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My paper is titled “Ecological Economics and Democratic Theory,” and it is designed to 
explore the democratic potential of Ecological Economics.  When we speak of 
democracy, our tendency is to think of representative institutions – Congress, Parliament, 
for example – and practices of citizenship as way of achieving democratic consensus.  In 
this conception, then, deliberation is the raison d’etre of democratic institutions, and the 
archetypal democratic practice.  Deliberation as the hallmark of democracy casts 
democratic theory in terms of slowness. Consensus takes time and dedication to 
discussion and mutual respect to be achieved.  On a larger scale of societal design, the 
slowness of the vision of a steady-state economy, as an example, must conform to the 
slowness of democratic deliberation and decision-making.  This leaves democracy 
vulnerable a charge that questions the usefulness of slowness when we are accelerating 
toward global ecological catastrophe.  Recognizing the importance and cogency of this 
criticism, then, I’m working on a conception of democracy that is consonant with 
Ecological Economics, and responsive to ecosystem collapse, and the failure of 
economies of growth and the political instability that follows this failure. I will call this 
concept “Radical Democracy.” This is a fairly conventional term in Political Theory and 
Political Science, my fields, but I think I need to spend a little time defining the term 
here. 
 
Mainstream theories of liberal democracy, justice, and democratic politics tend to 
emphasize formal modes of consensus and conflict resolution in their descriptions of how 
a society or global economy might come to realize fundamental (usually liberal capitalist) 
values. Justice tends to be equated with peaceful resolution of political economic 
disagreements. Democracy is conceived in terms of equality, solidarity, and deliberative 
or rational participation in decision-making. These terms of democracy are antidotes to 
the individualism and competitiveness of Liberalism. Nevertheless, order, stability, and 
coherence are the hallmarks of these theoretical enterprises. The theorists working in 
these models of the just democratic life are most interested in how political societies are 
formed, respond to problems that emerge domestically and from foreign sources, and 
perpetuate themselves over time.  Radical democracy, by contrast, is a heterogeneous 
orientation to political life united by the belief that consensus and order hide more than 
they reveal about political societies. Theorists who identify with radical democracy 
contend that disagreement is the underlying engine driving and maintaining democratic 
forms of life and reshaping them perpetually. This focus on, and celebration of, dissensus 
is the sources of radicalness in this array of theoretical perspectives.  Let me just 
highlight some features of Radical Democracy: 
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  Democracy is understood as a fugitive condition or open-ended process, and is 
thus perpetually amenable to disruption and renewal. 

  Political life is apprehended as ontologically conflictual or contestatory. 
  Civil society rather than the state is construed as the principal, even exclusive, site 

of democratic struggle. 
  Democracy is not a form of government or set of institutions but rather a moment 

marking the practice of politics itself; and 
  Radical democratic politics is oriented towards the contestation of prevailing 

regimes of cultural intelligibility (and this exclusion). 
 
This is the view on democracy that I bring to bear on Ecological Economics precisely 
because they are such strong responses to state power.  How this is enacted is through a 
conception of Justice that I will discuss at the close of the paper.  
 
In my work, I have been investigating the political implications of Ecological Economics 
generally, and the variant within the field of steady state economics in particular. Steady-
staters, I should be clear, are but one emphasis in Ecological Economics. Other emphases 
include development and redistribution.  What Ecological Economics offers is a radical 
alternative to the Neoclassical Paradigm in Economics.  This simply means that 
Ecological Economists believe in the laws of the physical universe; they argue that 
economic growth cannot be limitless on a planet of finite resources; and that natural 
resources and pollution ought to be considered as integral rather than external to 
calculating the earth’s carrying capacity, and how big an economy can be relative to the 
ecosystems it draws upon. Ecological Economics entails a transvaluation of the values of 
growth economies. In particular, we are to see that growth is no longer to be seen as a 
sign of health and wealth, but as impending decline and impoverishment.  
 
What the radicalness of Ecological Economics does not mean or imply is that advocates 
of the steady state or sustainable future include a political vision of how to enact and 
perpetuate a steady state. That is, Ecological Economists remain trapped in that aspect of 
the Neoclassical Paradigm that sees social reality as composed of separate spheres of 
economics, on one side, and politics, on the other. 
 
I report a bit on the research I did this past year, and propose to do more formally in the 
next year, where I press Ecological Economists for their thoughts on how they view the 
political implications of their work. They do see themselves in a democratic light, but, 
truthfully, they are not very political. Mainly they are interested in translating their 
measures of impacts or footprints and carrying capacity into language useful to 
policymakers. Ecological Economists forge a self-identity in contrast to Neoclassical 
Economists, but this opposition, as I noted, is not complete: They still conceive of their 
economics as somehow separable from politics.  Some like Brian Czech, Herman Daly, 
and Joshua Farley, go further and work to express the findings of Ecological Economists 
with an eye toward rhetorical effectiveness for the larger political goal of transforming 
the economy, but they don’t reflect much on the structural changes this entails. Daly, for 
example, looks to policy reforms that will engender a peaceful transition from the failures 
of growth economics to a steady state, and these include: Cap-Auction Trade System for 
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Basic resources, Ecological Tax reform limiting the range of inequality in income 
distribution, increasing leisure time, re-regulating international commerce, decreasing the 
power of the IMF, World Bank, and WTO, banking reform, protection of natural capital, 
stabilizing human population, and substitute GDP as a measurement of economic health 
to more qualitative measures.  These are radical reforms, to be sure, but they leave the 
institutions serving growth economies largely intact.  
 
