We can generalize the point: there is a latent
conflict between the defense of CBA as providing a clear answer (what we called its pragmatic
advantage), and the assertion that it is scientific and unbiased. In practice this conflict may not
arise as long as the scientific knowledge to be used is uncontroversial. But when it is
controversial, the fact that an answer must be given runs counter to the view that objectivity, in
science, is to be defined by consensus.20 To put it simply, the economist or entreprencur will
always have to leave aside some details in order to apply the principle of efficiency, whereas
ccologists ‘work on the assumption that all of the details matter in the end, in some unknown
but vital way’ (Wilson 1984, 8):

Eliminate just one kind of tree out of hundreds in such a forest, and some of its pollinators,

leafeaters, and woodborers will disappear with it, then various of their parasites and key

predators, and perhaps a species of bat or bird that depends on its fruit - and when will the

reverberations end?... In cither case the effects are beyond the power of present-day
ccologists to predict (Wilson 1984: 8).

2. Manufactured uncertainty

I have argued that the dilemma presented above will arise as soon as scientists tend to
disagree on issucs of direct public importance. One reason scientists will disagree in the present
context has to do with a change in the relationship between science and technology. The tension
between the need for disagreement between scientists as a necessary element for the creation of
knowledge, and the social role of science based on its capacity to create consensus was
traditionally solved by the “superiority” of scientific knowiedge ovei iechiiological know-how
(Beck 1992, chap. 7). Disagreement among scientists supposedly only takes place at the

“fronticr” in the process of creating new knowledge?!. Technology, by contrast, would only rely

search for new places and new life. Nature is to be mastered, but (we ho, ‘4;? never mmglclel . A quict passion
burns, not for total control but for the sensation of constant advance’, (Wilson 1984, 10) This view is
characteristic of a long tradition of ficld ccologist. Gilbert White, in the Natural History of Selborne, wrote:
“The most insignificant insect and reptiles are of much more consequence, and have much more influence in the
cconomy of nature, than the incurious are aware of; and are might'y in their effect, from their minuteness,
which renders them less an object of attention; and from their numbers and fecunidity, Earthworms, though in
agpcamncc a small and depiscable link in the chain of nature, yet, if lost would make a lamentable chasmy’.
(Cited in Worster 1994, 7-8). Can the economist be curious about nature? As Worster notes, ‘ecological study
is the means by which the naturalist establishes communion with nature” (11).

20 5eeZiman (1968), p. 15 and Gibbons (1985, 3) who discusses opposition ‘between the scientific entreprise
as an open community of scholars and the knowledge production entreprise as an academic research system”.

21 | am fully aware of the controversy among philosophers of science over this conception of scientific
knowledge, notably in the wake of Thomas Kuhn’s work. Again I believe that my argument can be made
without entering these decper epistemological waters.
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on confirmed knowledge, and thus on propositions over which scientists do agree. But this
hicrarchy between science and technology is to some extent reversed when we deal with
environmental issues. For the problem then is not to make technology work, but rather to assess
the full consequences of using certain forms of technology. Indeed, it seems that our greater
capacity to act has merely led to greater uncertainty.22 The point was well expressed by the
‘Brundtland Report”:
When the century began, neither human numbers nor technology had the power to
radically alter planctary systems. As the century closes, not only do vastly increased
human numbers and their activities have that power, but major, unintended changes are
occurring in the atmosphere, in soils, in waters, among plants and animals, and in the
relationship among all of these. The rate of change is outstripping the ability of
scientific disciplines and our current capabilities to asscss and advise. It is frustrating the
attempts of political and economic institutions, which ¢volved in a different, more
fragmented world, to adapt and cope. It deeply worries many people who are secking

ways to place those concemns on the political agendas. (WCED 1987, 22 - emphasis
added).

There is an additional tack to the issue. The usual hicrarchy between knowledge and
science was closely linked to the possibility of replicating in the “real” world some theoretical
results derived in laboratories. The celeris paribus clause of common scientific results means
that we can consider as a given the external conditions in which the experiment takes place.
Now if we want to understand the impact of human activities on its environment, no similar
assumption can be made. This means that we cannot rely on, say, falsificationist forms of
scientific knowledge to know the consequences of our action on the environment while at the
same time preserving this environment. For the destruction of this environment is the risk we
would have to run in order to develop this kind of knowledge. This risk is, in many cases, not
compatible with our idea of sustainability. In short, our approach to sustainability cannot rest
on a form of knowledge which, to be acquired, would suppose that we test the limits of
unsustainability.

Note, finally, that scientific disagreement is present within cconomics itself, as we
have seen. The dispute about the degree of substituability between natural resources and human
made capital, for example, cannot be solved on empirical grounds, for to do so would require to
test the limits of sustainability. What makes this disagreement paradoxical is that, despite
it, cconomists still impose upon themselves the constraint of neutrality, They propose to

rationalize politics in order to achicve sustainability although the very basis of their

22 A5 the German philosopher Han&)_onas puts it, ‘The gap between the ability to foretell and the power to
act creates a novel moral problem. With the latter so superior to the former, recognition of ignorance becomes
the obverse of the duty to know and thus the part of the ethics that must govern the evermore necessary sclf-
policing of our outsized might’. Jonas 1984, 8) Sce also Beck (1992), Giddens (1990, 1995).
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conception of rationality, namely knowledge of a causal model that explains how means affect

ends, is not available.