The Bush Administration reflected and enforced the larger public’s unwillingness to 
contemplate the sacrifices required in transforming from an economy of growth to a 
steady state economy even as reports of global warming, ecosystem collapse, and the 
unhappiness that attends too much growth increase. Josh Farley suggests, then, that we 
look at the fact that an economy of growth would not achieve its stated objective of 
raising the quality of life for everyone even if we did live on a planet of infinite 
resources. “Currently, per capita consumption in the US is doubling about every 35 years. 
Call it once every generation. When Ecological Economists poll the middle class and ask 
if they want their children to consume twice as much as they do, and their grandchildren 
four times as much, most indicate that this is not a desirable goal. If we lost 60% of our 
per capita GNP, and reduced the current US throughput to 20%, we would be at about a 
1969 standard of living. This is hardly misery and nearly sustainable (and it appears 
desirable). Economists on both the right and left favor growth as a path out of poverty, 
but the poverty rate in 1969 was just about what it is today.” Growth is no cure for social 
ills, indeed it exacerbates divisions between affluent and poor, developed and less 
developed, and its consequences for ecosystems are fundamentally destructive. What’s to 
like or preserve?   
 
[Def of “Throughput”: The flow of raw materials and energy from the global ecosystem’s 
sources of low entropy (mines, wells, fisheries, croplands), through the economy, and 
back to the global ecosystem’s sinks for high entropy wastes (atmosphere, oceans, 
dumps).]  
 
For the more mathematically minded, there is the quantitative, input/output, research 
performed to assess the carry capacity of the earth and factors impelling the growing 
destructive “impacts” of the human ecological footprint. These models both account for 
stochasticity and the second for hypotheses about future growth. IPAT assesses impacts 
as products of population, affluence and technology. Findings and predictions from this 
model are then subjected to the non-linear regression model STIRPAT (stochastic 
impacts by regression on population, affluence and technology). What these kinds of 
models produce is “a global footprint estimate of about 18.1 billion hectares in 2015, 
34% larger than the 2001 footprint of 13.5 billion hectares.” This kind of finding 
becomes accessible to even the least mathematically-minded when it is “compared to the 
11.4 billion productive hectares on earth. This places the current human footprint at 1.2 
“planets.”  Projecting forward to 2015, human demands will increase to 1.6 planets.  So, 
yes, we are living on borrowed time before the real sacrifices are experienced 
involuntarily.  
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In addition to the speed of ecological decline, there is growing pessimism on the part of 
analysts and activists.  A couple of years ago, I participated in two panels with a week of 
one another. The first was organized around James Howard Kunstler and the hopeless 
and dyspeptic view of the future he put forth in his most recent book, The Long 
Emergency. The second panel was convened by the endlessly energetic and never 
dyspeptic, Bill McKibben, on local economies. Both Kunstler and McKibben, despite 
significant difference in their outlooks, ended their remarks with precisely the same 
phrase: “Basically, I think we’re all screwed.” 
 
It is really hard to think about democracy and democratic change from a growth economy 
to a steady-state in a climate of pessimism. In trying to say something politically 
interesting to Ecological Economists, then, the notion of democracy I am working toward 
is one that can lead to a peaceful transition to a steady-state on my better days; or that can 
arise from the rubble of a likely globally destabilizing correction in darker moments. You 
have caught me on one of my darker days.  As I noted earlier, a number of critics have 
teased out an incipient authoritarianism from the crisis-inflected studies of Ecological 
Economics.  I contend that this is not necessarily so, and the economists in this field self-
identify as democratic.  However, the accelerating pace of climate change, eco-system 
decline, mass extinction, and the size of the population of environmental refugees all 
seem to be indicating an authoritarian moment.  
 
There is only one political entity with the power to respond to and avert ecological 
disaster, and that is the state.  We need not speculate about the emergency powers a state 
can take on.  Look only at the Bush Administration in the wake of 9/11.  There the 
response was to transfer sovereignty from the people to the state in the form of the 
suspension of constitutional rights. This was the function of the Patriot Act.  The 
Executive Branch monopolized political and military power; and this came to be called 
the “unitary theory of the Executive” whose most powerful advocate was Vice President 
Cheney. This emergency executive power was manifest in Congress’ acceding to the 
Bush demand for the authority to launch wars in both Afghanistan and Iraq, the latter as a 
pre-emptive attack.  And this power undergirded the suspension of various provisions of 
the Geneva Conventions pertaining to the treatment of prisoners captured off both 
battlefields.  These are the sorts of powers the state has at its disposal in response to 
shortages in oil and water, to the sudden collapse of fisheries, to the failure of the growth 
economy to respond to emergency stimuli, the failure of science and technology to 
deliver technical solutions to ecological degradation, and other consequences of the 
unsustainable path we have been pursuing.  
 