3. What politics?

Woe should view this failure within economics as revealing the impossibility of a
politics for sustainability which would be based on a search for consensus. To put it differently,
the attempt at rationalizing politics is at the cost of raising the demand for ecological
knowledge, and the impossibility of environmental sciences to meet this demand creates a gap
which is also a possibility of disagreement from which a resurgence of non-rational (in the
sense of economists) politics will take place. Ulrich Beck (1995) has aptly called this process
‘reflexive politics’. Reflexive because the very attempt at reducing the scope of politics creates
new possibilities for disagreement and thus for politics, as soon as it is recognized that the
objectivity of rules of decision-making (e.g. CBA) does not rely on a stable basis.

For example, a possible reply to my criticism of CBA could be that we should simply
carry out not one but a number of CBA using different informational basis. In some cases, this
strategy might reveal that the disagreement over informational basis is irrelevant because it
does not lead to different policy recommendations. Although this is possible it obviously cannot
be assumed to be the case in general. When it is not, then the very use of CBA is greatly
undermined. For recall that one of its central purpose was not only to scttle political disputes,
but also to yield one answer, what Anderson (1993) calls its ‘pragmatic advantage’. To call for a
number of different CBA is like saying that any political position should be justified, among
other things, on an argument of cfficiency. By contrast, the original purpose of using the
criterion of cfficiency laid in its capacity to achieve consensus on a minimum policy.

The dilemma can be put in yet a different form. Either we rely little on scientific
knowledge to design policies in which case we cannot justify political decisions with the
criterion of cfficiency. Or we try to apply this criterion to “rationalize” politics in which case
we generate a demand for knowledge beyond what can be provided consensually by the
scientific community, and thereby generate disagreement among scientists which is bound to
bounce back at the political level. In the process, according to some authors, the issuc of decision
making under uncertainty has been transformed into an issuc of decision making under
‘conflicting certainties’ (Schwarz and Thompson 1990), or of ‘decision under
controversy’(Hourcade et al. 1992),

A possible criticism of the above analysis must be dispelled. One may conclude too fast
that the analysis simply discards the possibility of rational decision-making duc to the

existence of radical uncertainty, and in the process that it dismisses the relevance of scientific
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knowledge. Since natural sciences cannot enlighten us on the more desirable line of action, any
line of action would be equally warranted. Such a conclusion is erroncous. As was emphasized
previously, knowledge from natural sciences is crucial to inform us about changes in the
environmental determinants cf well-being, thereby making us aware of the risks we are running.
But it would be asking too much from it to know what the effects on people’s well-being will
actually be. What natural sciences create at this point is greater uncertainty and ignorance. So
that an appropriate strategy for sustainability would be one which would use this ignorance as
an engine of change, rather than one which rests on the illusion of knowledge. The general
problem of sustainability is not therefore, “What would we do if we could have a complete
theory of ecology?”, but rather, “How can we achieve sustainability without having to rely on
a complete theory of ccology?” What environmental economics provides is an illusion of

management. What we need, instead, is a politics of self-limitation.
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Population: Malady or Symptom?

Franck Amalric and Tariq Banuri

The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD), held in Cairo in
Scptember 1994, has without doubt struck a new era in the discourse over population. Whereas
the two precedent conferences (Bucharest, 1974 and Mexico, 1984) had witnessed a confrontation
between the South and the North, a consensus seems to have emerged on the road to Cairo.

In Bucharest, the North was pushing for the implementation of population control
policies in the South, an attempt which was violently resistad by Southern countries who
shifted the debate to larger development issues. Thus, the final act of the conference included
the statement that ‘the basis for an cffective solution of population problems is, above all,
socio-economic transformations’.! Ten years later in Mexico City, the protagonists had changed
sides. The United States, under the lobbying of anti-abortion groups, had dropped its leading

role in promoting population control policies. Conversely, many southern countries had started

Tn Keyfitz (1991).
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to stress the need for population policies, and were asking the North for financial support in
this effort.2

By contrast, the first draft of the ICPD plan of action, as well as the proceedings of the
preparatory committees, suggested that Cairo would witness the first international consensus
around the view that population growth is a main impediment to sustainable development. If
this consensus appears first as one between governments over the goal of stabilizing world
population, the different documents also show an unprecedented comprehensive stance on
gender issues, women's sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights, thereby
presumably extending the consensus to various active non-governmental groups.

Be that as it may, this consensus may still appear quite surprising given the extreme
controversy and emotion that had characterized debates over the population issue in the recent
past. Within academe, this debate is far from being settled : causes of population growth, the
links between population growth and economic development on the one hand, and
environmental degradation on the other hand, are still very controversial topics. It seems
therefore useful to analyze the basis of what we shall call the ICPD consensus, which is the
purpose of this paper.

The analysis relies on the literature on the causes and consequences of population
growth at the local, national, and international levels. By relating it with the literature on
the causes of environment degradation and on development, we suggest that it can be divided in
two broad divisions. The first, a branch of modemization theory, asserts that population
growth is a problem at all levels of aggregation. At the local level, the problem is defined in
terms of the health of the mother and the children, of the capacity of the parents to provide
basic needs to their children, and of externalities. At the national level, in terms of the links
between population growth and (economic) development, with particular focus on the
consequences for capital formation, employment, and the capacity of the government to provide
social services. At the international level, in terms of the links between population growth and
global environmental hazards. For this line of thought there thus appears to be harmony
between all the actors’ interests, ranging from parents in remote villages, to policy makers in
the South and environmentalists everywhere.

The second perspective, by contrast, emphasizes the existence of a conflict rather than
that of a consensus. This view, well supported by recent demographic theory, denies that there
exists a population "problem™ at the local level, and rather underlines the existing conflict

between national priorities and local goals. Furthermore, there is no way to assess adequately

2 Tgpical of this reversal is the official stand of the People’s Republic of China: ‘Population is not a problem
under socialism’, declared the head of the Chinese delegation in Bucharest, ‘We continue to lay special stress
on population control..late marriage and one child per couple’, said Prime Minister Zhao Ziyang in 1983,
Cited in Keyfitz (1991), p. 7.
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the consequences of population growth at the national level. Although population growth
might be a problem for governmental priorities such as development or modemization, the state
is unable to implement cfficient policies in that domain. As with other forms of mis-
development, this conflict reflects a failure of governance and the absence of a political
community at the national level. Without the construction of such a community through a
change in power relationships, participation, de-centralization and democratization, there is
no way of addressing the population issue politically. And this holds true, of course, at the
international level. In other words, there is today no middle path between continued
population growth and coercion.

The ICPD consensus appears grounded in the first perspective. This is best illustrated by
one of the central objectives stated in the draft of the ICPD action plan : ‘to reduce disparities
in national and regional population growth and achieve stabilization of the world population
as soon as possible, fully respecting individual rights, aspirations and responsibilities, in order
to create conditions for developmental sustainability at the community, national and global
level’ (PCICPD 1994 : 50). This statement suggests that there is no conflict between the goal of
stabilizing world population and respecting pecple’s reproductive rights; that there is no
conflict between strategics of development at the local level and those at the national or
international levels.

A radically different approach would be to acknowledge the existence of a conflict
between different groups, between different agendas, and to agree on the need to manage this
conflict. By concealing the potential conflict, and focusing on those aspects of the issue on which
people can potentially agree, the ICPD consensus and the larger body of literature on which it
is grounded run two great risks. First, they might undermine our capacity to address adequately
the fundamental issues such as the environmental crisis. Second, they tend to marginalise
further those who are at the heart of the matter, namely the poor of Southern countries who
have (voluntarily) many children, which is quite paradoxical since the success of the exercise
rests on the fulfillment of the hoped for harmony between the different actors' interests. That
is, on the belicf that people in the South will use more contraceptives, will desire less children
once they have greater access to schools and to health care. Surely they should have had a

greater say in the design of these objectives.
1. The Local Level

By local level we mean the level at which face to face interactions take place, like the
family and village communities in southern countries. It is at this level that the immediate

causes and consequences of population growth are to be found. This creates a tension between
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theories of fertility and of the consequences of population growth: if population growth is a

problem at the local level, why does it not influence the level of fertility?

1.1 The emerging discourse

Contemporary demographic theory is based on a central assumption: that of
rationality. If a couple has many children, it is because they are desired. The demand for
children is therefore considered the main determinant of fertility (Bulatao and Lee 1983), and
lesser importance is attached to the “unmet” needs for contraception. In any case, studies which
tried to assess the extent of these unmet necds revealed that they are quite small 3,

In these conditions, how can we speak about a population problem at the local level ?
One answer is that the couple is not homogenous in its desire to have children. Indeed women in
traditional societics do not always control their own fertility. Their incapacity to control
sexual relationships within marriage, pressure from their husband and from the extended
family, social and religious traditions often result in their giving more birth than they would
desire. Furthermore, high fertility rates are a problem because they have very negative effects
on the health of the mother (Dasgupta 1992). High rates of maternal mortality are a direct
consequence of carly marriage and child bearing, unspaced pregnancies and multiple
pregnancies which, beyond four children, raises significantly the risks of hemorrhage during
labor (UNFPA 1991).% According to demographic and health survey, 49 to 91 % of women in a
position of bearing children want to postpone the next birth or stop having children, which
cauld save the life of 200 000 or 250 GO0 women cach year (UNFPA 1991).

The solution advocated is education, notably of girls. An educated woman, it is argued,
is more likely to take control over her own body, has a higher status within the houschold, and
will be more health conscious. Data indeed reveal a negative correlation between fertility
rates and women's level of education® . Investing in women is thus the major objective to pursue,
for its own sake, but also indirectly to reduce fertility rates (WB 1992; Summers 1992).

But the argument is flawed. The problem pointed to here is bad health, limited

education, and patriarchy. Population growth is only a consequence of these different factors,

3For Westoff (1988), all needs are met. In opposition, Bongaarts (1991) estimates the unmet needs in 15
soutern countries to about 15 percent. In another study, unwanted births would account for 22 percent of
total births in southern countries. Sce also Mamdani's classical study in rural India, Mamdani (1974).

4Matemal mortality rates is 420 on average in developing countrics, as against 26 in industrialised ones
(UNDP 1992).

50n women's status and fertility change in Pakistan, sce Sathar et al. (1988), On the autonomy of women and
the impact on demographic behaviour in India, see Dyson and Moore (1983), as well as the more theoretical
plece by Sen(1989).
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not the problem itself. To put it differently, that high fertility rates is a problem does not
necessarily imply that population growth is one. Feminists who welcome this recognition of
gender issues are also quite wary about the conflation of different issues. They even find quite
curious this apparent consensus between women's movements on the one hand, and male
dominated governments and medical establishments on the other hand (Harcourt 1994).