While I am interested in democratic paths to the steady state, these days I think about 
democracy and environmental justice as responses to the authoritarianism that will arise 
in response to economic and environmental collapse.  That is, theorizing radical 
democracy is preparation for the ecologically-driven authoritarianism – what might be 
called a “Green State”-- to come. 
 
This democratic vision works backward through decentralized political institutions that 
invite, indeed demand, increased participation and responsibility, through the concept of 
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ecological citizenship that can support the vision without collapsing into reductive 
fictiveness akin to homo economicus.  There is one more step backward, however, from 
citizenship to the concept of justice that animates the enterprise. 
 
I suppose I can be criticized for taking too far a step backward in search of justice. My 
text for the paper is really Aeschylus’s Oresteia. What strikes me continually about the 
trilogy – other than its helpful hints on child-rearing and diet – is how a new definition of 
justice can transform the world (particularly a world where old notions of justice have 
fallen apart). We can see this kind of effect, as an example, in examining the 
intergenerational notion of justice articulated in discourses on sustainable development.  
Pessimism and authoritarianism have a way of appearing as the only realistic path if we 
are guided by a definition of justice that looks at crimes on a case by case basis and leads 
us to verdicts and sentences that function mainly to protect property, maintain the status 
quo, assuage thoughts of vengeance, and keep the peace.  An alternative notion of justice 
would not be manifested in the world in the form of verdicts or judgments, and it would 
place a higher premium on truth than peace. It would extend from Ecological 
Economists’ assessments of the damage done in the relations between humans and the 
natural world. This notion of justice is described best as “Restorative Justice.”  
 
Social Ecologists show the relations of domination between humans and the non-human 
world to be related integrally to domination of humans over other humans. In the former, 
we all partake in environmental damage; in the latter, those of us in the developed world 
are more damaging than others. Ecological Economists assess the damage in the first set 
of relations; political ecologists assess the damage in the latter. Restoration in both areas 
amounts to restoring not just political and economic symmetry while documenting 
destruction. Deeper still, restorative justice illuminates the impact of centralized 
economies of growth on the very foundation of political society: trust, friendship, philia. 
 
I’m treading dangerous ground here. My fear is I could come off sounding like Wayne 
Dyer after a night’s skimming of A Sand County Almanac. Let me offer two points in 
defense of depth: First, at the base of every political society is a delicate membrane of 
trust. It is the central lesson and concept of political theory, easily forgotten after a 
century of inhumanity, increased isolation, and the bureaucratization of governance. Talk 
of democratization and ecology is empty until tethered to restored relations of trust. 
Second, Restorative Justice’s consonance with the goals of Ecological Economics and 
local efforts to live more sustainable lives is what drew me to it initially. It illuminates 
the trusting, conventional basis of society. That is, Restorative Justice reminds us that it is 
not natural or necessary to live this way in the thrall of wasteful growth. Its growing 
record of success in a range of contexts (from college campuses to truth and 
reconciliation commissions), and its place in the global peace movement, incites the 
political imagination. 
 
Ecological Economics’ various arguments against limitless growth entails a 
transvaluation of values on the part of a public that is as victimized by the end of 
production pipeline as the natural resources and habitats that are squandered and 
degraded. The values emanating from Restorative Justice – dialogue, intimacy, ecology, 
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community, reconciliation, equality – will function well supplanting the values of growth 
economies in either context of peaceful transition or after the authoritarian response to 
catastrophe.   
 
Let me close by listing the strengths of an account of justice in restorative terms for 
environmental politics and ecological economics: 
 

  Restorative justice makes visible the range of damages done by those wedded to 
the idea of limitless growth and who engage in corresponding unsustainable 
practices. In particular, this form of justice works like mourning in breaking us 
out of our daily solipsist practices and revealing the centrality of trust we must 
have in others. 

  Restorative justice vitalizes democracy by empowering victims of political 
economies of growth, while seeking to reintegrate perpetrators into communities 
through dialogues that supplant traditional verdicts. No one can be thought of as 
useless or hopeless. We are living beyond the means of the planet, and so we are 
back to talking about what we must do for bare survival, what knowledge we will 
need in a world of scarcity, and what kind of justice will arise to help us transition 
from a society structured hierarchically (for efficiency and growth) to a society of 
communities built around local food and energy sources.   

  Restorative justice is also called transitional justice, and this emphasizes the role 
of panels or commissions guided by its principles in documenting past crimes, 
ascertaining truth, and edifying the new society by creating grounds for 
forgiveness (as opposed to forgetfulness).  

  Restorative justice’s documentary procedures can be employed for retributive 
procedures – future criminal trials. 

  Restorative Justice shares the future orientation of sustainability’s 
intergenerational justice. In this, Restorative Justice is not merely an end of the 
pipe response to environmental degradation. By illuminating communal 
responsibility it engenders a political, democratic bulwark against future crimes in 
the name of growth. 

 