The population growth “problem™ at the local level has also often been defined in terms
of externalities as illustrated by the following excerpt from the 1984 World Development
Report :

In a small village in Asia or Africa a father of two sons and a daughter dreams of
having two or three more children. He believes that enough land might be available for
cach of his sons... Other families, particularly those with few children, scem barely
able to use the land they have; at the right price, he could buy patches of it from them.

This is not just one man’s plan. It is shared by almost every man in the village. Some
may succeed; the majority will not, simply because the amount of land in the village is
limited... The pursuit of private gain can make most pecople worse off. One term for this
phenomenon is the isolation paradox. Individuals in isolation act to the detriment of
cach other... If parents had their way, many of them would wish to limit the fertility of

others; if children had their way, many of them would wish to limit their own parents’
fertility (WB 1984: 55).

As Ng (1986) remarked, the preceding logic is valid only if it is assumed that peasants
do not make expectations about how the other families are going to behave. In fact, the same
framework could be transposed to analyzing the behavior of small firms in a competitive
market. But in that case, it is commonly assumed that firms reach an equilibrium. On what
ground do we then assumea that peasants fail?

To add to the framework the existence of commons 4 la Harden (1968) does not solve the
paradox, Repetto and Holmes (1983) have rightly pointed out that Harden mistook common-
property (res communis) for open-access resources (res nullius). As opposed to open-access
resources, common resources are regulated by strict rules, and the free-rider problem is solved by
social pressure and locally-based monitoring. Thus if the problem of population growth at the
local level takes the form of externalities, more ultimate causes must be sought under the form
of a degradation of the conditions for collective decision making within a community. Economic
theory appears here quite paradoxical. On the one hand, the literature on traditional rural
socicties explains particular institutional settings such as share-cropping or interlinked
markets (for example of goods and credit) as collective responses to cases of market failures
(Bardhan 1984). On the other hand, it defines the problem of population growth as a case of
market failure, and thus as a failure of such collective responses. It leaves therefore out the

crux of the matter : why and how collective responses do take place.
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Another drawback of the externality argument is that it does not take into account the
impact of external factors.6 It neither takes into consideration how a greater access to external
resources might transform people’s livelihood at the local level. In a village of Pakistan, for
instance, a villager explained that he wanted many sons because he could then educate one,
send another to the army, a third one to find a job in Karachi...(in Amalric and Banuri 1992). A
large number of children becomes here a strategy of integration within the larger economic
sphere; it enhances the family's chances to get out of the poverty trap. In short, it becomes a

strategy of development.
1.2 A structuralist perspective

The demographic foundations of the precedent discourse remains attached to the
classical demographic transition theory. Development or modemization is to bring about a
reduction of fertility rates.

The micro-foundations of this theory have always been quite dubious.? In a first stage,
mortality rates were supposed to decline due to improvements in health, notably with the
introduction of modern medicine. Population growth would stem mechanically from the ensuing
gap between mortality and fertility rates. Finally, with development and an improvement in
the conditions of life, fertility rates would decline, thereby closing the transition. What made
the theory so appealing was that it is broadly supported by cvidence, both from cross-country
and time-series data (Dasgupta 1992). But the series of causation — the mechanism of transition
at the local level — was rather vague. The theory neither provided a theory of fertility as
such - it was rather a description of a wide historical process - nor a framework from which
prescriptions for population policies could be drawn.8

Since the 1970s, the theory has been increasingly criticized. It was argued that it
lacked logical consistency (Caldwell 1976). New studies on the European experience questioned
its central tenets (sce Greenhalgh 1990), and its relevance with respect to developing socictics
was doubted (Teitlebaum 1987). Morcover, if the first stage (reduction in mortality rates)

indeed occurred throughout the world, it was not followed by a decline of the birth rates: in

6 In a synthesis of case studies on the linkages between population, environment and development carried out
in rural arcas of Costa Rica, Pakistan and Uganda, Ghimire (1993) stressed the crucial and ambivalent role
played by such external factors as market forces and governmental policies.

7 The theory was initially set to explain and/or deseribe the process by which European societies had moved
from high to low mortality and fertility rates, and was later applied to non-European countrices. Seminal
works are Notenstein (1945, 1953), Davis (1955).

80n the lack of a theory of fertility, sce nolnblf' McNicoll 9980), Miro’ and Potter (1981), and the
declaration made by the Population Council's International Awards Program (1981).
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spite of several decades of development, urbanization or modemization, fertility rates did not
come down as expected in many parts of the South.

In response to these critiques, some authors have tried to precise what aspect of
development led the demographic transition, like income (Becker 1960), the structure of the
family (Caldwell 1952), and now women's level of education.

A different response gaining ground among demographers has been to look at
development as process rather than as content. This structuralist theory of fertility
investigates the links between the institutional framework (notably in rural areas) and
demographic behavior (McNicoll 1975, 1978, 1980; Cain 1981). Particular attention is again
given to family structures, to women's status, to the organization of work within the village, to
access to resources, but in a more structural perspective. The goal is to understand how these
different institutions evolve in an interactive manner (the process), rather then isolating one of
them from the rest of society (the content). The family system, whether it is joint or nuclear,
has a direct bearing on social responsiveness in terms of population growth to the prevalent
cconomic conditions. For instance, unlike in Europe, the timing of marriage in most of
contemporary Asia is not responsive to variations in economic conditions because it does not
entail the formation of an independent houschold which would require some capital (Cain and
McNicoll 1988). Similarly, under a joint-family system, economic well-being of old age parents
is closely related to that of their children, thereby creating incentives for having many
children in the absence of other insurance opportunities (Cain 1981). In a very stimulating
essay, Sen (1989) shows how the status of women within the houschold in different parts of
India is in direct relation with the way the houschold interacts with the external world. In
this framework, education is no panacea: the status of women is determined more by social
factors than by objective ones such as the level of education.

In this framework, questions of social cohesion and of community decision making come
at the forefront. The breakdown of collective forms of management of resources following the
integration of local communities within a larger politica! and cconomic realm accounts in a
large measure for environmental degradation in rural arcas of Southern countries.? By the same
token, it also explains the persistence of high fertility rates. Indeed, the rupture of the balance
between local population and local resources not only opens the door to free exploitation of the
resources, thercby entailing environmental degradation, but also permits unrestrained
population growth (Cain and McNicoll 1988). The lack of feed-back effect of environmental
degradation on fertility behavior that cannot be explained in an analysis starting with an

independent theory of fertility becomes here ingrained in the common explanation of both

9See Amalric and Banuri (1992); McNicoll (1989); Ghimire (1992a; 1992b); Apffel Marglin and
Banuri(1993); Joekes (1992).
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environmental degradation and population growth. By making population growth a response,
rather than an independent cause, the terms of the problematic are reversed. At the local level,
population growth is not a problem: it is a solution. A solution to the problems and challenges

raised by the integration of the local sphere within the national one.
2. Tiie national level

2.1 The governmental discourse

A review of development plans in southem countries gives a good insight of the form
under which population growth is given attenticn by policy-makers. Stamper (1977), reviewing
sixty of such plans drawn in the carly seventics, found that 60 percent of them (representing 80
percent of the population considered) gave some attention to some type of problem linked to
population growth. From the most oft-cited to the less cited one, these problems are: growth of
the working age and schooling age populations; economic growth reduced; pressure on social
services; high dependency ratio; pressure on health services; pressure on housing; pressure on
individual or family welfare; pressure on food or agricultural systems; high population
density.

The dilemma that face governments of fast-growing populations pertains to the trade-
off between social services and development schemes. On the one hand, there is a race between
cconomic development and population growth, measured by the level of unemployvment and
more generally by the level of capital available per worker. On the other hand, there is the
need to provide social services, both as a goal of development in itsclf, and as a way to curtail
further population growth. In this framework, little attention is given to the long-run effects of
population growth, namely the question of density. The real issue is that of development; and
population becomes one only inasmuch as it interferes with it. Content is given priority over the
process.

Economic theory is not very conclusive about the issue. Lewis (1955) and Myrdal (1968)
stressed the handicap constituted by too fast growing a population to promote social welfare
and general cconomic development. In this perspective, the classical economic argument was
made by Coale and Hoover (1958): lower birth rates would reduce child dependency thereby
cnhancing savings available for productive investment. In the middle-run, the growth of the
labor force would be reduced, making it possible to achieve a faster growth in capital per
worker from any given investment. But there is in fact very little empirical evidence to support
this view, in any case no statistical evidence that population growth would hinder economic

development as measured by GNP per capita (Srinivassan 1988; Levene and Relt 1992).
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On the other hand, population growth may well have a positive effect on economic
development, by providing a ready labor force for industrialization and raising expectations of
future demand (Kuznets 1979), enhancing creativity (Simon 1981), or creating the conditions for
technological changes (Boserup 1965).10

Be that as it may, there is no homogenous perception of the issue among the govemments
of southern countries. Appraisal that rates are too high followed by political intervention is
reported in China, South Asia, Central America, part of Africa (representing about 55 percent
of the population), and in the island states of the Carribbeans (excluding Cuba) and of
Microrniesia-Polynesia. By contrast, no direct intervention is reported in most of South America,
Western Asia and the rest of Africa. Finally, in most of South-Eastern Asia, rates are seen as
satisfactory but intervention to lower them is still reported (UN 1989). In all, it is about 61
percent of world population that lives in a country in which the government tries to lower
population growth rates. Interestingly, and according to the United Nations medium-variant
prospects, the population growth rate in these countries between 1990 and 2025 wil! only be
slightly higher than that in the other ones, 65 percent against 54 per cent (from UN 1990). This
means that out of the 3 billion population increase that will possibly occur during the three
coming decades, 1 billion will take place in areas were population growth is not considered as a
problem. And 2 billion will take place in countries were there is the political will to curb

population growth.
2.2 Population growth and governance

In the preceding section the idcology of the state, modernization, provided the
benchmark with respect to which the consequences of population growth were assessed. But this
ideology does not necessarily represent the public interest. How can we assess the impact of
population growth when it does not? The problem is the following: pcople do live
interdependently within the country, assuming that emigration is small, Yet, the institution
which represents these interdependencies and gives meaning to the concept of a population,
that is the state, is inadequate to assess the impact of population growth. In certain cases, it
sces it as a problem but has no legitimacy to address it effectively. Furthermore, if population
growth is a problem at the national level, why is it that no constraints has been felt, that no

checks has arisen to influence people’s behavior?

10This should not suggest that the debate is a major one among economists, or even among development
cconomists, It is truc that the issue has been raised. But it would also be fair to recognize that it has been a
marginal one in the general debate on development that has taken place since World War Ii. Keyfitz (1991)
also notes that the report of the Special Session of the United Nations on Revitalizing Economic Growth in
the Developing Countries (1990) contains 38 paragraphs, of which two mention population at all, and neither
suggests that rapid growth could be a problem.
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Part of the answer is that the interdependencies that create the problem are concealed.
They could be, for instance, embedded in the market. In such cases, economists usually speak of
externalities, which is precisely the term used by Demeny (1986): “a population problem exists
when my preference for children diminishes your access - steak (...) We have a population
problem, in other words, when externalities are attached to demographic behavior® (p. 481).11

In our view, it is rather through the political institutions that the interdependency is
created and at the same time concealed. This shows a failure of the political process since
politics is usually supposed to reveal and treat directly conflicts of interests rather than
concealing them as the “invisible hand”™ does. The crux of the matter resides in the
incompatibility between what people expect from the state (such as social services), and the
fact that population growth undermines the capacity of the state to provide these goods. It is
not so much that my preference for children diminishes your access to steak; but rather that my
preference for children diminishes the capacity of the state of which we are both a member to
provide schools for our children. But this interdependency between my behavior and your
welfare is concealed, because we both feel alienated from the only institution which could
reveal it, the state. More generally, if high fertility rates are in part solutions to the process of
integration of the local into the national sphere, there is no recognition of the reality of this
new sphere.

Interestingly, it is mainly among demographers that a similar point has been raised.1?
Although it is better known as the “political economy of fertility”, what is really at issue is
governance and its link with fertility, rather than the more narrow meaning political economy
now takes in the economic field. As Johansson puts it, “in general, (...), the political economy
perspective on fertility axiomatically assumes that "policy” should be defined very broadly,
so that it can be perceived as an effective force under a wide variety of circumstances, and not
just when it involves the conscious attempts of the "ruling classes” or "governing clites” to
compel ordinary people (using the institutional power of the state) to make reproductive

decisions they do not consciously want to make’ (1991: 379). Aside cultural and economic

1Miro’ and Potter (1980) note that “fertility is the one demographic variable for which it is often argued that
policy-induced change has the potential to make everyone better off (1980: 426). This has been the main
incentive to developnew theories of fertility, of which the political cconomy perspective is one branch. On the
development of demography between the desire to explain and the desire to intervene, see Hodgson (1983).

12 leading figure is McNicoll (1980), who stressed the importance of institutional factors on fertility. The
“"political economy of fertility” is however an older ficld of inquiry (see Greenhalgh 1990). Particular{
interesting is the following view expressed by the English mathematician-economist W. F. LLoyd in 12%3:‘Thc
simple fact of a country being overly populous...is not, of itslef, sufficient evidence that the fault lic in the

le themselves, or a proof of the absence of a prudential disgosition. The fault may rest, not with them as
individuals, but with the constitution of the socictf', of which t ey form part’ (cited in Demeny 1986) which is
echoed by Laesteghe (1980): *mechanisms of social control of fertility and of population growth in gencral to
'sc;m]c dmézér;e reflect basic institutional arrangements that pertain to the functioning of society as a
whole.'(527)
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determinisms, the political economy perspective thus tries to define a space for policy making,
in the broad sense of the term (Johansson 1991: 377). The example of China, and the apparent
success of the state to curb significantly fertility rates, proves at least the relevance of the
political economy perspective, although one can justly question the methods employed in that
particular instance. But China is not the only case in point. A number of other Asian countries -
Republic of Korea, Thailand, Singapore, Sri Lanka - have also gone through a rapid decrease
of fertility rates. By contrast, in other countries such as India, Bangladesh or Pakistan,
fertility rates have remained quite high in spite of long traditions of family planning
policies.13

This is not the sole domain in which South Asian countries have apparently failed in
comparison with its Eastern counterparts or China, be it in terms of social achievements
(literacy, infant mortality rates, etc.), implementation of agricultural reforms, or schemes
aimed at preserving the environment. All these relative failures have to do with the failure of
the state to gather popular support and participation. The reasons are multiple and intricate:
the experience of colonialism; over-centralization of the state hindering the emergence of
democratic participation; the violent intervention of the state in local communities, depriving
people of their traditional rights over local resources (as notably documented in the case of
forests); lack of commitment of public officials for public welfare and open corruption. All this
has led to the alienation of the population for public matters, what has described clsewhere as
the “de-responsibilisation” of local populations (Amalric and Banuri 1992), or as the “lcarmned
helplessness of developing societies” (Zaman and Zaman 1991). As we found in our study in
Pakistan, if at the local level, neither population growth nor environmental degradation are
considered as issues, it is not because of a lack of education about national priorities, but because
of a conflict between national and local goals.14

This takes us back to the issue of collective decision making at the local level referred
to in the preceding section: by intervening aggressively in local communities, the state (and the
market) have undermined collective decision making. On the other side of the fence, they have
alienated people from public affairs, that is from the very process of collective action.

The failure of governance is then the incompatibility between a form of collective

organization (the modern state), its idcology (modernization), the problem it then identifies

13111960 and 1990, the fertility rates in these countries were respectively: 5.8 and 2.4 in China; 5.6 and 1.7
in Korea; 6.3 and 2.4 in Thailand; 54 and 1.8 in Sinéa orc; 5.4 and 2.8 in'Sri Lanka; 5.9 and 4.2 in India; 6.9
and 6.2 in Pakistan; 6.6 and 5.3 in Bangladesh (UNDP 1992).

MThis is echoed by a remark made dun‘r’}%a seminar on population policr in South Asia: “the key actors in the

rocess are bureacrats and technicians. There is little interest and virtually no participation on the part of
the public or the local institutions. Policy is created in a vaccuum of public apathy, over-laid with internal
burcaucratuc competition, and meddling by foreign experts. There are no public démands for family-planning
services and no public awareness of the difficultics’ (National Academy of Science 1974: 20).
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(population growth), and its capacity to address such a problem. To put it differently, the
conditions in which the population issue is set led to a deadlock: is it a problem (for the State)?
Yes. Is there a solution to it? No. It is only by changing these conditions — through a questioning
of the organization of the state and of its ideology ~ that the gap between what is identified
as a problem and the possibility to address it politically can be bridged. But at this point, we
cannot prejudge of where will lead a change in these conditions. It could lead to a reduction in

fertility rates as well as to a better accommodation to population growth.
3. The global level

Population growth is undeniably one of the main historical features of this century, and
one which will run well into the next one. At the tum of the century, world population is
estimated to have been about 1.5 billion. It reached 2 billions around 1930, 2.5 billions in 1950,
4.8 biilions in 1985, and prospects for the year 2025 are between 7.6 and 9.4 billions, with a
medium variant at 8.5 billions (UN 1990). But these figures must be considered in the
perspective of other astounding world scale transformations that have characterized this
century. Economic growth, technological innovation, the "shrinking” of the world due to the
emergence of modern means of transportation and of communication, are other phenomena of
historical dimension. It is within this larger historical context that the implications of
population growth at the global level have to be assessed.

Two ways to analyze these consequences must be distinguished. The first one stems from
the regional disparities of the process : since 1960, 90 percent of world population growth took
place in Southern countrics. Indeed a recurrent question in Northern countries is to what extent
population growth occurring in Southern countries will have an impact on their welfare. The
conncctions often pointed to are international migration and increased international tensions.
After the breakdown of the Soviet Empire, the hegemony of the Western World would now be
jeopardized by the growing population in Southern countries, whose inhabitants Ruffin (1989)
called the ‘new barbarians’. The fear is recal: it is the fear of the rich sceing the poor around
him becoming more numerous and therefore more threatening. As Lorimer bluntly put it: ‘trends
which threaten the national aspirations of more than half the world’s population present a
problem to all nations. Frustration breeds envy, suspicion and violence, The security of the lucky
nations with large national resources, accumulated wealth and advanced techniques may be
critically affected by the progress or reverses experienced in less fortunate nations during the

next few decades’ (1963: 145).

The other way to assess the consequences of population growth at the global level, more
ambitious, has been to try to define a global project, around the idea that we all share, after
all, the same Earth. This project is global sustainability. To define it in a negative way, it can
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be summarized as the avoidance of global catastrophes, be it a thermonuclear war, widespread
famine, general climatic cataclysms brought about by the over-emission of greenhouse gases,
pandemics (AIDS), ete. For some, population growth is a direct impediment to this project.
Consider, for instance, the following declaration of the Club of Earth, whose members all
belong to both the US National Academy of Sciences and the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences:

Arresting population growth should be second in importance only to avoiding nuclear war
on humanity’s agenda. Overpopulation and rapid population growth are intimately
ccmnected with most aspects of the current human predicament, including rapid depletion
of nonrenewable resources, deterioration of the environment (including rapid climate
change), and increasing international tensions13.

The matter has been given greater emphasis in the past years in relation with global
environmental issues— climatic change, loss of pio-diversity, depletion of the ozone layer. De-
forestation should be added as one of them, not because it is indeed one, but because, being
closely correlated with the issue of bio-diversity, it is treated as such by many scholars.

What is the impact of population growth on these "global commons™ ? An apparently
clegant way to measure it is through the identity I=PxTxC, where "I" denotes the impact on the
environment, "P” the population factor, "T" a technological or management factor and “C" the
level of consumption per capita. Since first introduced by Ehrlich and Holdren (1971), this
equation has gained relatively wide support (Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1990, UNFPA 1991,
Harrison 1992), and was applied empirically to measure the contribution of population growth
to global warming {Bongaarts 1992, Myers 1991), de-forestation (Harrison 1992, Mvers 1990).
These studies invariably conclude to the very significant impact of population growth,

These applications are not very convincing for a number of different reasons!6. The
identity can cven be very mis-leading for it implicitly assumes that the conasumption and
technological factors are homogenous across the entire population considered. Myers (1991)
notably suggests that population growth is responsibie for about two thirds of the increase in
the emission of carbon dioxide between 1950 and 1985, because during the period, the emissions
of carbon dioxide grew by 3.1 percent a year, and population by 1.9 percent per year. Simply
disaggregating the data between South and North Icads to quite different results, First,
population growth appears to have contributed only 41 % of the increase in the emission. But
more interesting is that out of these 41 %, 23 % corresponds to population growth in the North.
That is, population growth is the South - which accounts for 90 % of population growth over

the period - would only account for 17 % of the increase in the emissions of CO2 during the

15 The declaration was relcased in 1988, and is cited in Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1990: 18),

16 The following discussion of the Ehrlich-Holdren identity is a summary of Amalric (1994).
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period. And this is also an over-estimate because it does take into account the problem of
heterogeneity within the South itself.

Another important failure of usual applications of the equation is that they are
commonly blind to the Northemn historical responsibility in creating the environmental crisis.
Assessing the impact of population growth on, say, the emissions of CO2 since 1960, will not
reveal that emissions of Northemn countries in 1960 were already too high. The point is that
the identity cannot be used to designate responsibilities and derive pelicy recommendations
unless it was applied on a much greater time scale, say since 1600. Some authors (unknowingly?)
discard this criticism by arguing that nothing can really be done about the “ultimate™ causes of
environmental degradation - like inegalitarian economic relationships, high and wasteful
rnsumption in Northermn countries, addiction to economic growth -, and thus that greater
attention should be geared at controlling “proximate” or exacerbating causes such as population

growth.17

4. Two Discourses

Our analysis of the literature on population at the local, national, and global levels
suggests that it can be divided in two main divisions or discourses. The first one, which we could
call the "development discourse™ and which is mainly a refinement of modernization theory, is
constituted of the governmental discourses at the national and global levels, and of that part of
the academic work treating population growth as an exogenous factor. At the local level, it
corresponds to a theory of fertility extending the classical demographic transition theory and
defines population growth as a problem with respect to its impact on the health of women and
in terrns of externalitices.

The second discourse, which we can call the "political discourse™ and connects with the
discourse of those who challenge traditional models of development, views the organization of
society, with its cultural, historical and natural endowments, as the appropriate structure of
analysis. It does not treat population growth as an exogenous factor, but sees it directly linked
with the institutional structure of socicty. At the local and national levels, it identifics
impediments to collective decision making as the main cause of environmental degradation,
mis-development, and population growth. The two discourses are schematically summarized in
table 1.

17 The argument s best developed in Shaw (1989). Implicit references to the argument are made by Bongaarts
(1992), and Ehrlich et al. (1993), this latter being worth citing because quite revealing: *It is impossible to
avoid the conclusion that the prudent course for humanity, facing the population-fooa-cnvironmcnt trap, must
above all be to reduce humane fertility and halt population growth as soon as humanely possible (24-5) (...) In
theory, much could be done to reduce the maldistribution of food, although doing so is certain to be very
difficult in practice'(26). That reducing humane fertility might also be very difficult in practice, notably if
nothing is done about the maldistribution of food, apparently did not strike the authors,
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Table1

Development discourse Political discourse

- “poverty trap” - population growth response
Local level - externalities rather than problem

- lack of access to

contraceptives

- low status of women

- negative impact on - population growth reflects
National level economic growth a failure of governance

- overstress of social services | - alienation of the public
- density and food security from public issues : de-
responsibilisation,

helplessness
- global environmental crisis [ - global crisis first and
Global level - international security foremost due to the North
- failure of international
governance
- neo-colonialism
- "better” development - emphasis on participation
Strategies advocated - provision of contraceptives {- de-centralization
- education of women - democratization
- changes in economic
relationships

Both discourses are logically coherent. At the giobal level, the development discourse
identifics population growth as one important cause of the environmental crisis, although
certainly not as the only onc. But even if it goes as far as acknowledging that the North bears
the historical responsibility of this crisis - as did the North in Rio - it nevertheless points out
that stabilizing world population might be the more realistic way to move towards
sustainability, before, supposedly, addressing the more fundamental issues. This view would
clearly be unbearable if there was no consensus between North and South, between governments
and the people, on reducing fertility rates. Thus what enables the authors embracing this
discourse to arguc explicitly that people who have large families should change their
behavior because the ones who created the problem in the first place cannot do so are the very
assumptions that underlic the discourse: that population growth is a fairly independent
phenomenon, linked to the introduction of modern medicine in traditional communities; that
low fertility rates arc a characteristic of development, and therefore something desirable in
itscif; that pcople in the South will desire less children if they are provided safe modern

contraceptives, better health services and education.
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5. Conclusion : The ICPD consensus

Both discourses certainly emphasize different aspects of a much more complex reality.
Each picce of the different discourses has therefore something to contribute in enlightening this
reality. The question, however, is which discourse to choose as a basis for drawing policy
recommendations. The emerging view on the route to Cairo points in one direction : consensus is
achieved on the basis of the development discourse. US representative Timothy Wirth's
address to the Second Preparatory Committee is particularly revealing, the more so as it sets
the tone of the draft document of the conference. Wirth's calls for a consensus ‘around the goal of
stabilizing world population growth’ first by invoking women'’s health and status, and second
by invoking the impact of population growth on the environment. The apparent contradiction
between the two main principles of the draft document - to stabilize world population and to
respect people’s rights - is never acknowledged. The only way to reconcile these principles
without confronting them is by assuming that there is no fundamental conflict between the
North and the South, between governuments and populations in the South. Success of the action
plan rests on the belief that more contraceptives, more health services and more schools will be
sufficient to bring down fertiiity rates. What if they do not? What guarantees are there that
people’s rights will not eventually be sacrificed to the goal of population control?

Starting by recognizing that there is a conflict between people's strategies of livelihood
at the local level and national priorities, between the North and the South with respect to the
global environmental crisis, does not mean that nothing should be done to try to curb present
fertility rates. It does not deny the importance of contraceptives, of education and of health
services. What it denies is the possibility to address the population issue outside of a more
global approach which would integrate other issues, notably economic and political ones.
There is ample cvidence that the conflicts mentioned above are part of the population issue.
Remaining blind to them will only further exacerbate the problem, and might eventually lead
to greater coercive measures against those who are silent : the poor and powerless. Because it
stresses the need for integration rather than running the risk of exclusion, the "political
discoursc” is superior to the "development discourse” as a basis for policy-making. It is also
more demanding, but it is a mistake to think that the road toward sustainability will be in

anyway casy.
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